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        INTRODUCTION

      


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


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


      The Epilogue in So Long, Summer Camp (book 8 in the Christy series) will wrap up the whole saga and answer the two big questions from the very beginning—who’s the wife and who died?


      - Nick


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      PROLOGUE


      The phone rang.


      It rang again, and I blinked to clear my head.


      I turned as it rang a third time, but my thoughts were still in the past. When I finally picked up the receiver, I heard my wife talking to Leah, so I quietly hung up.


      After a long moment I turned back to my drafting table. I’d been sitting in front of an elevation drawing full of lines and numbers and symbols. I had the full-color artist’s rendering somewhere, but I didn’t need it. I could see the finished building in my head. That was my gift. Mozart heard symphonies—I saw buildings.


      I focused on the drawing for the first time in… hours. I’d been sitting at my table since mid-afternoon, but I hadn’t really been here. I’d been thinking about the past. About college. I smiled sardonically. I’d made a lot of mistakes—I shook my head at the sheer stupidity of some of them—but I’d also grown up. A lot.


      I turned as my wife entered the room.


      “That was Leah on the phone,” she said. “She wanted to make sure we knew.”


      I nodded. Then I tried to smile, but it was tinged with grief. My wife’s answering smile was an echo of my own. I’ve always been amazed by how we could communicate without actually speaking. My parents did the same thing. I guess I was more like them than I wanted to admit, but maybe that wasn’t such a bad thing after all.


      My wife gently prodded me from my silence. “You’ve been in your own little world, haven’t you?” She saw the truth in my eyes.


      “How’s Leah?” I finally asked.


      “She’s still in shock. We all are. But she’s doing the only thing she can.”


      I met her eyes. Life goes on, I answered silently.


      She nodded. “She and Mark and the kids are flying out tomorrow afternoon.”


      I sighed and threatened to turn introspective again.


      “It’s six o’clock,” my wife continued. It was a gentle reminder. “I need to pick up Susie and go to the grocery store. You need to—”


      “Pick up Emily and get Laurie from practice,” I finished. Then I smiled, although it was more for myself than my wife. She understood. We both had things to do, errands to run, lives to live.


      Life goes on.


      I grew thoughtful on the short drive to Trip’s house. The air conditioner labored to cool the big SUV, but I hardly noticed the heat. Summer is hot. I felt a stab of bitter anger—summer is hot, and people die. It was a fact of life. I didn’t have to like it, but I’d have to live with it.


      Trip was throwing a baseball with his son when I pulled up. They both waved, and Trip tossed the ball to Davis. The boy—now a young man, all arms and legs—headed toward his pitching net. As Trip approached, he saw my expression and grew concerned.


      “Is everything okay?”


      When I told him, he let out a breath like someone had kicked him in the chest. I knew the feeling. He asked how I was holding up, and recognized my answer for the lie that it was. Thankfully, he let it go, so I told him about the funeral plans.


      “Are you going to fly yourself?” he asked.


      I nodded. “I thought we’d take the King Air, so you and Wren and the kids can go with us.”


      “Okay. When?”


      I sketched out the plans as we walked through the garage. I dropped my voice when we entered the house, but Emily and Missy must’ve been upstairs. Wren heard the tone of our conversation and her eyes darted to me. She hugged me tight when I told her. Trip put his arms around both of us and we stood in silence.


      The sound of feet pounding down the stairs finally thrust us apart. Wren wiped her eyes and forced a smile. She touched my arm with a familiar, tender gesture. Then we had to put on our adult faces as the girls burst into the kitchen.


      “What’s going on?” Emily asked. She’d begun to pay attention to grown-up emotions. Worse, she wasn’t the quiet people-watcher her sister Laurie was. Instead, she asked direct questions and wanted direct answers. I couldn’t give her one. Not yet, at least.


      “Just waiting for you,” I said.


      Fortunately, she was too well-mannered to quiz me. Her mother had a strict rule about being polite.


      We said goodbye and headed out to the car. Emily climbed into the passenger seat and gave me a speculative look. I preempted her questions by asking her to pick the radio station. She chose hip-hop, and I let her turn the volume up.


      Ten minutes later, we pulled into the parking lot to wait for Laurie. She emerged from the building with a gaggle of other girls. When she saw us, she smiled and waved. She had my wife’s complexion, but her cheeks were rosy from the sun.


      “Cool music, Dad,” she half-shouted as she climbed into the back seat.


      I turned the radio down. Emily frowned, but didn’t object.


      “Thanks for picking me up,” Laurie said in a more normal tone.


      “Dad’s Taxi,” I joked, “at your service.”


      I didn’t want to lapse into silence, since it would give me too much time to think. Besides, Emily might decide to ask questions after all. Laurie didn’t need to—she could read me like a book. So we talked about everyday things on the short drive home. Fortunately, the girls headed to their rooms when we got there. I sank into my office chair and let my mind wander. It wandered to the past, of course.


      Most of the things I learned in college were routine, part of the background. But some were Life Lessons, with capital letters. Perhaps the most important was that I couldn’t coast through life. Oh, I tried. Believe me, I tried. But it always ran me over, and I guess I got tired of cruising on autopilot.


      Another Lesson was the difference between learning and being taught. In retrospect, my life before college had been easy. People taught me how to speak, how to act, how to live. I had my parents and Susan. I had other teachers, some old, some young. They picked me up when I fell, and they told me the right things to do when I screwed up. But I don’t think I really learned anything until I had to do it for myself.


      In college, no one was there to pick me up or tell me how to fix things. It took me a while, but I actually began to learn from my mistakes. My wife helped, of course, but I still had to convince her that I’d grown up. It probably took a lot longer than it should’ve, but Rome wasn’t built in a day either.


      ✧ ✧ ✧

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER 1


      In the summer of 1982, our two-car caravan returned from Knoxville. My first year of college was officially over, and I was home again. Half of my things were in the back of my mother’s station wagon, and half were in the back of my Land Cruiser. The blue and white Toyota might’ve been ugly, but it had far more room than my old Jeep.


      At the thought of the Jeep, I felt a surge of anger. I vividly remembered the spray paint and slashed tires and top. I seethed for a moment at the people who’d done it, but then I tried to put things in perspective. Losing my car was trivial compared to losing Gina. She’d been a part of my life for so long that I still felt an ache in the pit of my stomach.


      Gina and Regan were already in Los Angeles. They had an apartment, and were enrolled at UCLA for the fall. By some minor miracle—and Gina’s basic good nature—we were still friends. I didn’t particularly like Regan, but we’d made peace with each other.


      When I realized I was staring into space, I blinked and focused on the present. Thinking about the past wasn’t going to help. Besides, I had another girlfriend waiting for me in Chattanooga.


      She’s my only girlfriend, I reminded myself. Not “another.”


      Most guys didn’t have two girlfriends at once. I did—had, at least—for several years. Gina had been my first girlfriend, and Kendall the second. Unfortunately, our three-way bliss came to a drawn out, painful end when Gina and I went to college.


      Kendall was ahead of us in school, and had already spent two years at the University of Tennessee. Unfortunately, she hoped Gina would go to UCLA instead of coming to UT. I probably could’ve done more to make peace between the two girls, but I was too wrapped up in my own world. So Gina had made other friends.


      With a bitter huff, I realized that I was brooding again. I knew I had to do better, but saying so was a whole lot easier than doing it. I took a deep breath and tried to relax. My parents were looking at me expectantly, so I unbuckled the seatbelt and stepped out of the car.


      I’d spent days packing my belongings, but we unloaded both cars in less than an hour. My old bedroom looked strange with my things piled in the middle, as though the room belonged to someone else.


      While my dad went to pick up pizza, my mom watered the plants. With a start, I realized that my family had been away from the house for nearly a month already.


      Before I went off to college, we spent our summers at a nudist camp. The rest of my family still did, but it hit me that I wasn’t a part of that anymore. Surprisingly, I didn’t feel a major sense of loss. I had plenty of fond memories, but none so strong that I couldn’t leave them in the past.


      “Penny for your thoughts,” Mom said as she refilled her watering can. She seemed happy to be home again, if only for a day or two.


      “I was just thinking about camp,” I said. “I don’t really miss it as much as I thought I would.” I shrugged. “I mean, I’m looking forward to spending a few days there, but I guess I’m more excited about working on the houses.”


      “You’re not a boy anymore.” Mom said. “You’re still playing with blocks, though. They’re just bigger blocks these days.”


      I felt my brow furrow.


      “Something you did when you were little,” she half-explained.


      I rolled my eyes, but I secretly enjoyed her nostalgic expression.


      When my dad returned with dinner, we ate quietly. We watched TV for a while, but we were all tired, so we said goodnight and went to bed. I hadn’t slept in my old room in months, and it took me a while to fall asleep. As I stared at the dark ceiling, my thoughts wandered.


      I hoped Gina was happy. I knew Kendall was—she had me to herself. I missed her already, but I’d see her in a few days. We wouldn’t have long together, though. After the Fourth of July weekend, I had to leave camp and go to work.


      Trip and I would have our hands full with the houses. We had two months to completely renovate all three. He seemed confident, but I had my doubts. I also had a lot of money riding on his confidence, as well as my parents’ trust (not to mention a second mortgage on their house). Still, I trusted Trip more than anyone in the world.


      Well, almost anyone, I thought. I trusted Susan, too. We weren’t lovers anymore, and I thought I should feel more disappointed than I did. Sometimes I missed having sex with her, but our relationship had changed. We were more than lovers now. I tried to explain it to myself, but couldn’t.


      I felt the same way about Gina, although I couldn’t explain that either. Kendall could probably describe it in psychological terms, but I knew I shouldn’t mention my feelings to her. She had her claws out where Gina was concerned.


      In the end, I didn’t really want an explanation. I knew how I felt, which was all that mattered. I loved Susan, and I loved Gina. I was happy that our relationships had moved beyond sex. I didn’t understand it any more than before, but at least I knew that they’d always be part of my life. That gave me more comfort than anything else, and I finally drifted off to sleep.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      I didn’t need to pack much for a week at the Pines, so I left most of my things piled in my old bedroom. I threw a pair of shorts and a T-shirt into my backpack, just in case. Then I added my toiletries, my favorite beach towel, and a couple of books (a fraction of my summer reading list). I’d need more of my things for the two months I’d be living with Trip in Franklin, but I didn’t see the need to haul things all the way to South Carolina and back again.


      The family plane was still in South Carolina, so I left my car in Atlanta and rode to camp with my parents. Dad and I would fly back to Atlanta when it was time for me to drive to Tennessee. The flight would save me almost five hours on the road. Besides, I’d get some cross-country time.


      In the meantime I lounged in the back seat of the station wagon and tried to read. To break the monotony, I offered to drive for a while, but Dad said he was fine. So I stuck my nose back in my book and let the miles roll past.


      A couple of hours later, I perked up as I recognized landmarks near the camp. When we finally reached the gate itself, I leapt out and unlocked the chain. The day was hot and muggy—South Carolina in late June. Sweat immediately prickled my brow, and my thoughts raced ahead to the cold water of the lake.


      After Dad pulled through the gate, I reattached the lock and hopped into the station wagon. I gazed out the window as we drove down the sandy road to the camp proper. Everything looked the same, but different. The cabins looked smaller and older. They were well-maintained, but they were starting to show their age.


      I was still daydreaming when my father parked behind our cabin. Once inside, I threw my backpack onto the top bunk. It had been mine for nearly seven years, but it looked smaller than I remembered. Even the ladder looked shorter.


      “We’re heading down to the lake,” my dad said from behind me.


      I hadn’t even noticed them getting undressed. “Okay,” I said. “I’ll be down in a few minutes.”


      I watched them go. Then I looked at the cabin again. Everything seemed different. With another glance at my departing parents, I realized that my feelings for my mom had also changed. She was still a beautiful woman, but I didn’t think of her in terms of sex anymore.


      At one time, she’d been a big part of my fantasy life. She’d even been a part of my actual sex life, although that had been short-lived. I still had fantasies about her, but they were rare. After all, I had a girlfriend who had fantasies enough for both of us. Unfortunately, Kendall and her parents wouldn’t arrive until Saturday. So I had three days to kill. Three days without sex.


      I looked at my right hand. “I guess it’s just you and me,” I said. Then I laughed at myself. I sounded like a friend from college, a Cajun who had an unhealthy affection for masturbation. I still jerked off at least once a day, but I didn’t brag about it like he did. After a moment I grinned wryly. “Don’t worry, mon chèr,” I said to my hand, imitating my friend Luke, “I still love you.”


      With a laugh, I began shedding my clothes. I could survive three days. No problem.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      No problem indeed!


      Survival was harder than I thought it’d be.


      The camp was over-populated with precocious teenage girls. I barely remembered them, but as ten- and eleven-year-old girls, slim like boys and just as asexual. They’d grown. I guess I’d been so wrapped up in my own life that I hadn’t noticed. The younger boys had grown too, but they hadn’t developed breasts and hips and triangles of pubic hair.


      Not surprisingly, I had a hard time keeping my eyes on my book. I wasn’t the only one who suffered, either. Some of the older men spent a lot of time on their stomachs, or swimming in the lake, which was a cold jolt to any daydream. The women simply watched, with a healthy dose of indulgence and thinly veiled amusement. I’m sure they enjoyed the effect on their husbands’ sex drives, though.


      But the older men had it easy, since I seemed to be the focus of the younger girls’ attention. I guess it was because I was “the college guy” in a camp where most people were either thirteen or thirty (or forty, or fifty, or… anything but nineteen). So, when the girls weren’t trying out their new ability to get men’s attention, they flocked around me.


      The teenage guys eventually decided that I was all right, so they joined us as well. Believe it or not, we had a lot in common. After all, I listened to the same music, watched the same TV shows, and saw the same movies. And I remembered what it was like to be a teenage guy, awkward and afraid of a sudden hard-on.


      Erin and Leah were trying to seem more worldly than sixteen, so they avoided all of us. Besides, Leah still wasn’t speaking to me. She wasn’t rude about it, but she didn’t want to have anything to do with me.


      Dwight and Karen Delozier were at camp, but their kids were in Florida with their grandparents. I had no idea where my friend Manfred and his family were. The Tharp twins weren’t in camp, nor were any of my other friends. Even the Raefords wouldn’t arrive until after I’d gone.


      So I was thoroughly bored, and easy prey for the younger girls. When I wasn’t watching their antics, I was sitting with them and talking about everyday stuff.


      One afternoon we were sitting in a little cluster by the shallow end of the lake, away from everyone else. The boldest girl shot a glance at her friends and then met my eyes. She made me think of a young Susan, full of mischief.


      “So,” the girl said, “where’s your girlfriend?”


      “She’ll be here tomorrow.”


      She frowned. “But I thought her family’s already here. The Coulters, right?”


      The light dawned, and I tried to find a delicate way to backpedal.


      “He means his other girlfriend,” a second girl said.


      “Oh, yeah,” said the first, “I forgot.”


      I wondered how the girls knew about Gina and Kendall, but then I shook off the question. I might not have noticed the younger girls over the past few years, but they’d obviously noticed me. On top of that, I probably wasn’t as clever as I thought I was.


      “I just have one girlfriend,” I said. It was even true. Now.


      “The Indian girl or the one with the big tits?” the first girl asked.


      “Or some new girl?” the third girl asked. She tried to look seductive, but she didn’t have enough experience to make it work.


      Give her a few years, I thought, and she’ll be leading guys around by the, ahem, nose. “No,” I said aloud, “just Kendall.”


      “The one with the big tits,” the first girl said.


      “Um… yeah.”


      The guys looked at me with awe. They definitely knew who Kendall was.


      “God,” said the second girl, “I hope I get tits like hers someday.”


      The other girls giggled. They were teasing the guys, who suddenly turned nervous.


      “I probably will,” the second girl continued, glancing down at her chest. She already had a healthy C cup. “I mean, my mom has big tits.”


      “Yeah, she does,” said the third girl. “Yours are pretty nice already.” She turned to the guys. “What do you think?”


      I tried not to laugh at their expressions.


      One of the guys turned red-faced and immediately put his towel in his lap. “I’m thirsty,” he said to the other guys. “Let’s get a Coke or something.” The other two looked just as anxious, so they quickly agreed.


      The girls burst into giggles, and I felt sorry for the guys. After all, I knew how they felt. I had more control, but not much more.


      “Boner alert,” one of the girls said.


      “Times three.”


      The first girl looked at me, and her eyes glittered. “Now that they’re gone,” she said, “we can talk.” She looked at my dick. She was pretty brazen about it, too. “How come you don’t have a boner?”


      I tried to act nonchalant. “I just don’t.”


      “But why?” the second girl asked.


      “Will you get one for us?” the first asked.


      “We won’t tell anyone.”


      “Please?”


      “C’mon, let us see.”


      I laughed, but it sounded hollow. Worse, I was already swelling at the direction the conversation had taken.


      “Don’t you think we’re sexy?” the first girl asked.


      “I think,” I said evenly, “you’re a lot younger than I am.”


      “I’m almost fourteen.”


      “I’m fourteen already.”


      “I’ll be fourteen in two months.”


      “And I just turned nineteen,” I said.


      “So? We’re not kids or anything.”


      The other girls nodded in unison.


      Completely out of the blue, the first girl asked, “What’s it like when you and your girlfriend are doing it?”


      My eyebrows flew up. “No comment,” I said at last.


      They groaned.


      “Sorry, I don’t kiss and tell.”


      “We don’t want to hear about the kisses,” one of them wheedled.


      “We wanna hear the good parts.”


      “Yeah, what’s it like? Does she make a lot of noise?”


      “Do you do it all the time?”


      “Does she… you know… get off?”


      I decided to tease right back, so I glanced around to make sure no one could overhear. I looked at them and answered their questions in turn, “No, she doesn’t make a lot of noise. Yes, we do it all the time. And yes, she gets off.”


      Their jaws fell open.


      I stood. My half-hard dick jutted slightly, although no one but the girls could see. “Now,” I said, “I’m going for a swim.”


      The first girl recovered herself. “To hide your boner?”


      “To cool off,” I said. I winked, and they burst into giggles.


      They were still giggling as I hopped into the water and headed for the raft. Erin and Leah were sunbathing on it, but Leah was a safer bet than three curious young girls. Safer, and much closer to my age.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Sean Sullivan’s family arrived Friday night. He and Erin promptly disappeared. Unfortunately, Sean’s older sister, Maureen, was with Manfred and his family—they’d gone to the Bahamas instead of coming to camp. That left Leah and me in an awkward position: we were the only teenagers in camp who were older than fourteen.


      “So, you wanna hang out?” I asked her, hoping to thaw the ice.


      She gave me a hard look.


      “Come on, it’ll be fun.”


      “Yeah, right.” Her eyes turned flinty. “I’m not Gina. Remember?”


      “Why are you so pissed off at me?” I said. “I didn’t do anything to you.”


      “But you left my sister for that… that… cow!”


      My eyes widened at her vehemence.


      “I never did like her.”


      “Kendall?”


      “Who else? She doesn’t love you. All she cares about is sex. Gina loved you more than anyone, but you threw her away like a scrap of paper.”


      “It was a bit more complicated than that,” I shot back.


      “Yeah, right.”


      “It was, Leah. Besides, you don’t know what happened.”


      “I do too. Gina told me.”


      “So you have her side of the story. Let me know if you want to hear my side of things. Maybe then you won’t be such a cold-hearted bitch.” I turned and stalked off. I hadn’t gone ten feet before I heard a slightly mocking voice in my head, “Tsk, tsk, Mr. Hughes. You’ll have to do better than that.”


      The voice sounded like Professor Joska, with enough Susan that I didn’t immediately snarl in anger. Instead, I pulled up short and took a deep breath. I could still sense Leah behind me, her eyes burning furious holes in my back. I still felt the adrenaline coursing through my body, too. But I forced myself to take another deep breath. Then I turned and walked back.


      “Look,” I said, “I’m sorry I called you a cold-hearted bitch.”


      Leah looked surprised, more at my tone than my words.


      “You’re just defending your sister,” I continued. “I understand that.” I paused and held her eyes. “I love Gina. I always will. But I don’t need you to tell me how bad I screwed up. She and I are friends now. We put the past behind us and moved on.”


      She frowned, but didn’t try to deny it. She knew the truth as well as I did.


      “I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to make it up to Gina, but she found it within her heart to forgive me. Now, I’m not going to tell you what to do, Leah, but I hope you can forgive me someday too.” It was her opening, but she didn’t say anything, so I turned away.


      “Paul… wait.”


      I stopped and stood there for a moment. Then I turned.


      Leah looked at me, and her anger seemed to fade. She started to speak, but then fell silent. After a moment she said, “Do you still want to hang out?”


      “Yeah. I’d like that.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Erin spent the next day with Sean. I had no idea where they were, but I knew what they were doing.


      When Erin had turned sixteen, she started taking the pill. She and Sean had fooled around before then, but they hadn’t had sex. They’d fooled around since then too, but without going all the way.


      Erin once told me that she didn’t want her first time to be in the back of a car, or groping in the dark, or in a rush. “I want to take my time and enjoy it,” she said.


      She’d grown up as a nudist, so she was completely comfortable with her body. With women like Mom, Susan, and Elizabeth Coulter for role models, I didn’t wonder that she had a strong sense of her own sexuality. Not surprisingly, she and Sean had waited for the right time.


      The right time had arrived. I remembered Gina’s first time with me, and the love and support she received from the older women. With Erin, I saw things from the other side, as the women waited for her to return. I asked Susan where they’d gone, but she merely smiled.


      “If Erin wants to tell you, she will,” she said. “After all, we didn’t tell her about you and Gina.”


      “She asked?”


      “Mmm hmm. But we respected your privacy.”


      I smiled at the memory of Susan’s glade. Gina and I had spent the day there, making love, having sex, and generally screwing each other silly. Susan smirked as my dick twitched. With an act of will, I controlled it.


      Treacherous—


      “How long till the Paytons arrive?” she teased.


      “Not soon enough,” I grumbled.


      She merely chuckled.


      Sometimes life just isn’t fair.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      I nearly attacked Kendall when she arrived. Fortunately, she seemed just as eager. Unfortunately, I had to be polite to her parents. After all, her father—a big, tough police detective—scared me a little. Besides, I couldn’t just drag her away, caveman-style, and fuck her behind some bushes.


      Kendall’s brother was already in summer school at UT, so I helped her father with the Winnebago’s leveling jacks. Then I helped him take the folding lawn chairs from the back rack. Finally, I watched in near-exasperation as he put his arm around Kendall’s shoulders and walked with her to the clubhouse to check in.


      I stared after them until they turned onto the main road and disappeared from sight. Then I composed myself and tried not to think about what I was going to do to Kendall when she returned. It didn’t work. I felt my dick swelling, so I cast about for something to distract me.


      Unfortunately, Kendall’s mother was bustling about the campsite, humming quietly to herself. Melissa was the prototype of her daughter, just as tall and beautiful, and built like a goddess. While I’d been staring after Kendall and her father, Melissa had taken off her shorts. My eyes followed her, and I felt my dick swell further as she bent over to pull something from the Winnebago’s storage compartment.


      “Will you help me with the chair cushions?” she asked without looking back.


      If she noticed my semi-hard dick, she didn’t say anything. Instead, we both ignored it. When she sat down and offered me a seat, I quickly took it, crossing my legs to hide my condition.


      “Thanks for helping with everything,” she said. “Would you like to stay for dinner?”


      No, thank you, I silently answered. I’d like to take your daughter someplace quiet and fuck her till— “Sure,” I said aloud, “that’d be nice. Thanks.”


      We made small talk until Kendall and Adam returned.


      “We’re officially here,” he said.


      Fortunately, my dick had gone soft. I pasted on a smile and then caught Kendall’s eye. She had the same look in hers that I had in mine.


      “Paul’s going to have dinner with us,” Melissa said.


      “Good!” Adam boomed.


      “Before then,” Kendall said, “may Paul and I…?”


      Melissa smiled indulgently. “Go on.”


      We didn’t make it further than my cabin. Fortunately, my parents were down at the lake, and Erin hadn’t returned from… wherever.


      My dick was completely hard before the screen door slammed shut. I pulled Kendall against me and reveled in the softness of her body. She was already topless, but I quickly unsnapped her cut-off shorts. She kicked them aside and we tumbled to the couch.


      She felt for my cock and squeezed gently, grinning up at me as she set the head at her opening. She was already hot and oh-so-wet. I slid into her slowly. She was as tight as ever, and it took me a moment to bury myself completely.


      I groaned when I hit bottom. “God, I missed you.”


      Instead of answering, she pulled my head down and kissed me fiercely. Then she ground her hips against mine and whimpered.


      I began thrusting. I felt the pressure of an impending orgasm, but I didn’t even try to stop it. Five or six thrusts later, I slammed into her and arched my back. She moaned softly as I spurted deep within her.


      When I finally came to my senses, I swallowed hard and gazed down at her. Her deep blue eyes sparkled.


      “Hi yourself,” she teased.


      “Sorry that was so quick.”


      She shrugged and adjusted her legs around me for a better angle. “Oh, I know how you work. You’ll be ready again in a few minutes.”


      With that, she began working her pussy muscles. I grunted as she massaged my still-hard cock.


      “You’ve been practicing with your Ben Wa balls,” I finally gasped.


      “Mmm hmm. You don’t mind, do you?”


      I closed my eyes and shook my head. My dick grew harder still.


      “Mmm. You feel good inside me.”


      I nodded without opening my eyes. “It feels pretty good from this end, too.”


      She ran her fingers along my sides and down to my hips. “Fuck me, Paul,” she whispered. “Fuck me deep.”


      Who was I to refuse?


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Erin and Sean returned shortly before dinner. They both looked worn out, but happy. Ecstatic, actually. I had probably looked the same when Gina and I returned. Erin surprised me by glancing at me after she talked to Mom and Susan.


      “What’s up?” I said as she pulled me aside.


      “I promised Sean that we’d hike to the quarry with Leah tomorrow. He wants to have sex with both of us, and since I’m such a great girlfriend…”


      I grinned.


      “Anyway, Sean’s parents know about us, but they don’t know about us. You know… us?”


      “‘Us’?”


      “Duh,” Erin said. “‘Us,’ as in our family… that we’re swingers… you know, group sex?”


      I’m sure my cheeks heated, because Erin took pity on me and smiled.


      “Anyway, I thought you and Kendall could go with us, so it wouldn’t be just Sean, Leah, and me. We could call it a nature hike or something.”


      “Or something,” I teased.


      Erin was as tanned as our mom, but her cheeks turned rosy anyway. “Will you go?”


      “Sure. But I wanna be back in time for the fireworks.”


      “Duh,” she said. Then her expression softened. “Thanks, Paul.”


      “No problem.”


      She paused and looked thoughtful for a moment. “Was it like this with you and Gina and Kendall?”


      “Like what?”


      “Everybody getting along and all?”


      I shrugged. “In the beginning, at least.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      I woke up early the next morning. It was still dark outside, and I wondered what had woken me. Then I heard a soft sound, so I quietly looked over the bedrail. In the darkness I could just make out the shapes of my parents in bed.


      Mom disappeared beneath the sheet and Dad rested his hand lightly atop her head. She began moving, and I knew that she was sucking him. All of a sudden I had a memory of what it felt like when she sucked me.


      I rolled to my back, my own erection making a tent under the sheet. I thought about jerking off, but I didn’t want them to know that I was awake. I listened for a while, but then I rolled toward the wall and folded the pillow over my head. My erection didn’t go away, but at least I couldn’t hear them anymore.


      I was still awake thirty minutes later, so I decided to get up. I didn’t know if Mom and Dad were asleep or not, but they were spooned together and their breathing was quiet.


      Pre-dawn light showed in the east as I slipped out of the cabin. I sat in one of the rocking chairs and tried to relax as the pine forest came to life around me. My thoughts wandered until the screen door creaked behind me.


      “What’re you doing out here?” Mom asked.


      “I couldn’t sleep,” I lied.


      She crossed her arms and rubbed her hands over them to warm herself. Her nipples were stiff, and the rest of her had goose bumps. Still, she sat in the opposite rocker and gazed at me thoughtfully.


      “It looks like it’s going to be a nice day for your hike.”


      I nodded.


      “Thanks for going with Erin.”


      I nodded again. For whatever reason, I wasn’t in a talkative mood.


      “She’s really excited. She and Leah were up half the night talking about it.”


      Another nod.


      “I’m worried about her, though.”


      I looked a question at her.


      “It’s hard to make a relationship work. Especially with three people.”


      “Tell me about it,” I said, speaking at last.


      “I knew you’d understand.”


      “I don’t think that’s what Erin wants, though,” I said. “Besides, she’s smarter than I was.”


      “But what about Sean? Having two women is a big turn-on for most guys, whether they’re sixteen or not.”


      I shrugged. “If he thinks with his big head…”


      Mom nodded.


      “Too bad I didn’t.”


      “It’s hard enough to make one relationship work,” she said, “much less two.”


      I shrugged in reply.


      “You found out the hard way.”


      “Does it get any easier with just two people?”


      “A little,” she said. “Maybe.”


      I nodded.


      “It’s worth it, though, especially with the right person.”


      “But how do you know if you’ve found the right person?”


      “If you have to ask…,” she began, but trailed off.


      I looked at her sharply.


      For once, she equivocated. “It’s not quite that simple, but—”


      “You were going to say, ‘If you have to ask, you haven’t found the right person,’ weren’t you?”


      “Sometimes it takes a while before you feel it.”


      “How long did it take you with Dad?”


      “That’s different,” she said.


      “Why?”


      She smiled by way of answer. Then she rose and kissed me on the forehead. “You’ll know when it happens,” she said, and slipped into the cabin.


      I gripped the arms of the chair and stared into the forest.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Kendall emerged from the Winnebago a little before seven o’clock. We walked down to the clubhouse together. A light mist hung over the ground, but it would burn off as soon as the sun rose higher. Sound carried in the fog, so I made sure not to let the screen door slam as we entered the building. At the wall dividing the bathroom area from the kitchen, Kendall pulled up short.


      “What?” I asked softly. Then I poked my head around the corner.


      Dwight Delozier was mixing his barbecue sauce for the day’s cookout. He did the same thing every Fourth of July, and he—


      I felt a sudden glow of understanding. Ah. Of course, I thought. And I know who’s under the counter giving him a blowjob. Terri Dunbar.


      Terri and her husband were swingers—although they weren’t part of my parents’ regular group. Dwight and his wife were also swingers. They usually partied with the Dunbars, but sometimes the two groups got together for bigger, wilder parties.


      Dwight and Terri’s Fourth of July blowjobs were an open secret among the camp’s swingers. She’d even given me a blowjob once, when I was fifteen.


      “We need to do something like that,” Kendall said softly.


      I couldn’t agree more, I thought. I could use a blowjob right now. I cast about for someplace private.


      “We could have our own special tradition,” Kendall continued, “where everyone else knows what we’re up to.”


      My heart sank as I realized that we were thinking about two different things.


      “Maybe I could give you head on the raft every Fourth of July.”


      I shook my head. “I don’t wanna swim out there first thing in the morning. But, speaking of—”


      “Okay, we could do it by the hot tub. Or maybe the clubhouse porch.”


      I was horny and peeved at the same time. I wanted to go somewhere private, but she wanted to talk about her public sex fantasy.


      “Or we could do it on the grass by the—”


      “Yeah, that’s a good idea,” I cut her off. Then I turned facetious. “I could tie you down, spread-eagle, and fuck you while the rest of the camp watches.” I wasn’t serious, but her eyes lit up, so I put a hint of mocking in my voice. “That’d be perfect. The guys could even take turns fucking you, one after the other.”


      She didn’t hear the irony. Instead, her eyes turned glassy as she imagined the scene.


      I frowned in disbelief. “Heck,” I said, “even the women could join in. I mean, they could go down on you while their husbands fuck them from behind.” When she still didn’t react, I decided to be even more outrageous. “Even better, I could fuck the women. And you could suck the guys while I go to town on their wives.”


      “And the guys could come on my face,” she said.


      “Sure,” I said, still incredulous. “And for the big finale, I’ll fuck your sperm-covered face until I blew my load all over you. That sounds perfect. We could have a TV crew film the whole thing. I bet Chris Coulter could even broadcast it on the news. I mean, it is cable.”


      She finally sensed that I was being flippant. “No, not on TV.”


      I nearly goggled in shock. TV was the only thing she objected to?!


      “The rest sounds like fun, though.” She thought about it again. “No, I don’t want anything like that on TV.”


      “No, of course not,” I said dryly. “But maybe your dad and brother could join in.”


      Finally, she shot me a look of reproach. “Now you’re being disgusting.”


      No, I thought crossly, I was being disgusting when I suggested that the whole camp fuck you on the front lawn of the clubhouse. I didn’t mind sharing my girlfriend, even with more than one guy, but two dozen guys wasn’t sharing—it was a gang bang.


      “Although,” she said, her eyes still a bit glassy, “it’s a fun fantasy.”


      I rolled my eyes, but she didn’t notice.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Thirty minutes later, Sean and I shouldered our backpacks, and I led the way across the dam and into the forest. Kendall walked behind me, with Leah in the middle, Erin behind her, and Sean bringing up the rear.


      About an hour into the hike, we stopped to rest and drink from the stream. The water was clear and cold, and felt good on my parched throat. When we set off again, Kendall struck up a conversation with Erin.


      The topic quickly turned to sex. Poor Sean didn’t know how to react when they started talking about blowjob techniques. At first, he tried to hide his hard-on.


      “Don’t worry about it,” Erin told him. “I like it. Besides, Paul has one too.”


      I turned to walk backward. When I looked at Sean, he glanced away, abashed. My dick swayed as I felt a root and stepped over it. Kendall shot me a glance and moistened her lips seductively. I grinned before giving Sean a philosophical shrug.


      With that, I turned and continued up the hill. The conversation resumed, but I didn’t pay much attention. Instead, I focused on the trail as it wound its way along the stream.


      Leah caught up with me a few minutes later. “She’s ignoring me,” she said under her breath. “The cow.”


      I glanced at her sidelong.


      “Every time I try to join the conversation, Kendall just keeps talking, like I didn’t say anything.”


      “I’m sure she’s not doing it on purpose.”


      Leah shot me a skeptical glance.


      “Why would she ignore you? She likes you.”


      “Yeah, right.”


      “She does,” I said.


      Leah muttered something and sped ahead.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      We reached the quarry a little before ten o’clock. The day was already hot, and the fog had turned to a thin haze high above. I shed my pack by the big boulder at the mouth of the run-off stream. Across the lake the waterfall looked like a cool shower.


      I closed my eyes and pictured the pool above. Gina, Kendall, and I had spent many afternoons up there. Kendall had even lost her virginity there, although I hadn’t known at the time that I was her first. She’d told me she wasn’t a virgin, and I believed her. Why wouldn’t I? The memory was a pleasant one, though, and I replayed it in my mind until an errant bead of sweat ran down my forehead.


      “Let’s go for a swim,” I suggested.


      Sean shed his pack and looked grateful. His dick was still semi-hard, but he seemed less self-conscious about it. Erin, on the other hand, was eyeing him hungrily. She looked like a tigress, ready to pounce.


      Poor Sean. He won’t know what hit him.


      We swam to the center of the lake and then Sean and I struck out for the falls while the girls headed back to the boulder. None of them were especially strong swimmers, and they were tired after the long hike. Sean was probably tired as well, but he hung in there. I barely felt winded, and I enjoyed the weightless feeling of floating on my back as the waterfall splashed nearby.


      The girls were waiting, so I eventually turned and began swimming back to them. Sean trailed after me. He wasn’t the same as Manfred, but it was nice to have another guy along. As the lake bottom rose to meet us, we waded ashore.


      Kendall stretched languidly, her heavy breasts swaying as she raised her arms above her head and stood on tiptoe. Her silver waist chain glinted in the sunlight, and droplets of water shone like jewels on her stomach and thighs. Her tan lines stood out and made her even sexier, since I knew I was seeing something most other people didn’t.


      I let my eyes wander to Leah. She was just as dark as ever, especially after spending several weeks at camp. Her half-Indian complexion started as café au lait and darkened from there. She reminded me of Gina, although she was thinner than her sister. Her breasts were smaller, but still round and firm. Her pubic hair was wispy and black, and I knew from experience how soft it was.


      Finally, I glanced at Erin. She was a young version of our mom, although much slimmer through the hips. Her breasts weren’t as big, but she hadn’t had two children, either. Her pubic hair was dark blonde, and neatly trimmed. Unlike me, she tanned easily, and her skin was a dark bronze. Her complexion made her blonde hair stand out, especially since it turned the color of straw after a week in the sun.


      “Nice, huh?” I said to Sean, with a nod toward the girls.


      He merely grinned. The distraction of swimming had left his dick limp, but judging by the look Erin was giving him, he wouldn’t stay that way for long. Leah also looked eager. Much to my surprise, I felt a stab of envy.


      Leah and I had had sex before, but not since Gina and I split up. Unfortunately, I didn’t see it happening again anytime soon. I shook off the thought and glanced at all three girls.


      “What?” I asked, teasing them. “No more blowjob techniques?” I included Sean with a glance. “We were kind of enjoying that.”


      “You sure looked like you were,” Erin shot back. “But what happened? The water wasn’t that cold, not-so-big brother.”


      I barked a laugh. “I’ll show you big.” Kendall’s expression changed, so I let my next come-back die unspoken.


      Erin caught the shift, and her grin faded.


      “Hey, Sean,” I said, “do you mind if Kendall and I go up to the pool by the falls? It’s kinda special. You know.”


      He looked uncertain for a second, but then swelled with a mixture of pride and machismo. I think he was happy that I treated him like an equal. I remembered how it felt at sixteen to have an older guy talk to me like that.


      “Sure,” he said.


      “Thanks. We’ll probably just have lunch up there.” I cleared my throat. “We’ll warn y’all if we come down. All right?”


      Sean nodded.


      With that, I shouldered my backpack and gestured for Kendall to follow.


      The top of the falls looked just as I remembered. The pool seemed smaller, but everything looked different lately.


      Maybe it’s not the places and things, I mused. Maybe I’m different.


      Kendall spread our blanket about ten feet from the pool. The trees would shade us in the afternoon, but the spot would be in full sunlight until then. With a come-hither look, she slowly sank to her knees and sat back on her heels. She moistened her lips and I felt my dick twitch. She smiled as I walked toward her.


      “What did you have in mind?” I asked, my erection mere inches from her face.


      “What would you say to a little fellatio?”


      I mocked her: “I’d say, ‘Hi, little fellatio.’” I might’ve been in a mischievous mood, but I knew a good thing when I saw it, so I stepped closer.


      She gazed up at me, her deep blue eyes full of lust. She pursed her lips and kissed the crown of my cock. “Hi, little fellatio?”


      “Mmm hmm.”


      She opened her mouth and captured the tip of my dick. Then she moaned softly as I grew harder still. She swallowed until she had half of my dick in her mouth. Then she pulled back, her lips pursed around my shaft.


      I groaned softly and put my hand on the back of her head. She opened her mouth, and I gently pulled her head toward me, impaling her on my cock. Her lips closed about two inches from the base. Then I felt her tongue moving against the bottom of my shaft.


      “Oh, that’s nice,” I breathed.


      Her eyes grinned up at me. Then she concentrated as she pulled back, teasing the crown with her tongue as she let me slip from her lips. She turned her head and nuzzled my balls. They were still drawn tight from the cold water, but she warmed them with her lips and tongue.


      I gasped when she engulfed my cock again, almost to the root. She couldn’t quite swallow me completely, but it wasn’t for lack of trying. I watched her suck me for a moment, and then I gazed down at the creamy expanse of her breasts. They swayed as she began bobbing back and forth.


      I’d been horny all morning, so I didn’t last long. Instead of coming in her mouth, I decided to give her a treat. I pulled my glistening shaft from her lips and began stroking myself. She knew what I was doing, so she closed her eyes and raised her face.


      I exploded, and the first spurt splashed across her forehead. The next landed along her nose and cheek. The last two spurts coated her lips and chin. A few stray drops dotted her breasts and the tops of her thighs, but she didn’t seem to care. She opened her mouth and captured my cock. I was still too sensitive, so I pulled back and used it to rub my semen into her skin.


      When we recovered enough to move, I helped her to her feet and led her to the pool.


      “I should be ready for round two in a little while,” I said. “And since the water is so cold, I’ll want someplace warm to put my cock.”


      “I know just the place.”


      “I thought you might.”


      We sank to our necks in the swirling water. She tilted her head back and dipped into the water, rinsing my semen from her face. When she emerged, her eyes glowed with anticipation. I pulled her close and she wrapped her legs around me.


      Her lips found mine, and our kisses were tender. Her body felt warm against mine, especially with the current flowing around us, and my dick responded. Her pussy was even hotter, a sharp contrast with the spring-fed pool.


      She gasped when I slid into her. “Your dick’s cold.”


      “Then we’d better heat it up.”


      She nodded and closed her eyes. Then she tilted her head and our lips met again. She whimpered when her thighs met my hips. Then she wrapped her legs even tighter around me. I gripped her ass, her flesh soft under my fingers.


      We rocked together gently, and her breathing grew heavier. I pulled her cheeks apart and teased her anus with a finger. The temperature in her pussy went up, so I did it again. She groaned and began grinding against me.


      Slowly, I buried my finger in her ass, up to the second knuckle. Her sphincter gripped me, and I used the leverage to thrust deep within her. She came, hard, her body shuddering as she clung to me. I continued thrusting, so she buried her face in my neck and simply held on.


      Her orgasm subsided, but she whimpered each time I jerked my hips forward. Her pussy was slick and hot, and I could feel my own orgasm building in my balls. I pulled my finger from her ass and gripped her hips. Her breasts flattened against my chest as she clutched me tighter.


      With one final thrust, I buried myself as deep as I could and felt the torrent of semen coursing up my shaft. My cock pulsed with a second spurt, and Kendall moaned as she felt it. The spurts finally dwindled to gushes and we held each other tightly, the water flowing past us to spill over the lip of the falls.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Kendall had brought her huge MCAT study guide. It was the size of a family bible, but it contained everything she’d need to know in order to pass the med-school admission exam. After lunch she rolled to her stomach and flipped open the book.


      I’d brought along my book as well, but I wasn’t in a reading mood. So I rolled to my side and ran a finger along her back. After a moment I gently cupped the swell of her ass. When she didn’t react, I dipped my finger between her legs. She merely smiled at me over her shoulder. Then she returned to her book and highlighted a passage.


      I suppressed a frown. She couldn’t possibly be worn out—we’d only had sex once, not counting the blowjob. But I was ready to go again, and she wasn’t in the mood. I thought about huffing impatiently. I even thought about making a pointed comment or two. But then I took a deep breath. She couldn’t be in the mood all the time. Besides, I could survive an hour without sex.


      Heck, I might even survive two hours, if I’m lucky.


      I silently laughed at myself. Then I stood and headed toward the pool. The cold water took care of my erection. I splashed around for a few minutes, watching the ripples disappear over the falls. Then I climbed onto the big rock at the rim of the cliff. It was hot from the sun, and smelled of earth. I settled onto it and let the warmth seep into my body.


      Down below, Sean was on his back, with Erin straddling his face while Leah sucked his dick. I’d been in the same position with Gina and Kendall—plenty of times.


      At the thought, I glanced at Kendall. She was still intent on her book, so I studied her for a moment. Brown legs led to a white butt, which glistened with cocoa butter. Her waist chain broke the long expanse of her brown back. It had been a gift when I was… fifteen? Sixteen? I’d given Gina an anklet at the same time. We’d all had matching rings with our initials on them, too. P-G-K ’80.


      That summer seemed like a lifetime ago. Kendall didn’t wear her ring anymore. Gina still wore hers, but on a silver chain around her neck. I couldn’t wear mine. Not physically, at least. It would cause too many problems with Kendall.


      I turned from her and gazed down at the threesome below. After a moment I crossed my arms and rested my chin. I sighed at the memory of what it had been like to be that carefree and happy. Then I forced a smile and looked back at Kendall.


      I did love her, even if I didn’t like some of the things she did. And she definitely loved me. Still, I couldn’t help but think of what might have happened if I hadn’t been so thick-headed. At that, I snorted softly.


      Self-absorbed is more like it. Self-absorbed and clueless.


      I rolled to my back, careful not to touch any more of the hot rock than I had to. Then I laced my fingers behind my head and closed my eyes. The sun felt good on my body, so I lay there quietly for several minutes.


      My thoughts eventually turned to Erin and Leah, and what kind of workout Sean was likely to get over the next few days. I’d done the same thing, of course, but not recently.


      I wallowed in self-pity for a minute or two, but then braced myself. What did I have to complain about? I had a beautiful girlfriend who was sexy and smart and full of fantasies, no matter how over-the-top some of them were. I had a pretty good life, too. I had the houses to look forward to, and school in the fall. I wasn’t looking forward to Professor Joska, but even he was good for me.


      So I’d lost a girl I loved. It wasn’t the end of the world. Besides, Gina and I were still friends. We still talked, and we still cared about each other. She wouldn’t want me to mope, either. She’d want me to go on with my life.


      I cracked an eyelid and shielded my eyes as I glanced at Kendall. I rose from the rock and stepped into the pool. The water felt good after the heat of the sun, so I waded deeper and sank to my neck. The water flowed around me, clean and clear. I submerged completely and felt the heat seep out of my hair. After a moment I broke the surface and took a quiet breath. Then I slicked back my hair and wiped my eyes.


      My gaze settled on Kendall and I felt my penis swell with desire. I rose from the water and walked, dripping, toward the blanket. Heedless of my wet skin, I stood over her legs for a moment. She felt the cold droplets and glanced back at me. I sank to my knees and sat on her thighs.


      “Oh my goodness,” she gasped. “You’re cold!”


      “I’ll warm you up,” I said. Without waiting for a reply, I leaned forward and held myself above her. I kissed her shoulder and inhaled the scent of her, a mixture of cocoa butter, sweat, and her shampoo. Then I brushed her hair out of the way to plant a line of kisses along her neck.


      “Oh, you’re still cold.”


      “You’ll get used to it,” I said as I scooted forward. My erection nudged her thighs and she tried to squirm away. I was too close to her, and she couldn’t rise without touching even more of my cold skin.


      “Paul, I need to study.”


      Between kisses, I said, “You can study later.” I reached the back of her ear and felt her sag with pleasure. I blew gently and then kissed the shell-like lobe.


      She shivered, but didn’t protest.


      I pressed my hips against the warm curve of her ass. My erection probed between her legs, and I welcomed the heat washing over it. She closed her book and shoved it away, as much to protect it from my dripping hair as to get it out of the way.


      I smiled and trailed a line of kisses down her neck. She moaned softly, and I pressed my hips into her. With my body full against her, she whimpered with growing pleasure.


      I continued kissing for several minutes, until she crossed her arms and laid her cheek on them. I rose and aimed my dick at the junction of her thighs. Then I set the tip of my cock at her opening, and she lifted her hips. Her pussy was wet and ready.


      I slid into her slowly, spreading her open with my girth. When my hips finally ground against her ass, she groaned again, but didn’t move. I began thrusting slowly, working myself into her with a deliberate tempo.


      “I love you,” I whispered in her ear.


      She smiled. “I love you too.”


      “Do you love my cock?”


      She nodded.


      “More than your book?”


      “A lot more.”


      “How much more?”


      “I don’t want it inside me.”


      “I thought that’s what you were trying to do,” I teased. “Get it inside you.”


      “In my head. I want you for the rest of me.”


      “So you don’t mind that I’m cold?”


      “You’re not cold anymore.”


      “That’s ’cause you’re so”—I thrust deep and held myself within her—“hot.”


      She groaned.


      I ground my hips side-to-side, my shaft gripped tight in her channel.


      She groaned again and pressed back with her ass.


      “Do you want me to come inside you?” I asked.


      With a low sigh, almost another groan, she nodded.


      I began thrusting again, my cock moving between her thighs in a slow rhythm. I took my time, and even stopped twice to stave off impending orgasms.


      I was still thrusting slowly when I felt her inner muscles begin to flutter with the first signs of her own orgasm. When I angled my hips, she made a wordless sound and clutched the blanket.


      I moved inside her, my urgency growing with each thrust. I knew her body’s signals, and her climax would arrive first, but not by much. With another thrust, I felt her pussy clench around my shaft. I drove into her and then pulled back. Heat and moisture assaulted my cock as I filled her again, and she arched her back in silent ecstasy.


      I thrust a second time and then a third. Pleasure spread through my body as I pumped again. With a grunt, I buried myself as deep as I could. The soft cushion of her ass pressed against my stomach, and a tide of sensation rolled over me as semen gushed from my shaft in waves.


      She let out a long sigh and sagged to the blanket.


      I collapsed atop her, my breathing heavy as my cock began to shrink within her.


      “That was…” She faltered, at a loss for words.


      “Great,” I finished.


      She merely nodded.


      “I love you,” I said softly, my lips close to her ear.


      She pressed back against me. “I love you too.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      The hike back to camp was much quieter than the hike out. As we crossed the dam, the group of teenage girls took one look at us and burst into whispered conversation. Kendall noticed, and twined her fingers through mine. We shared an indulgent smile.


      Dwight had just begun to serve barbecue when we reached the clubhouse. We ditched our backpacks inside and joined the others for dinner. The whole camp was there, young and old. I knew most of the people, if only by sight, but I saw several new faces as well.


      Kendall and I struck up a conversation with a new couple. They were only a few years older than us, but they already had a year-old son. Kendall and the woman took turns holding the boy, or watching him crawl on a blanket. The husband and I talked about life at camp.


      When the sun set we headed down to the lake for fireworks. Sean and I lit sparklers and passed them out to the crowd. Then we joined the older men to shoot Roman candles and launch rockets. The crowd oohed and aahed as each burst overhead, red and green and gold and more.


      Finally, we gathered our best rockets and launched the finale. I gazed up as the last of them exploded above us, showering the lake with colored sparks. It didn’t seem as spectacular as when I’d first been a part of it, years before. Now, it just seemed quaint.


      My dad clapped me on the shoulder as though we’d finished a Macy’s fireworks show. Chris and Dwight were just as pleased. I knew I shouldn’t feel so blasé about our show, especially compared to the expensive professional ones, but I couldn’t help myself.


      Life in camp was quaint, and slow, and kind of homey. After all, the crowd was cheering about fifty dollars’ worth of fireworks. It all seemed so… small time. Even Kendall was laughing with delight as she held our new friends’ little boy and pointed at the lingering sparks.


      “Why aren’t you celebrating?” Susan said from close beside me.


      I looked at her in surprise for a moment—I hadn’t heard her approach. Finally, I said, “Do you really want to know?”


      “I wouldn’t have asked if I didn’t.”


      I paused for a moment, but decided to be honest. “It all seems so… quaint.”


      She cocked her head to the side, silently inviting me to continue.


      I struggled to find the right words. “It’s so small time.” I gestured at the crowd and the drifting smoke. “This was nothing. Not compared to a big show. But these people are cheering like they’ve just seen the best show ever.”


      “That’s why people come here,” she said.


      It was my turn to look a question at her.


      “They come to get away from life, from everyday concerns, from the big-time fireworks shows of the world.”


      I raised a skeptical eyebrow.


      “This might seem quaint to you, now that you’ve had a taste of the wide world, but these people live there every day. They have jobs and mortgage payments and PTA meetings. They have real-world concerns, and real-world problems. But those concerns don’t exist here, at least for a time.” She paused to let her words sink in. “Here, people can look up at a small-time fireworks show and see the wonder of it all. They can relax and enjoy themselves, without all the hard choices real life has a way of throwing at you.”


      “Real life doesn’t seem so bad.”


      “Tell me that when you’ve lived it for a while.”


      “I live it every day. I have a job and a mortgage payment,” I said. “I may not have PTA meetings, but I have a lot of responsibility.”


      “So you do,” she agreed reasonably, “but you’re new to it. The real test isn’t how you stand up to pressure the first time. The test is how you deal with it over time. It’s not easy to be an adult.”


      “Tell me about it.”


      Much to my surprise, she laughed, bright and cheerful.


      I shot her a hard look.


      “Oh, you don’t know the half of it.” She looked at me, still smiling, and put a hand on my arm. “And I have news for you—it doesn’t get any easier.”


      “So why do it?”


      Instead of answering, she pointed at my father and sister. They were talking and celebrating with everyone else. He had his arm around her, and she was looking up at him with an expression full of pride.


      I had no idea what Susan wanted me to see. “What?”


      “Can you imagine how your father feels right now?”


      I shrugged. When she didn’t say anything else, I took her seriously and thought about her question. Did he enjoy having Erin next to him? Did he enjoy the fireworks? Did he enjoy the other people’s attention?


      Susan read my confusion. “Someday you’ll understand.”


      “When?”


      “That’s up to you.” With that, she smiled again and went to mingle with the crowd.


      I stared after her for a long time.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      The next day, I packed my few belongings. Kendall and I spent some time together after breakfast, but then we had to head to the airport. My dad drove, while my mom rode in the front seat and Kendall and I sat in the back.


      Kendall was in an odd mood. I attributed part of it to my leaving, but a part of me didn’t want to admit the other reason for her nervousness. She was afraid of flying, and she didn’t like me to do it either. I didn’t understand her fear, but we didn’t talk about it much.


      She held me for a long time at the airport. I felt guilty that I wasn’t helping my dad preflight the plane, but I couldn’t very well abandon my girlfriend.


      “Be careful,” she said at last.


      “I always am.” Being careless is a quick way to die, I thought, although I was smart enough not to tell her that.


      “Call Susan when you get home, so I know you’re safe.”


      I nodded.


      “And don’t—”


      I fought not to roll my eyes. “Kendall, we’ll be fine.”


      “I know, I just…”


      I controlled my temper and pulled her close. Even in clothes, her lush body felt good next to mine. “I’ll call when we get to Atlanta,” I said. “Then I’ll call again when I get to Trip’s house. Okay?”


      She seemed satisfied.


      “Now, I need to help my dad with the weight and balance.”


      She nodded, albeit reluctantly.


      I kissed her quickly and turned to the Cessna.


      “Everything all right?” my dad asked quietly.


      I nodded. The “weight and balance” was a complete fib. With only two of us in the plane, and minimal luggage, we didn’t need to do any real calculations. It was simply a technical-sounding ruse to keep Kendall from worrying anymore. I tried not to roll my eyes again, but her irrational dread got to me sometimes.


      I managed to relax by the time Dad and I finished all our preflight checks. I loaded my backpack into the luggage compartment and secured it with a bungee cord. Then I went back to the car, where my mom and Kendall were waiting.


      We said a few quiet goodbyes, and I hugged her one last time. I spared a quick hug and kiss for Mom. She smiled, ever composed—she’d said goodbye to my father countless times.


      Why can’t Kendall be more like her?


      I tried to hide my frustration as I climbed into the plane. Instead of brooding, I took a deep breath to focus. Then I went through the engine start checklist. I finally relaxed at the familiar routine. Taxi and takeoff were equally routine. I waggled the wings as we passed the FBO, and saw Mom wave in reply. Kendall’s wave was half-hearted and tentative.


      With a sigh, I banked away and set course for Atlanta.


      ✧ ✧ ✧
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        CHAPTER 2

      


      I arrived in Franklin a little after five o’clock, but I didn’t head straight to Trip’s. Instead, I turned into the neighborhood with our Colonial Revival. A roll-away dumpster sat in the side yard. The house’s exterior was virtually untouched, but the interior was stripped to the walls. The plumbing, wiring, and ductwork were intact, but none of the fixtures remained. Trip’s uncle, a contractor, had supervised the work while we were still at UT.


      The Craftsman bungalows were about a mile away, so I drove past them as well. They had been completely gutted, down to the bare studs and original floors. The dumpster in the yard between them was full of debris, including the remains of the bushes from the front beds.


      I wondered what Trip would think about his unexpected need for new landscaping. I started to chuckle, but quickly sobered. His money was my money, and we didn’t have new landscaping in the budget. With a grimace, I realized that some of our profit had been uprooted and unceremoniously dumped. It was too late to do anything about it, but it still bothered me.


      Trip’s schedule called for us to start with the bungalows. They had the most potential for trouble, and he wanted the flexibility to deal with any problems before our end-of-summer deadline. According to him, something always went wrong with a renovation. He had plenty of experience, so I didn’t doubt him. I just hoped it wouldn’t be my fault.


      I went over the plans in my head. I couldn’t see where I’d left anything out. I couldn’t see any potential for disaster, either. But then I chuckled to myself—they’re called unexpected problems for a reason. When I realized that, I stopped worrying. I had to trust my own abilities and Trip’s experience.


      In the meantime I tried to remember how to get to his house. His family lived in one of the wealthier parts of town, so the houses grew steadily larger as I drove toward their neighborhood. Finally, I turned into the Whitmans’ driveway and parked next to Trip’s apartment. I got out and stretched, and spotted him coming down from the main house.


      “Welcome to Franklin,” he said. We shook hands and then he pulled me into a back-slapping hug. “I know it’s only been a week,” he said, “but it’s good to see you.”


      “It’s good to be here.”


      “How was your trip?”


      “Long. Boring. I wish I could’ve flown the whole way.”


      He chuckled. Then he nodded toward the main house. “Dinner in about an hour?”


      I nodded.


      “In the meantime,” he said, “can I help you unload your stuff?”


      We carried my things up the stairs to his apartment. It was small but cozy. His bedroom was in the back, with the only bathroom. I’d be sleeping on the pull-out sofa in the living room, next to the kitchenette.


      “It’s not much,” he said when he finished the tour, “but it’s home.”


      I nodded my thanks.


      “Darlene”—his stepmother—“bought you a wardrobe for your clothes,” he added, gesturing. “She also bought us new towels and linens.”


      “That was nice of her.”


      “She fixed a big welcome dinner, too.”


      “She didn’t have to do that,” I said, although I’d skipped lunch, which my stomach reminded me.


      “Nah, she likes doing it. She takes pretty good care of me. Now you, too.” He grinned. “You’re gonna like it here.” He paused and then gestured around us. “So, d’you need to go to the bathroom? Get washed up? Have a beer? Relax for a while?”


      I chuckled at his enthusiasm. “Thanks, I’m cool,” I said.


      “You ready to come up to the house? Dale and Josh are dying to see you. They’ve been excited all day.” Without waiting for an answer, he grinned again and clapped me on the shoulder. “God, it’s good to have you here!”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Darlene was a good cook, and I ate too much, including dessert. Afterward, we sat in the den and talked as Dale and Josh vied for our attention. They finally lured me into playing Atari with them. I paid attention when it was my turn, but talked to the adults while the boys were taking their turns. The evening was an odd combination of childish enthusiasm and grown-up conversation.


      Trip and I eventually said goodnight and headed down the driveway to his apartment. The boys wanted to come with us, but Darlene said it was already past their bedtime.


      At the apartment, Trip opened two beers. Tennessee wasn’t quite as hot as South Carolina, but it was close enough. The apartment had a window-unit air conditioner in Trip’s bedroom, but it labored to cool the entire space. I didn’t even taste the first half of my beer—it was simply cold and wet.


      “So, tell me about this nudist colony of yours,” Trip said without preamble.


      “Camp,” I said when I recovered my composure. “We call it a nudist camp.”


      “Oh yeah, that’s right. So tell me about it.”


      I looked at him askance. “Why do you want to know?” I hid a grin. “You’re not turning gay, are you?”


      Much to my surprise, he laughed, long and genuine. “No. But if I were, I definitely would’ve said something last week.”


      Our last night at UT—a week before, although it seemed like longer—we’d had a nudist party with Kendall and Abby at their apartment. Trip and I hadn’t gawked at each other, but it was impossible to sit in the tiny living room and not notice the other guy’s dick.


      “Seriously,” he said, drawing me back to the present, “what’s it like there?”


      I shrugged and took a seat on the couch.


      “That’s all I’ve been able to think about since last week,” he said.


      I looked a question at him, and it was his turn to shrug.


      “Sorry, I guess I’m curious,” he said. “I mean, actually curious, too. Not perverted or anything like that.”


      I waved away his explanation. “I didn’t think you were being a pervert.” I fell silent for a moment as I searched for words. “It’s just… I mean… not many people know that I’m a nudist in the first place. And the ones who do are usually nudist themselves.” I shrugged. “A few people from high school, obviously, but not many. And they were close friends.”


      “What am I?” he said. “Chopped liver?” He was teasing, but not entirely.


      I shook my head. “It’s not that… It’s just…” I took another swig of beer, and used the time to gather my thoughts. “What do you want to know?”


      “What’s it like? What do you do there? What are the people like? Are they everyday folks? Playboy models? Fat and dumpy? What?”


      “All of the above.”


      He frowned at my non-answer.


      “Most of them are everyday folks. I mean, like Susan.”


      “The Susan I met last year?”


      “Mmm hmm. She owns the place.”


      His eyes widened. “She does? She’s not everyday folks.”


      I shook my head.


      “She’s sexy as hell, even if she is old enough to be my mother.”


      I couldn’t agree more.


      “No offense,” he added quickly.


      “Oh, I’m sure she wouldn’t be offended,” I said with a wry grin.


      “A nudist, huh?” he said absently. “Yeah, she seems like the type. I mean, she’s an adult,” he explained, “but she doesn’t seem like it. Maybe it’s ’cause she’s so… cool. You know?”


      I laughed. “Yeah, she’s cool all right.”


      “That’s what I mean. She’s cool enough to own a nudist camp, but she’s not a hippie or anything.”


      “Far from it. Her husband was in the Navy with my dad. They flew in Vietnam.”


      “What happened to him?”


      “He was shot down.”


      “That’s too bad.”


      I had mixed emotions about Jack’s death. I wanted to be like him, but I barely remembered him—just fragments and flashes of memory from when I was four or five. I hadn’t even connected those memories with Jack himself until Susan told me that she knew our family when we lived in California.


      If Jack hadn’t been shot down, Susan and I never would’ve had a relationship, and my life would’ve been very, very different. So I didn’t know how to feel. I hated that I might be happy at a man’s death, but how else could I describe my feelings?


      Susan said that I reminded her of Jack. She didn’t talk about him very often, so most of what I knew came from my father. Unfortunately, I wasn’t anything like the man he described. I wasn’t pure and good. I certainly wasn’t confident or self-assured. And I definitely wasn’t brave or heroic.


      Instead, I resented people like Professor Joska, who was only trying to help me. I worried that I wouldn’t succeed as a man, much less an architect. And I’d been too much of a coward to face my problems with Gina and fix them before they ruined the best relationship I’d ever had.


      No, I wasn’t anything like Jack MacLean. I was just a horny teenager who happened to step in front of the wrong tree limb at the wrong time.


      “Are you okay?” Trip said quietly.


      “Huh?”


      “Are you okay? You got quiet all of a sudden.”


      “I’m fine,” I lied.


      He nodded slowly.


      “So, what can I tell you about camp?” I asked. I didn’t want to sink into brooding, and comparing myself to a dead paragon was a sure way to do that. Trip understood—he saw it in my eyes.


      “What are the people like?” he asked.


      “They’re just people.”


      “Are the women sexy? Are the guys well-hung? Is it one orgy after another?”


      I chuckled, which did a lot to banish my self-doubt.


      “Okay, it was probably a ridiculous question,” Trip said, “but still…”


      “Most of the women are pretty average. They’re wives and mothers. They come in all shapes and sizes. Skinny and plump. Short and tall. Big tits and small.” I paused as we shared a grin. “Blonde, brunette, and even a few redheads. But they’re all sexy, if you think about it.”


      He tilted his head with a question.


      “I don’t know about you,” I said, “but I think it’s sexy when a woman is nude in public. I mean, it’s not really public, but you know what I mean.”


      He nodded.


      “So yeah, the women are all sexy, in their own way.” I grinned. “Some of them are Playboy sexy, though.” Like Kendall, I thought. And Gina. “Especially the younger women,” I added. “Some of the ones in their twenties or early thirties are total babes.” Then I thought about Susan, or Elizabeth Coulter, or my own mother. “Heck, some of the women in their forties are babes too.”


      He grinned at my enthusiasm. “Like Kendall’s mom?”


      “Oh yeah.”


      “What’s that like? Seeing your girlfriend’s mother naked?”


      “It’s hard.” We laughed at the double entendre. “Seriously, though,” I continued, “it’s not a big deal. Yeah, Kendall’s mom is sexy, but I don’t think of her that way.”


      He looked skeptical. “Now I know you’re lying. Back when I was still dating Lori, I’d’ve given anything to see her mom naked. I actually did once… sort of.” He paused and savored the memory.


      “I used to go over to their house to swim,” he explained, “and I’d hide behind my sunglasses so I could watch her while she sunbathed. She had this string bikini, and she used to untie it so she wouldn’t have tan lines. She forgot to re-tie it once, and I still have fantasies about that.” He shook his head in wonder. “Man, she was hot.”


      I grinned.


      “So don’t tell me that you don’t think of Kendall’s mom that way.”


      “All right,” I said. “You got me. I’ve had a fantasy or two.”


      “Or three. Or four.”


      I felt my cheeks heating.


      He turned serious again. “What’s it like when other guys look at Kendall? Does it bother you?”


      I shook my head. “In some ways, it’s pretty cool. I mean, think about it… Other guys are looking at her, but she’s with me.”


      “Are there any other women who are… shaved? You know… down there?”


      “No, that’s pretty rare.” Then I decided to bait him. “There’s only one other woman at camp who shaves.”


      He tried to look nonchalant, but his eyes practically glowed. “Oh?”


      “Mmm hmm. You know her, too.”


      He didn’t make the connection.


      “Susan.”


      His jaw dropped.


      “Yep. She’s completely smooth down there. She usually wears a pair of bikini bottoms, though.”


      “Then how do you—?”


      Uh-oh! I cleared my throat. “What else would you like to know?”


      Trip might not know about nudist camps, but he wasn’t stupid. “Hold on a second,” he said. “If she wears bikini bottoms, then how do you know she’s shaved… unless…?” His eyes widened as the light dawned. “Don’t tell me that you and Susan…?”


      I didn’t want to lie, but I couldn’t tell the truth, so I kept my mouth shut. Unfortunately, that was practically an admission.


      “Really?”


      “No comment.”


      He didn’t believe me. “You’re kidding.”


      “I said, no comment.”


      “You can’t lie to me, Paul. I see right through you. Besides, you’re not very good at it.”


      “I—”


      “You and Susan?” he wondered aloud. “Really?”


      “I don’t kiss and tell,” I said stiffly.


      “You don’t have to tell,” he said. “I can see it written all over your face.” He paused and shook his head in wonder. “Wow. That’s really cool.” His expression turned eager. “Was it a one-time thing? Or more like Mrs. Robinson?”


      “I said, I don’t kiss and—”


      “Yeah, yeah, yeah. You don’t kiss and tell.” He suddenly stood up. “You want another beer?” He returned with two fresh bottles.


      Was he trying to get me drunk? On two beers?


      “It was a Mrs. Robinson thing,” he said, “wasn’t it?”


      “Why does it matter?”


      He thought about that for a moment. “It doesn’t, I guess. I’m just curious. I mean, you’re the guy with two girlfriends—”


      “I was the guy with two girlfriends.”


      “Still,” he said, “you’ve had as many girlfriends at one time as I’ve had, period. And now you tell me that you and Susan had a thing.”


      If I breathe one… measly… word about my mother, I thought, I’ll never forgive myself. Trip was entirely too perceptive, especially with things I didn’t want to talk about. So I decided to keep him focused on what he already knew.


      “It wasn’t a ‘thing,’” I said. “It was—is—a relationship.”


      “It’s still going on?”


      “Not like that,” I said hastily. “We don’t have sex anymore. But we’re still friends. Good friends. Next to you and Gina, she may be my best friend in the world.”


      His eyebrows quirked with a question.


      “What?”


      “You said Gina. Not Kendall?”


      I thought back through the conversation and felt my face flush. “I meant Kendall,” I said, although it sounded like an excuse.


      “How are things with her?”


      I shrugged at the change of subject. “Good. I guess.” He shot me a shrewd look, so I told him about the scene at the airport.


      “That’s too bad,” he said. “Doesn’t she know how much you love flying?”


      “She doesn’t care. She’s afraid, so she thinks I should be afraid too. It’s stupid.”


      “What does Gina think about flying?”


      “She loved it.”


      He nodded slowly. Then, completely out of the blue, he asked, “Do you ever think you broke up with the wrong girl?”


      I blinked in surprise.


      “I mean, Kendall’s fantastic. She’s smart and sexy, and she obviously loves you. But… do you ever have second thoughts?”


      “Well, Gina broke up with me, not the other way around.”


      “I know how that feels,” he said ruefully. “But the question still stands. Do you ever wish you’d done things differently?”


      “All the time,” I said. We shared a knowing look.


      “Let’s get another beer,” he said at last.


      We stopped at three beers apiece, but we talked long into the night. He was eager to hear about camp, but he had some wild ideas about how much sex people had. In reality, most of the camp’s visitors were regular people on vacation. Out of the sixty or seventy families who visited regularly, less than a dozen couples were swingers.


      I didn’t tell him about the swinging, of course, but he knew about my relationship with Gina and Kendall, so he probably guessed some of it. He was polite enough not to ask, but I didn’t think he’d be shocked by the truth.


      As I lay awake after he’d gone to bed, I realized that Trip had never been shocked by the things I told him. He accepted me for who I was, and he liked me in spite of my flaws. That alone was worth more than anything else. In many ways, he reminded me of Susan. No wonder I liked him.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      I heard Trip’s alarm and I fumbled for my watch on the end table. I couldn’t focus on the dial, and it was too dark anyway. Trip stumbled out of his bedroom a moment later, wearing only a pair of white briefs.


      “You awake?” he said.


      “Yeah. What time is it?”


      “Five o’clock.”


      “Ugh.”


      “You want some coffee?”


      I sat up and rubbed my eyes. “When did you start drinking coffee?”


      “When I started getting up at 5:00am.”


      I threw back the sheet and swung my legs over the side of the bed. I was stiff from the thin mattress, not to mention the metal bar strategically placed in the small of my back.


      Trip filled the coffeemaker and started it brewing. “I’m gonna take a shower,” he mumbled.


      I stood as he returned to his room. The kinks in my back would ease with a little exercise, so I did a set of sit-ups and then a set of push-ups. I hadn’t brought my weights with me, but Trip had a set of dumbbells in the corner. I did a few quick sets of curls and presses.


      When I heard the shower stop, I opened the wardrobe and unzipped my suit bag. I’d brought three suits, and I hoped they’d be enough. After all, I didn’t want to wear the same thing every time. I’d also brought a couple of pairs of slacks, so I could mix and match.


      I wouldn’t have to dress up all the time, though. I’d be working on the houses themselves, doing construction work. When I did, I’d wear work clothes. But for the first day, I wanted to look like a professional—I wanted to look like an architect.


      Trip emerged from his bedroom. He had a towel wrapped around his waist, and he looked more awake than when I’d first seen him. He poured a cup of coffee, added two spoonfuls of sugar, and took a cautious sip. It was too hot, so he blew on it.


      I thought about asking his opinion on which suit I should wear. I was leaning toward the Brooks Brothers one Susan had given me, but before I could ask, Trip spoke up.


      “It’s supposed to be pretty hot today.”


      I nodded.


      “I think I’m gonna wear shorts instead of jeans.”


      Once again, I nodded, but I didn’t know where the conversation was going. Why did it matter what he wore?


      “Are you gonna wear jeans?” he asked. “Or shorts?”


      “I thought I’d…” The words died on my lips. He was trying to tell me something, and he was trying to be polite about it. A suit wasn’t the right outfit. Why? Wasn’t I supposed to look professional, if only for my first day? My spirits sank. “Probably shorts,” I said at last.


      He nodded and took an experimental sip of coffee. Then he took a longer sip. “Good thing you brought a suit, though,” he said. “You’ll need it for the closings.”


      “The closings?”


      “When we sell the houses. People want to know they’re buying from professionals, not some good ol’ boy contractors who probably forgot to shingle the roof.”


      “Oh.”


      “I should’ve told you to bring one,” he said. “I’m glad you were thinking ahead. Good job.”


      “Thanks,” I said, but my heart wasn’t in it. More than anything in the world, I wanted to be an architect, and that meant looking the part. I had visions of arriving on the job site in a sharp three-piece suit. In my mind’s eye, the men were deferential. “Yes, Mr. Hughes. No, Mr. Hughes. How should we proceed, Mr. Hughes?”


      “You’d better jump in the shower,” Trip said, interrupting my fantasy. “We need to leave by six o’clock. Breakfast at the diner, and then on the job by seven. Got it?”


      Something about him was different, and it took me a moment to figure it out. Then it hit me—he wasn’t my friend from the night before. Now he was a businessman talking to his partner. He had a schedule to keep, which meant that I had a schedule as well.


      With a sigh of regret, I zipped the suit bag and headed for the shower.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      “Okay,” Trip said over the remnants of our breakfast. “A guy named Blackie Barnes runs the construction crew. I’ve worked with him for three years, and he’s a good guy. Solid and dependable. He’s the foreman, so he runs the job site. Got it?”


      I nodded.


      “He tells his crew bosses who’s doing what, and what to do when. I’m the contractor, so I make overall decisions, but we don’t have enough time for me to play God.” He leaned forward, arms on the table. “And I work, just like everyone else. Blackie knows what I can do, and he’s pretty good at keeping me busy. But if he needs decisions, he asks me. We work well together. The men on the crew all know I’m the owner, but they also know I pull my own weight.”


      “What do you want me to do?” I asked.


      “Well, you’re in an odd situation.”


      I nodded. I was both the architect (more or less) and the construction novice. I wasn’t a complete beginner, though. I’d worked on projects with my father, so I knew how to use hand tools, and I could run most power tools. At the same time, I had no idea how to renovate a house.


      “Blackie will make sure you’re working with guys who’ll teach you what you need to know.” Trip leaned back and looked at me seriously. “But at the same time, you’re the guy who knows the designs better than anybody else.”


      I nodded.


      “Normally, the architect visits at least once a week. With you on site, we shouldn’t have any snags with the design. But you need to remember something.”


      “What?”


      “You and I may be the hotshot architecture students, but these guys are good at what they do. I’ve been doing this for years, and I don’t know a fraction of what Blackie does. So I listen to him when he says we need to do something a certain way.”


      I nodded.


      “And it’s important that you don’t get a big head,” Trip continued. “Yeah, you’re the guy with the design, but you’re also the guy who doesn’t know squat about construction. You can learn a lot from these guys, but not if you treat ’em like underlings.”


      “I’d never—”


      “I didn’t think you would, but you need to be clear about this job. You’ll be one of the top guys on the site, but you’re also the bottom guy. If you act like the top guy, the men’ll treat you like ‘The Boss,’ and they won’t teach you anything. Instead, they’ll make fun of you behind your back when they realize you don’t know what you’re doing.”


      “So you want me to act like the bottom guy?”


      He hesitated. “You don’t have to act all ‘please, sir, show me what to do,’ but you need to have a healthy dose of humility. Like I said, these guys can teach you a lot, but only if they see that you’re eager to learn and willing to work. Hard.


      “They’ll find out that you’re the architect sooner or later, but if they know you’re willing to work as hard as them, they’ll respect you for it. They won’t see you as ‘The Boss.’ Instead, you’ll already be one of the guys, who just happens to be the guy who did the drawings.”


      I tried to hide my disappointment. “So you don’t want to tell them I’m the architect?”


      He shook his head. “Not at first. Blackie knows, but the rest of the guys don’t. I don’t want them to treat you like the fancy hotshot who’s slumming with the construction crew for the summer.”


      “Why not?”


      “You don’t want to know what these guys think of architects.”


      I felt my brow lower with a question.


      “Architects are the guys who screw things up,” Trip explained, “and these are the guys who fix them. Architects are guys who sit in nice clean offices and dream up ways to screw up a simple house. Blackie’s guys are the men who get the job done. Most of them know more about houses than a dozen architects.”


      “But they can’t design one,” I insisted.


      “Yes they could. Most of ’em, anyway. It might not be a Frank Lloyd Wright house, but it’d be a nice basement rancher with a two-car garage.” He paused to let that sink in. “You have the design skills and the formal training, but these guys know about real construction. If you can learn that, you’ll be a better architect for it. Trust me.”


      “I know,” I said, although I wasn’t sure it was true.


      He looked skeptical. “I mean it, Paul. Don’t bring a big attitude like you’re an architect and you know what you’re doing. You don’t. Trust me. You’re a first-year architecture student who’s never swung a hammer on a construction site.”


      “Okay, I get it!”


      “I’m not saying this to piss you off,” he said evenly. “I’m trying to help.”


      I looked at my watch. “It’s almost seven. Are you ready to go?”


      I was sullen on the short drive to the bungalows. I had such high hopes of what the job would be like, and Trip had shattered them in fifteen minutes. When we pulled up to the house, he held up his hand to stop me from getting out of the car.


      “Look,” he said evenly, “I’m sorry I was so blunt. But first impressions are pretty important, especially with these guys. You’re either ‘one of us,’ or ‘one of them.’ I want you to be one of us. I need you to be one of us. We don’t have the time or the money to hire more guys, and you’ll have to pull your weight. You’ll have to pull more than your weight, since we have so much riding on this. Okay?”


      I nodded.


      “Make an impression on these guys before they find out you’re an architect. Even a first-year student. Okay?”


      “Yeah, okay,” I said at last. My dignity was bruised, but I wouldn’t screw things up simply because I was being petulant. “I understand.”


      He gave me a hard look, as if judging my sincerity.


      A truck pulled up behind us, followed by a white panel van.


      “This is it,” Trip said. Then he glanced at me and his expression softened. “You’ll do fine. Just be yourself. I wouldn’t’ve asked you to be my partner if I didn’t trust you.” He held out his hand.


      I shook it, awkward in the confines of the Cruiser’s front seats.


      “This is the first day of the rest of our lives,” he said, much too solemn.


      With just as much gravity, I looked him in the eye. “Oh, Trip,” I breathed, “I do.”


      He cracked a smile. “Yeah, that was a bit too serious.”


      “Just a bit.”


      He nodded over his shoulder. “C’mon, let’s meet Blackie.” He spared me another smile. “God, it’s good to have you here!”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Blackie Barnes was a grizzled fifty-year-old with tanned and tattooed forearms. He knew I’d done the drawings, but he didn’t blink when Trip introduced me to the others as “my friend Paul from school.”


      Blackie put me with three other men: Mike, Mike Junior, and Big Jim. We shook hands all around. Mike was Junior’s father, no surprise, as well as Jim’s uncle. Mike and his son were stocky and solid, and Big Jim lived up to his nickname. At 6’4”, he had beefy arms, a thick waist, and legs the size of tree trunks.


      Mike cleared his throat. “Blackie said you know a little about construction.”


      “Um… yes, sir.”


      “Tell me.”


      “I know ‘measure twice, cut once,’” I said.


      “That’s a good start. What else?”


      “I can hammer, saw, drill, screw, you name it. I mean, I know the basics.”


      “All right,” he said. “We’ll see how you do.”


      Blackie assigned crew bosses to various tasks. Mike was our boss, as well as Blackie’s number two guy. The other crew bosses were Cyrus and Jim. When I heard their names, I understood why our Jim was Big Jim (aside from his size, that is).


      Cyrus’s crew started stripping the roof from the first bungalow. Jim’s crew began work on the closets in the smaller bedrooms. Our crew headed for the master bedroom.


      We worked hard through the morning. The house was hot, despite the huge oak trees shading it. It was loud, too, filled with the sounds of hammering, saws, and Country music. The music wasn’t my favorite—actually, I hated it—but most of the time I was too busy to notice.


      Instead, I kept my mouth shut and did what Mike said. He didn’t seem impressed with what I already knew, but he wasn’t disappointed, either. I mostly held boards, or fetched them from the stacks outside. He occasionally let me measure for a cut, although he double-checked everything I did. I took my time and made sure I was right.


      God is in the details, I said to myself with a half-chuckle.


      Once, Mike even let me cut the board we’d just measured for. I wasn’t nearly as deft with the saw as Big Jim, but Mike was satisfied when he measured my cut.


      Our crew didn’t speak much throughout the morning. Mike told me what to do, and sometimes talked to his son, but it was always about the job. Big Jim didn’t say a word—not that I heard, at least.


      We broke for lunch at eleven o’clock. Most of the men had brought their own food in little Igloo coolers. Darlene had packed brown-bag lunches for Trip and me, although our “brown bags” were full-sized grocery bags.


      Mine contained a Coke (warm, but gloriously wet), a foot-long hoagie sandwich, a big bag of potato chips, a baggie of pickle spears, and two Twinkies. I thought it was too much, but I was ravenous. I ate everything but the Twinkies, which I gave to Junior and Big Jim.


      Lunch break ended promptly at noon, and we got back to work. The afternoon was much like the morning. We finished framing the master bath and moved to the other house, where we started the same thing.


      I didn’t really learn anything new during the afternoon, but I tried hard to prove myself. I paid attention to how Mike did things, and I double-checked my own work. I found a few problems, but I fixed them before Mike had to point them out. If he noticed, he didn’t say anything.


      Blackie came by late in the afternoon. He asked about me, and I expected Mike to say something good. After all, I’d been working hard all day.


      Instead, he said, “We’ll keep him.” That was it.


      I shouldn’t have expected more, I guess. Mike expected me to do the job right. My “reward” was that I still had a job. I knew that, of course, but I still wanted to hear some praise for my efforts. I didn’t, though, and I kept my mouth shut about it.


      At four o’clock I thought the men would pack up their tools and leave, but we kept working. Two hours later, someone turned off the radio, and the men finished what they were doing. I helped Junior and Big Jim bring power tools inside. With the house locked overnight, we wouldn’t have to worry about equipment walking off.


      The men said goodbye, got into their cars and trucks, and drove off. Blackie and Trip were in the middle of a conversation on the front porch of the first house, so I joined them.


      “How’d he do today?” Trip asked Blackie.


      Blackie gave me an appraising look. “Mike said he’d keep him. That’s good enough for me.”


      “That’s high praise from Mike,” Trip said.


      Blackie merely nodded.


      Trip turned businesslike again. “I know it’s early,” he said to Blackie, “but how do you think we’re doing on our schedule?”


      “Good so far. We’ll know more by the end of the week.”


      Trip nodded.


      With that, Blackie said goodnight and gathered his things. Trip and I locked the houses. He checked mine, just to be sure. I was a little tired of everyone double-checking my work, but I told myself to keep my mouth shut. I was the new guy. Shut up and learn.


      Trip and I talked about the crews’ progress during the drive home. He’d seen more of it than I had, of course. At first, that bugged me—I should know everything about the job—but then I realized that I had to start somewhere. I was learning construction while Trip managed the job itself. My biggest contribution had been the drawings. I didn’t like feeling that I was out of touch with the houses themselves, but I knew the reason for it. Still, that didn’t make it any easier to live with.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      The rest of the week was more of the same—ten-hour days in the sweltering heat—but I worked hard. By the end of the week, Mike had stopped checking my measurements. He also let me cut boards without supervision. I still couldn’t make it seem as easy as Big Jim, but even he showed me a few tricks.


      Curiously, he still didn’t say anything. He got his point across with hand gestures and little sketches. He understood me when I spoke, but he didn’t make a sound. Ever.


      My curiosity finally got the best of me, and I asked Mike about it when we were alone. To my surprise, he scowled.


      “Why do you want to know?”


      “Sorry,” I said quickly. “I was just curious.”


      “He ain’t stupid,” Mike said, almost an accusation.


      “I didn’t say he was,” I said, but I didn’t back down. “He showed me that trick with the speed square… and how to use the miter jig. Heck, he showed me a dozen things. But he didn’t say a word. Not the entire time. Does he just not like me? Was it something I did?”


      “Nah, it ain’t you,” Mike said at last. “He’s just quiet, is all.”


      Later that night, I asked Trip about him.


      “His parents and brother were killed when he was six,” Trip said. “He hasn’t spoken since.”


      “Not once?”


      “Not that I know of. He’s a smart guy, and he’s good with his hands, but he doesn’t speak.”


      “Wow.”


      “Yeah.” Trip chuckled at a sudden memory. “He’s kind of a prankster, though. Watch out for him, especially once he gets to know you better.”


      I looked a question at him.


      Trip laughed again. “Last year he faked some paternity papers and sent them to Mike Junior.”


      “You’re kidding.”


      “Uh-uh. Junior was pretty freaked out. Jim made up the name of a lawyer, and used the name of a girl Junior had slept with.”


      “How long did it take him to figure it out?”


      “A couple of days. He finally called the lawyer’s phone number.” Trip paused, grinning.


      “And…?”


      “Jim used the number for the free VD clinic.”


      I burst out laughing.


      “He had Junior going. We were laughing our asses off.”


      “I bet.”


      “The year before that, he put an ad in the classifieds for a porcelain doll collection. But he listed Blackie’s phone number.”


      I laughed again.


      “Yeah, Blackie kept telling us about the little old ladies who called about the collection. He couldn’t figure out why. Mike finally told him. Boy, Blackie was pissed, too. He threatened to fire Big Jim.”


      “What happened?”


      “Oh, Blackie calmed down. Eventually. But don’t mention porcelain dolls around him. He’s still sore.”


      I laughed.


      “Yeah,” Trip said. “Big Jim’s pretty crafty. He may not talk, but you’d better watch out for him.”


      “Who do you think he’ll get this year?”


      “I have no idea,” Trip said earnestly. “But I’d stay on my toes if I were you.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Trip and I spent most of Saturday relaxing, although “recovering” was more like it. I was in good shape, but construction wasn’t anything like wrestling or weightlifting. I thought I was eating too much, but I got sick headaches if I didn’t eat something. Trip didn’t have a scale, so I didn’t know if I was gaining weight or not. Fortunately, I had too many distractions to worry about it. Much.


      That night we went to a concert at one of Trip’s favorite clubs. I don’t remember the band, but Trip was pretty excited to see them live. The club was hot and loud and full of people. Not surprisingly, Trip talked with a parade of friends from high school. He introduced me to all of them, but I forgot their names almost as soon as I met them.


      We hung out with a group of three girls most of the night. Two were interested in Trip, so they spent most of their time hanging on him. The third girl was cute, but she wasn’t my type (and she smoked). We had fun, though.


      After the concert, we went to one girl’s apartment. Plenty of Trip’s friends from high school were there, along with people he didn’t know. Old friends or new, he was the center of attention, the prodigal son returned home.


      We finally left after three in the morning. Not surprisingly, we slept late the next day. When we did finally get up, we put on our bathing suits and headed up to the main house. We swam for a while with Trip’s little brothers, but then spent the rest of the day soaking up the sun and being lazy slugs.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      The second week began much like the first. Cyrus’s crew had finished both roofs, so they began installing new gutters, downspouts, and soffits. Jim’s crew moved to the Colonial Revival to begin stripping its roof. Blackie assigned our crew to install new sashes and windows.


      In addition to the regular guys, three specialist crews arrived: the electricians, the plumber and his assistant, and the HVAC contractors with the new furnaces. Trip had to be several places at once. On top of that, he and I stayed later than the rest of the men.


      We used the time to go over the day’s progress. I found a few problems with my drawings—usually where the house itself didn’t match the plans—so I sketched out modifications.


      The next morning, Trip and Blackie talked about my changes before they made them, but Blackie agreed with most of my suggestions. None of the guys knew what I’d done, but I was proud of my work. Still, I couldn’t help but hear Professor Joska’s voice in my head: “You’ll have to do better than this, Mr. Hughes.”


      While we were eating lunch, Junior asked how I knew Trip.


      “From UT,” I said.


      “So you’re in college?”


      I nodded.


      “I never saw much need myself,” he said.


      I nodded—not in agreement, but acceptance. “I guess somebody has to do the work while the rest of us are goofing off.” College wasn’t about goofing off—not as far as I was concerned—but Junior obviously thought so. I didn’t need to argue about it, so I joked instead. He didn’t seem to notice.


      “Yeah,” he said. “I can’t believe Trip’s gonna ruin his career and become an architect. He’d make a great contractor. He really knows his stuff. And he works hard. Not like most architects we know. Ain’t that right, Jim?”


      Big Jim merely nodded.


      “So,” Junior asked, “what are you going to college for?”


      I felt a flush creep up my cheeks. “Um…”


      “Drinking beer? Banging sorority girls?”


      “No,” I said at last. The moment of truth. I thought about lying, but decided that would be worse than telling the truth. “I’m an architecture student.”


      Junior shook his head sadly. His father merely grunted. Big Jim looked disappointed, but not terribly surprised.


      “Then what’re you doin’ here?” Junior finally asked.


      “For starters, I’m helping my friend.”


      “Yeah, all right,” Junior said.


      I could’ve left it at that. I probably should’ve left it at that, but I wanted these men to respect me. “And,” I said, “I want to design houses one day. I’d better learn how to build ’em. Right?”


      “So you’re slumming for the summer? We get all kinds of college kids trying to do construction. None of ’em last.”


      “I will,” I said, a bit nonplussed by his resentment.


      He scoffed.


      I felt my hackles raise. “Wanna bet?”


      “What do you have that I want?”


      I reached into my pocket and fished out a ten-dollar bill.


      He gave it a dismissive glance. “You won’t last,” he said. “I’ll just be takin’ your money.”


      “Maybe. Maybe not.” I offered my hand.


      We shook, and his callused grip was hard. I didn’t have the calluses, but I easily matched his strength. He met my eyes and tightened his grip. I squeezed back and didn’t flinch. If he wanted to test me, I wasn’t going to back down. We went at it until his face turned red. I had to grit my teeth to keep from crying out.


      Finally, his father said, “Will you two fairies stop playing touchy-feely?”


      Neither of us let up.


      “I mean it,” Mike said. “Quit that shit.”


      Junior squeezed one final time and then we let go. My hand ached, but I would’ve died before I let it show.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      That evening, I told Trip about the incident.


      “You handled it okay,” he said. “You probably shouldn’t’ve bet him, but—”


      “What was I supposed to do? Back down? Uh-uh. That would’ve proven his point.”


      Trip shrugged. “Maybe.”


      “No, definitely. I’m not some lazy college student slumming with the construction crew. I work as hard as he does.” I thumped my chest. “I may not know as much—yet—but I’m catching up. And I’ll be damned if— What’re you grinning about?”


      “You. You’re always so competitive.”


      “And you aren’t?”


      He reluctantly admitted it.


      “I wasn’t about to let him put me down just because I’m in college.”


      “Make sure you don’t put him down just because he’s not,” Trip warned. “Junior has his pride, just like any man.”


      “Just like me.”


      “Just like you,” he agreed. Then he laughed and shook his head. “You two are a lot alike. You know? Now, let’s wash up,” he said, changing the subject. “Darlene fixed pot roast.”


      “Darlene’s going to make me fat,” I muttered.


      “She’s been trying to do the same thing to my dad,” Trip said with a chuckle. “She hasn’t managed it, though.” Trip laughed again and clapped me on the shoulder. “C’mon, my stubborn, competitive friend, let’s go.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      After dinner, Trip and I both had mail to read. My letter was from Gina. She’d gotten my address from Leah, who’d gotten it from Erin. I’d been meaning to write a letter of my own, but I hadn’t had the time (or energy).


      Gina talked about her new apartment, and her job at the hospital. Los Angeles took some getting used to, she said, since it was a lot bigger than Atlanta. She’d bought a map of the city, which was actually a spiral-bound book instead of the folded maps she was used to.


      She talked about the people, and how different they were. She missed her family, and she missed camp. She also missed me, she said. She gave me her phone number and asked me to call her sometime. Finally, she closed the letter and signed “Love always, Gina.”


      My chest suddenly felt tight, and I had to blink to clear my eyes. Trip pretended not to notice. He was sitting across from me at the little kitchen table, reading his own letter.


      “How’s Abby?” I asked.


      “She’s fine,” he said. “She wants me to come to Louisiana this weekend. It’s her birthday.”


      “I could fly you down,” I said, glad for the distraction. “No problem.”


      “There’s a Van Halen concert on Friday,” he said, “but we could get up early Saturday.” He met my eyes. “Are you up for it?”


      “Cross-country time?” I asked rhetorically. “Sure.”


      While he wrote a reply to Abby, I dug out my sectional charts and started planning the trip. It was a long time before I looked at Gina’s letter again. When I did, I set it aside. I’d reply in a day or two, when I could do it without feeling like I missed her more than ever.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      For the rest of the week, Junior and I tried to ignore each other. When we did work together, it was always a competition to see who could work harder. He was determined not to let “the college kid” show him up, and I was determined to do just that. Finally, his father took notice.


      “Quit it. Both of you,” Mike said. “We’re here to work, not have a pissing contest.”


      Junior and I both looked stubborn. Big Jim merely shook his head. He’d grown tired of our antics as well, and wasn’t “talking” to either of us.


      “If you can’t play nice,” Mike said, “I’ll work you to death, so you won’t have time to play games. You got me?”


      “Yes, sir,” Junior said.


      Mike leveled his eyes at me.


      “Yes, sir.”


      “Good. Now, Jim’s gonna work with me for a while,” Mike said. He fixed his son and me with a hard stare. “I want you to start moving the lumber for the decks. Sort it into stacks behind each house.” He gave each of us another stare, and we nodded.


      After a few false starts, Junior and I got into a rhythm. The work was backbreaking, and we barely had breath to speak, much less argue. Mike had intended just that, which Junior and I both understood.


      We finally finished well after five o’clock. We sat on our stacks and stared into space, each dripping with sweat. Mike suddenly appeared, as though he sensed our idleness. He put us to work moving sacks of concrete for the deck footings. We finished shortly before quitting time. I felt like sagging to the ground, but I refused to let Junior see how tired I was.


      “You work pretty hard for a college kid,” he said at last.


      “I have to keep up with you.”


      I was too tired to say more, but it seemed to be enough.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Trip and I arrived at the airport about an hour after sunrise. The skies were clear, although the weather service said a low pressure front was pushing in from Arkansas. Since I still wasn’t IFR certified, I planned to skirt the southern edge of it.


      At the FBO, Trip paid for the plane rental, a Cessna 182. It was more than we needed, but I was already current in it. Besides, it was faster than a 152. As much as I loved flying, I didn’t want to spend all day at the controls.


      We took off twenty minutes later. I turned toward Louisiana and set the navigation radios for the first set of beacons. Departure cleared us to our cruising altitude, and I set the throttle for 135 knots. After a few adjustments for trim, I set the autopilot.


      Trip was quiet for the first hundred miles or so.


      “What do you think of Abby?” he said at last.


      “Why?”


      “Do you think she’d ever go to a nudist camp?”


      “I dunno. She took off her clothes back at UT.”


      “’Cause she was drunk,” he said.


      “Well, yeah, but…”


      He shrugged. “She’s not the adventurous type.”


      “Um… no.”


      “She’s like that in bed, too.”


      I shot him a quick look.


      “Don’t get me wrong,” he said, “I enjoy it, but…”


      “But…?”


      “It’s little things,” he said, but left it at that.


      I knew what he meant, even if he didn’t explain. Kendall had told me most of it. Abby let him come in her mouth, but she didn’t swallow. She’d have sex in different positions, but only if he asked. And she wouldn’t try sex in front of another couple, much less anal sex.


      He saw that I understood. “Yeah,” he said heavily. He shook his head. “I just don’t know. I mean, she’s a really nice girl. She’s sweet and kind and smart…” He sighed. “I just don’t feel it. Does that make sense?”


      I nodded. “You don’t love her.”


      “I do, I guess. But not like I should.”


      “You’re not in love.”


      “Exactly. I think she’s great, but…” He stared out the window. “I dunno, man.”


      “What are you gonna do?” I said at last.


      “That’s the big question, isn’t it?”


      We fell silent, and I watched someone else lost in thought for a change.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      The low pressure front had pushed further south than forecast. Towering clouds loomed on the horizon as we crossed into Mississippi. A thunderstorm was brewing. A big one, by the looks of it.


      Memphis Center cleared us to vector south of the storm, where we ran into a headwind. I called the airport at Natchitoches and revised our arrival time.


      Abby was waiting for us when we landed. As I refueled the plane, Trip and I made plans to meet on Sunday. He’d told Abby that I was going to meet “a friend.” In reality, I didn’t want to hang around and be a third wheel. Besides, I wanted to go home and sleep in a real bed. I didn’t mind living with Trip, but I was still getting used to it.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      DeKalb-Peachtree Airport was a familiar, welcome sight. I entered the pattern behind three other planes, and watched impatiently as they touched down and cleared the runway. Finally, I crossed the threshold and flared over the numbers.


      At the FBO, I put the fuel and tie-down fees on my father’s account. Then I headed out to the parking lot and found his beat-up airport car. The magnetic box with the key was right where it was supposed to be, and the trusty little Karmann Ghia started on the first try. After so many hours in the air, driving a car felt odd, smooth, quiet. Still, I was glad to be in Atlanta.


      Two hours later, I was thoroughly bored. I didn’t want to watch MTV. I didn’t want to listen to my Walkman. I didn’t want to read. And I didn’t want to be alone anymore.


      I thought about calling Gina, but decided against it. I could write a letter, but decided against that, too. I thought about writing one to Kendall, but she’d be back in Chattanooga in a day. Besides, she hadn’t written me a single letter since I left camp. I figured she was too busy studying.


      I didn’t know what any of my friends from high school were doing, so I did the only thing I could think of: I called Wren. Her mother answered.


      “Hello, Mrs. Hilliard,” I said. “It’s Paul Hughes. May I please speak to Wren?”


      “Oh, hello, Paul,” she said. “It’s so wonderful to hear from you.” Something in her voice made me stop and think. Why was she being so friendly?


      Then it hit me—I’d been Wren’s boyfriend! Of course. We hadn’t really been a couple, but her mother didn’t know that. Wren had used me as a convenient stand-in, to keep her mother from pestering her about a boyfriend. We “broke up” toward the end of the school year, but I’d forgotten all about it.


      “Thank you,” I said. “It’s nice to speak to you again, ma’am.”


      “Oh, posh,” she said. “You know better than to call me that. Call me Helen.”


      “Um… thank you, Helen. Is Wren there?”


      “Oh, no, Paul. I’m sorry. She’s not.”


      “Oh. Is she in Florida? Could I call her th—”


      “She’s at work. You could stop by, though.”


      “Where’s she working?” I asked. I was eager to get out of the house, but not nearly as eager as Helen was for me to see her daughter. I shook my head. Maybe Wren had been right to have a pretend boyfriend after all.


      Helen gave me directions. “Oh, she’ll be so happy to see you!”


      I thanked her and hung up. Then I grabbed the car keys and headed out.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      I pulled into the restaurant parking lot and found a space. I couldn’t imagine Wren as a waitress, so I decided to request a table in her section. With a chuckle, I pictured her surprise when she saw me.


      Unfortunately, I wasn’t really dressed to eat there. It was a fancy place, with dark wood paneling and a slate-tiled entryway. It reminded me of an upscale English hunting lodge, which fit the name, The Wellington House. Still, I thought I’d surprise her by showing up unannounced.


      Instead, I got the surprise when I reached the hostess stand. The girl there was petite and attractive, with dark, lustrous hair piled atop her head in curls. She wore a forest green evening dress, which showed just enough cleavage to draw my eye. She was looking down at the seating chart, so I took a moment to admire her compact body.


      She looked up when I drew near. “Welcome to the Wellington House…” Her eyes widened.


      I blinked in surprise. “Wren?”


      “Paul?”


      I laughed, but my eyes drank her in. She looked even better than I remembered.


      “What’re you doing here?” she said.


      “I came to see you.”


      “But I thought you were in Tennessee.”


      “I’m home for the weekend,” I said, which sounded lame. “I thought maybe we could do something tonight. But…” I gestured at the hostess stand. “Maybe after you get off?”


      She considered for a moment, and then said, “Hold on a second.” She turned to a newly returned hostess and whispered something.


      A couple came in behind me, and the second hostess led them toward their seats.


      “Let me make a quick call,” Wren said. She picked up the phone and dialed. “Hi, Denise,” she said. “It’s Wren. Can you cover my shift tonight? I know it’s last-minute, but a friend from out of town just got here… He wants to go out tonight… No, I had no idea he was coming… Who is he?” Wren looked at me, and a flush crept up her cheeks. “Just a friend…” Another nervous glance. “Um… Paul.” Her flush deepened. “Yes, that Paul.” She frowned. “No, I’m not,” she said sharply. “Can you cover for me? Thanks, I really appreciate it. See you in twenty minutes.” She hung up and looked at me. “I guess you heard?”


      “Sorry.”


      “That’s okay,” she said. “Denise…um… Denise thinks you’re my ex-boyfriend.”


      Wren told her about me? Why? I kept my questions to myself, though, and we made small talk until Denise arrived.


      “You must be Paul,” she said. “I feel like I already know you.”


      Wren tried not to glare daggers, but we managed to make it out of the restaurant without too much fuss.


      “Where’s your car?” she finally asked.


      I sheepishly pointed to the old Karmann Ghia. “It’s my dad’s airport car,” I said. “I flew in from Louisiana. My car’s still in Franklin.”


      “Aren’t you the jet-setter.”


      I felt my cheeks heat.


      She decided to let me off the hook. “So, what do you want to do tonight?”


      “I thought we’d go to dinner,” I said. But then I gestured at my clothes, shorts and a Polo. “One of us needs to change, though.”


      “Do you have anything nice to wear?” she asked.


      I nodded. “At home.”


      “Then what’re we waiting for?”


      During the ride to my parents’ house, I told her about the reason for my trip.


      “So you have to leave tomorrow?” she said.


      I nodded. Then I eyed her legs—the slit in her dress had fallen open. “I wish I could stay longer,” I said, “but…”


      At the house, I took a quick shower and then shaved. Back in my bedroom, Wren was sitting on my bed, her legs crossed. The dress had fallen open again, and I took a moment to admire the expanse of thigh.


      “I always wanted to get you into bed,” I said with a chuckle.


      She grimaced.


      I decided to tease her some more, so I pulled off my towel and draped it over the back of my desk chair. Wren and I had been nude models in a drawing class, so we’d seen each other countless times, but she obviously didn’t expect me to simply bare it all.


      I hid a smirk as she blushed. I wanted her to get a good look, so I paused to consider the pile of things I’d hastily shoved into a corner of the room. Finally, I knelt to look for something to wear. Unfortunately, my suits were in Franklin, so I picked out a dark pair of slacks, a button-down shirt, and a tie that matched.


      When I posed for her approval, she straightened my collar and smoothed my tie.


      “So, where do we want to go?” I asked.


      She merely hooked her finger in my waistband and tugged. With a chuckle, I followed.


      We ended up at one of her father’s restaurants, a place called Hilliard’s. The staff knew her, so we had excellent service. Her father was at another restaurant, but she insisted on putting the meal on his tab. I argued, but she said it’d be okay.


      “Since I had so much fun in your bed,” she teased, “I should pay for dinner.”


      “You’re too kind,” I deadpanned.


      “What do you want to do now?” she asked. She gave me a sultry look and made a subtle move that pushed her breasts together.


      I let my eyes linger on her cleavage, which was what she wanted. When I met her gaze, I shrugged theatrically. “They’re nice,” I said, “but I’ve seen ’em before.”


      Her eyes flew wide and she swatted me. “You’ll never see them again with an attitude like that.”


      I smirked.


      She made a face, but then turned serious. “Do you want to go dancing? I know a great club.”


      I thought about it, but then had to stifle a yawn. After a hard week at work, the concert the night before, a day of flying, and a full meal, I was exhausted. In reality, I wanted to go home and collapse.


      Wren seemed to understand. “Can you take me back to my car?”


      My heart sank.


      “I’ll follow you to your house,” she said, “and we can hang out there.”


      Back at my parents’ house, I changed into a loose pair of shorts and my Polo from earlier. Wren undressed in Erin’s room, and was already wearing borrowed shorts and a T-shirt by the time I knocked on the door.


      She flashed a smug smile and returned to the dresser. She unpinned her hair, which cascaded over her shoulders in soft waves. I leaned against the door jamb and watched as she brushed it out. She wasn’t wearing a bra, and her nipples stood out against the thin fabric of the shirt. She knew I was watching, so she took her time and made a show of it.


      We decided to watch a movie on cable. She snuggled close and I put my arm around her. Part of me hoped for more, even though I knew I shouldn’t. Kendall and I had a unique relationship, but it didn’t include me having sex with other women without permission.


      Still, I hadn’t had sex for nearly two weeks, and I felt my dick swell as my imagination roamed. I knew it was dangerous, but I didn’t want to stop. Besides, we were sitting like two people long familiar with each other, and the contact wasn’t doing anything to suppress the urge.


      “This is nice,” she said softly.


      I nodded, and hoped she didn’t notice the bulge in my shorts.


      When the movie ended, we turned to MTV. Unfortunately, I couldn’t keep my eyes open. Horny or not, I wanted to go to sleep. I suppressed a yawn, but Wren noticed. She pulled away and I thought she was going to leave, but she merely slid to the end of the couch and patted her lap.


      I took the invitation and rested my head on her soft thighs. She stroked my temples, and my eyelids drooped. I tried to stay awake, but her fingers felt so good. The last thing I remember was listening to a Flock of Seagulls video and thinking how comfortable I was.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      I woke up the next morning to the sound of the shower. I threw back my blanket and leapt out of bed. No, I leapt off the couch.


      I looked around in confusion and tried to remember what had happened the night before. Did Wren spend the night? Did we…? No, I was still wearing the shorts and Polo, and I didn’t smell like sex. Worse, I was as horny as ever.


      The bathroom door was ajar, so I pushed it open. “Hello?”


      “I’ll be done in a minute,” Wren said, without the least sign of concern.


      “Do you want company?” I asked, more bold than smart.


      She laughed, chiding and playful at the same time. “You can shower when I’m done.”


      I waited until she finished, and handed her a towel when she groped for it.


      “Thanks.”


      “Don’t mention it.”


      She opened the shower curtain. Unfortunately, she had the towel wrapped around her. She chuckled when she saw my hopeful look. “You’ve seen them before,” she taunted. “Remember?”


      “That doesn’t mean I don’t want to see ’em again.”


      “Sorry, you had your chance.”


      I snorted and pulled off my shirt as she began combing her hair. She didn’t even glance my way as I shucked my shorts and climbed into the shower. I didn’t want to jerk off with her in the bathroom—that would just seem pathetic—so I decided to talk.


      “Where’d you sleep last night?” I asked.


      “Your bed,” she said, a grin in her voice. “I called my mom and told her I was going to spend the night here. I’m sure she thinks some hanky-panky was going on.”


      “I’m sure,” I said dryly.


      “Too bad there wasn’t.”


      Was that an invitation? I stuck my head out to gauge her expression.


      She smiled, too sweetly.


      I stuck out my tongue and then ducked back into the shower.


      “I could’ve used that last night,” she said.


      I sighed. She was worse than Susan. “You should’ve asked,” I said. I finished under the shower and turned it off. When I reached for a towel, Wren smirked at me.


      “I was really in the mood.”


      I harrumphed. Then I stepped out of the shower and made a show of wrapping my towel around my waist. If she wanted to tease, then two could play that game.


      “I took off my clothes and got into bed,” she said.


      Unfortunately, my imagination kicked into gear, with the predictable results.


      She dreamily ran her fingertips over her towel-covered chest. “I decided I wouldn’t say no if you climbed into bed with me.” She continued, still remembering, “I kept hoping you’d wake up and come to bed.”


      I swallowed hard.


      “So I started playing with myself as I imagined your body.” She closed her eyes and moistened her lips. “I spread my legs and touched myself.”


      I was hanging on every word, and my dick was rock hard. A distracted part of me knew I should try to hide the bulge—why give her more ammunition to tease me with?—but I couldn’t tear my eyes from her.


      Still dreamy, still sultry, she trailed her fingers down her stomach to the bottom of the towel. She ran a finger along its edge, mere inches from her pussy.


      I started salivating at the thought of tasting her.


      “I wanted you to go down on me,” she said, as if reading my mind. Her breathing grew deeper and a flush crept up her cheeks. “I wanted you to fill me with your big, hard dick.”


      Her eyes popped open, glittering with mischief. “But you never came to bed,” she said, mock-sad. “So you missed your chance to rock my world. Sorry.” She didn’t look sorry at all. In fact, her eyes danced with delight when she saw my trapped erection. “I really could’ve used that last night.”


      “It’s not too late,” I rasped.


      She made a moue and tried to look apologetic. It didn’t work. “I guess you’ll have to take care of yourself.”


      I clenched my jaw. “I’ll get you for this. You know that, right?”


      She grinned and nodded, insufferably smug. Then she took pity on me. “I’m not a total prick tease,” she said. She reached up and tugged her towel loose. It fell.


      Her breasts were perfect, full and firm, with dark nipples, puckered with arousal. Her stomach was soft and flat, and led to a neatly trimmed bush of dark pubic hair. She posed, and my dick throbbed painfully.


      “That should give you something to think about,” she said. Then she turned to leave. “Say hi to Rosy for me,” she called as she shut the door behind her.


      How evil can one girl be?


      I stared after her, but the closed door didn’t have the answer.


      I can’t believe it, I silently griped. She’s… She’s too sexy for her own good!


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      “Rosy says hello,” I said when I finally sauntered into the kitchen. “Twice.”


      “Twice?”


      I shrugged. “Twice.”


      “Impressive.”


      I nodded as nonchalantly as I could. Then I opened the refrigerator.


      “I made orange juice,” Wren said, “but I didn’t feel like pickles and Thousand Island dressing for breakfast.”


      I chuckled. The fridge was full of salad dressing, condiments, and a solitary jar of pickles. My family didn’t keep food in the house when they were away for the summer. Wren had found some frozen orange juice, though.


      “Would you like a glass?” she offered.


      I nodded and she poured.


      “Do you want to take me to breakfast after our night of passion?”


      “Only one of us had a night of passion,” I grumbled. I was a bit annoyed by her teasing, but I had to admire her at the same time. I wasn’t used to a woman who said no.


      “Hey,” she said, “it’s not my fault you were too tired. I would’ve said yes in a heartbeat. But you fell asleep.” She artfully studied her fingernails. “Just like a man.” Then she grinned, her eyes full of warmth and mischief at the same time. “I did have fun last night,” she said, much kinder. “In a way, I’m glad you didn’t come to bed.”


      I sipped my orange juice and arched an eyebrow in question.


      She shrugged. “Sure, we would’ve had sex, and you probably would’ve rocked my world”—her eyes glittered—“but then what?”


      “What do you mean, ‘then what?’”


      “Well,” she said, “you have a girlfriend, who I happen to like. Would you break up with her to date me?”


      I looked at her long and hard, but she didn’t blink. Was she asking me, or simply raising the question? I started to answer, but then fell silent.


      “I didn’t think so,” Wren said, reading me perfectly. “Besides, I wouldn’t want you if you did,” she added. “So it’s better that I took care of things myself.” She giggled. “And you had a date with Rosy.”


      “Two dates.”


      She inclined her head.


      I reluctantly smiled, amazed that we could flirt but still have a nonsexual relationship. I’d never felt that way about a girl, and I didn’t know what to think. It was… different. Nice, but different.


      “When do you have to leave?” she asked softly.


      I glanced at my watch. “Soon.”


      “Do you have time for breakfast? I was going to be nice and fix you something, but…” She gestured at the nearly empty refrigerator.


      “Thanks,” I said. Then I glanced at my watch again, calculating the flight time to Louisiana. “Yeah, I have time.”


      “I could follow you to the airport and we could eat at that restaurant there.”


      We cleaned up the kitchen and then the rest of the house. She helped make my bed, and apologized for not washing the sheets.


      I teased her: “You didn’t get them too wet, did you?”


      She blushed. “Um… no.”


      “Then they’ll keep.”


      She followed me to the airport, and we had a quiet breakfast. We talked about a few things, but nothing profound. When we were done, she followed as I returned my dad’s car to the airport parking lot and replaced the key in the magnetic box.


      On the flight line, she watched as I preflighted the plane. When I was ready to go, she smiled and easily slid into my arms. I hugged her, and she pressed her cheek to my chest. We stood like that for several moments.


      When she pulled back, she looked at me with shiny eyes. I smiled, but couldn’t think of anything to say. She closed her eyes and her lips parted. Our kiss was soft and tender, lingering, but then she pulled away. I opened my eyes slowly.


      “Thanks for being such a good friend,” she said. “I shouldn’t tease you, but…” She shrugged. “I can’t help myself.” She looked up at me again. “Thanks for not taking advantage of me. I know you really care. That means a lot.”


      “I do care,” I said.


      “I know. I can see it in your eyes.”


      I nodded.


      “Friends can love each other, right?”


      “Of course,” I said, my voice husky with emotion.


      “Promise we’ll always be friends.”


      “I promise.”


      She closed her eyes and hugged me again. I kissed the top of her head and inhaled the scent of her. When she pulled back, her expression was composed.


      “You’re not so Mysterious after all,” she said softly.


      “You’re still Beautiful.”


      Her smile was soft and warm. She hugged me one last time and then we said goodbye. She walked back to the FBO as I taxied to the runway. I looked for her when I lifted off. She waved, and I waggled the wings in reply.


      ✧ ✧ ✧
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        ◄ ►

        CHAPTER 3

      


      Trip was quiet during the flight from Louisiana. He was quiet once we reached the apartment, too. I wanted to draw him out, but I didn’t know what to say. Besides, I was the one who was supposed to be silent and brooding.


      Eventually I decided to be direct. “Okay,” I said, “what’s the matter?”


      He looked up, as though I’d spoken Chinese.


      “You’ve been in a funk since I picked you up. Problems with Abby?”


      He nodded.


      “Which are…?”


      “I just don’t know, man.”


      “You don’t know what the problems are? Or you don’t know what to do about them?”


      “Neither. Both.”


      In spite of myself, I laughed.


      He smiled, but it was bleak and humorless.


      “Well, you always make me talk about my problems,” I said, “so I guess the shoe’s on the other foot. Now spill.” I pulled two beers from the fridge, opened them, and handed one to him.


      “Abby’s a great girl,” he said. “Don’t get me wrong, I think she’s really nice.”


      “But…?”


      “But I just don’t feel it.”


      I let the words hang in the air.


      He slumped to the couch and stared into the past. “When I first started dating Lori,” he said at last, “I couldn’t stop thinking about her.” He took a swig of beer. “It was the same with her. She used to pass me notes at my locker. Or she’d hang out after practice and wait for me. She was a cheerleader. Did I ever tell you that?”


      “Uh-uh.”


      He took another swig of beer. “That’s how we started talking to each other.” He laughed. “It was kind of a joke when we were seniors—I was captain of the basketball team and she was the head cheerleader. Believe it or not, we were Mr. and Miss Franklin High School.” He laughed, the sound full of irony. “Perfect, right?” He laughed again, darker still. “Little did I know.”


      Another swig of beer. “Before things fell apart, we were together all the time. And even when I wasn’t with her, I was thinking about her. I used to write songs to her.” He gestured at the guitar in his bedroom.


      “When’s the last time I picked up my guitar? I haven’t written a single song for Abby.” He shrugged and drained his beer. “I’m no Eric Clapton, but I can write a decent love song. I haven’t felt like writing anything lately.”


      He contemplated his empty beer bottle. “Yeah, sure, I like her. I like her a lot. But I just don’t feel it. I don’t feel it like I did with Lori.” He snorted. “Some good it did me with her.”


      “That’s the past, man,” I said softly. “Don’t dwell on it.”


      He nodded and then rose to fetch another beer. “I know,” he said as he slumped to the couch again. “Still… I can’t help but think that maybe I don’t know girls so well after all.”


      “Trust me,” I said, “I don’t know girls so well either, and I have a lot more experience than you.”


      He nodded, still morose.


      I hesitated, but eventually decided to ask the big question. “Is it just the sex?”


      He immediately shook his head.


      I lifted a skeptical eyebrow.


      “Yeah, okay,” he said. “The sex is a big part of it.” He lifted the bottle and took a long pull. “Lori was my first… you know… and I was hers. After that, we couldn’t get enough of each other.”


      I nodded. Gina and I had been the same way.


      “We used to do all sorts of crazy things. She’d try anything, and I mean anything.” He laughed at a memory. “We were shopping once and she decided she wanted to have sex in the Ladies’ Department. Not in the dressing room, either,” he continued, “but out in the department itself. The clerk was busy helping someone, so we did it right there between the racks of clothes.”


      I took a long drink of my beer and shook my head in wonder.


      “Another time, she wanted to have sex while her parents were in the next room. She just lifted her skirt and straddled me on the couch. Her mother even came into the room, but with her skirt hiding things, it looked like Lori was just sitting on my lap. She even talked to her mom while I was inside her. I was sweating bullets, but Lori was cool as a cucumber.”


      “Wow,” I said softly, picturing the scene in my head.


      Trip nodded. “And it wasn’t just the places. She’d try anything. She liked it from any angle, in any… um… opening.”


      I grinned at his modesty.


      “She liked me to shoot on her stomach, her back, her chest…” He blushed. “Well, you get the picture.”


      I stifled a chuckle and nodded.


      “Once,” he said, “she even wanted me to wrap her hair around my dick and jerk off.”


      “Jeez,” I said, teasing him, “you haven’t had as many girlfriends as me, but that sure didn’t stop you.”


      He grinned bashfully. Then he sobered. “So you see what I mean about Abby not being adventurous? Yeah, we have sex, but it’s the missionary position. Maybe doggie-style if I ask. She’ll get on top sometimes, but she gets self-conscious. She doesn’t like me to shoot anywhere but inside her, and even then, it’s only two… um… openings.”


      “Pussy and mouth,” I said bluntly. “I know what they are. You can call them by name.”


      “Yeah, okay. Pussy and mouth,” he said. “But even then, she doesn’t swallow.”


      “Yeah, I know,” I said. He looked up, and I shrugged. “Kendall told me. You know how it is.”


      He nodded. After all, he’d learned that I was a nudist from Abby.


      “Do you think it’s just a matter of her being shy?” I asked.


      “That’s some of it,” he said, “but she’s more conservative than me.” He snorted. “She’s a lot more conservative than Lori.”


      I chuckled and raised my beer in agreement. He finished his and went to the fridge for another. I was barely halfway through my first, and he was on his third. Fortunately, we only had one six-pack, so he couldn’t get too drunk.


      “Yeah,” he said, to my original question, “the sex is a big part of it.”


      I nodded.


      “It’s other things too, but they’re all little things.” He shrugged. “I’d live with them if it weren’t for the sex. You know?”


      “Sex is pretty important. It may be a small part of your relationship, time-wise, but it’s a big part in other ways.”


      “I don’t want to force Abby to do something that makes her uncomfortable, but…”


      “But…?”


      “I’m getting… bored. Is that a mean thing to say?”


      I shook my head. “I had a girlfriend once,” I said, thinking of Amy Lassiter, “who was a little like that. I mean, she wasn’t as shy as Abby, but she wasn’t nearly as adventurous as Gina. Or Kendall.”


      “I envy you sometimes.”


      “Why?”


      “Kendall. From what Abby says, she’s pretty… um… wild.”


      I grinned. “Yeah, she is. She’s a lot like Lori in that regard. And she has these fantasies…” I shook my head in wonder. “They’re pretty wild.”


      “I’ve asked Abby about hers, but she just makes things up. I can tell. Even then, they’re pretty tame. Lori used to fantasize about having sex in front of the whole school, or going someplace like”—he grinned hesitantly—“a nudist camp.”


      I laughed, low and genuine. “You’re kidding.”


      He shook his head. “She found a bunch of nudist magazines in her grandfather’s attic. They were all in Swedish, but we used to look at them and talk about what we’d do if we ever went to one. She even wanted to have sex with another girl. Did I ever tell you that?”


      “Uh-uh.”


      “She did.” He finished his beer and rose to get another. “You want one?”


      I decided to save him from drinking more, so I nodded.


      He returned with the bottles and sank to the couch. “We used to talk about finding a nudist camp with cheerleaders or something.” He laughed and shot me a guilty look. “Hey, it was a fantasy.”


      I grinned.


      “She used to fantasize about how she and another cheerleader would make out and let me watch. And she wanted me to do it with both of them. Man,” he said, shaking his head at the memory, “that one really got her worked up, too. The first time she told me, we had sex all night. And I mean all night. I was sore for two days.”


      “I know the feeling,” I said with a laugh.


      He grew sober. “But Abby’s not like that. Her fantasies are all about flowers and making love and gentle shit.” He waved his beer expansively. “Sure, I can be as romantic as the next guy, but romance isn’t the same as a wild fantasy. You know?”


      “Yeah.”


      “I just want a girl who’s fun and smart and sexy… who happens to have a fantasy about an orgy with cheerleaders.”


      “Don’t we all?” I said, half joking, half not. We shared a laugh. “Is that why you want to know about camp?” I asked.


      He nodded. Then he emptied his beer in one long pull. “I can’t imagine Abby at a nudist camp. And I definitely can’t imagine her with another girl. I mean, she won’t even have sex in public, even where no one could possibly see us.” He shook his head and stared into space. “I just don’t feel it, man.”


      “What are you going to do?” I asked softly.


      “For now,” he said, “I’m going to find more beer.” I started to object, but he waved me off. “I know… I’ve already had four. I just decided to get drunk.”


      I couldn’t stop him, so I decided to keep him out of trouble. “You want some company?”


      He gestured at my half-full bottle. “You got some catching up to do.”


      “I’m fine for now,” I said. “I think I’ll fly wingman tonight.”


      “Whatever,” he said. “Let’s go see what kind of beer Dad has up at the house.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      The next morning, Trip groaned over his untouched breakfast. “Why’d you let me drink so much?”


      Unlike him, I had stopped at four beers, so I was disgustingly chipper. I laughed at his miserable expression. “Hey, you’re an adult,” I said. He grimaced, so I took pity on him. “Besides,” I continued, “maybe you needed it.”


      “I didn’t need anything like that.” He groaned again. “The last thing I remember was you fishing me out of the swimming pool. How much did I drink after that?”


      “Half a six-pack.”


      “Ugh.” He tried to count the beers, but lost track after he ran out of fingers.


      “Cheer up,” I said. “You’ll sweat it out as soon as we get to work. Just drink lots of water.”


      He looked at me with baleful, bloodshot eyes.


      “I’m serious,” I said. “Water and exercise always do wonders when I get a hangover.”


      “Ugh.”


      I laughed and paid the check. “C’mon, let’s get to work. It’ll do you good.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      I had a quiet word with Blackie about Trip. At one time or another, a few of the guys had come to work with bad hangovers. Blackie didn’t put up with people who didn’t pull their weight, but he usually assigned the man to something light. So Trip spent the morning helping the crew install battens of insulation. He looked like death warmed over. The crew teased him mercilessly, but they did the same to anyone else.


      “Big frat party last night?” Junior said to me as we poured footers for the deck posts.


      “No.”


      “Then how come Trip’s hung over and you’re not?”


      “I drank less than he did.”


      “No shit. So why’s he drinkin’ on a Sunday night?”


      I met his eyes and studied him for a moment. I wasn’t in the mood for his attitude, and I thought about telling him to shove it. “Girl problems,” I said at last.


      Junior merely harrumphed. Big Jim nodded solemnly. Mike shot me a look of understanding. They all respected Trip, college guy or not.


      I looked at Junior. “It’s not so easy to hate us when we have the same problems as everyone else, is it?”


      “What’s that supposed to mean?”


      “It means we’re just like you.”


      “We’re nothing alike,” he spat.


      I gave him a skeptical look and heaved another bag of cement into the mixer. “Oh really? I work hard. I do a good job. And I watch out for the guys around me. How are we not alike?”


      He didn’t realize it was a compliment, but his father obviously did.


      “We’re nothing alike,” Junior repeated.


      “I think we’re more alike than you want to admit,” I said, but left it at that.


      Mike told us to quit yakking and get back to work. Big Jim gave me a thoughtful look. Junior merely shook his head and muttered.


      He didn’t like me, and I didn’t particularly like him, but I wasn’t about to let him get to me.


      So I quit yakking and got back to work.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Trip managed to survive his hangover. He still looked like hell, but he hadn’t thrown up or passed out from the heat. Blackie stayed after the others had left, and the three of us reviewed the plans. Trip was still a bit queasy, so Blackie and I did all the talking.


      “I think we’re a little ahead of schedule,” Blackie said at last. “The crew at the other house should start blowing the attic insulation tomorrow. And when you all finish the decks here, you can do the same at the Colonial Revival. The crew over there should be doing drywall by then.”


      “I’d like to get some experience with that,” I said, “if I could.”


      “We’ll have enough drywall to go around,” he assured me. “By the time you get done with the decks, we’ll be ready to hang drywall here.”


      I nodded.


      Blackie paused and then gave me an appraising look. “I heard what you said to Junior today.”


      I looked at him in surprise. He hadn’t been anywhere near our crew all day.


      “Mike told me.”


      My cheeks heated, but I didn’t look away.


      “You did all right.” With that, he rolled up the plans and said goodnight.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      When we got home, the message light was blinking on the answering machine. Trip headed for the shower, so I checked the messages. All three were from Kendall, each more worried than the last. I smacked myself in the forehead—I’d been so preoccupied with Trip that I hadn’t called her when she returned to Chattanooga.


      I picked up the phone and dialed her number.


      “Where have you been?” she said. “Are you okay?”


      I told her about Trip’s impromptu binge. “So I didn’t see the message light last night,” I finished, “and I completely missed it this morning. I finally saw it a few minutes ago.”


      “Is Trip okay?”


      “Just a bad hangover.”


      “I was so worried about you, Paul. I thought something had happened. I thought you might’ve gone flying or something.”


      I gritted my teeth. Why couldn’t she just trust me? I took a deep breath and tried to relax. “Trip was just feeling sorry for himself,” I said, which was a half-truth.


      “Problems with Abby? He’s not happy?”


      I gave her a cleaned-up version of our conversation.


      “I thought it might be something like that,” she said. “That’s too bad. She’s been really happy lately. What’s he going to do?”


      “I don’t know.” I suspected that he was going to break up with her, sooner or later. But I didn’t want to tell Kendall that, since it would get back to Abby. I owed it to Trip to let him do things his way.


      Kendall and I talked a while longer, but she had to get back to studying, so we eventually said goodbye and hung up.


      I found Trip lying on his bed with only a towel around his waist.


      “C’mon,” I said, extending a hand to haul him up. “Let’s go do something.”


      He shook his head.


      “How about that club you were telling me about?”


      “Uh-uh.”


      “Why not? I’m not gonna let you mope around here all night.”


      “Just leave me alone.”


      “Not gonna happen. Now get dressed. We’re going out.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      By Friday we were another half-day ahead of schedule. Trip wasn’t back to his cheerful self, but the prospect of finishing early had him in a reasonably good mood. Besides, we’d had a realtor show one of the bungalows to a young couple.


      Blackie and Trip had shown them my renderings of the finished house. Trip even offered them a choice of paint and countertops if they signed a contract within a week. The realtor told them about the quality of our work, and really played up the custom paint and counter angle.


      Trip and I were still talking about the potential deal when we got home. A strange car was in the driveway by the main house, but we didn’t give it a second glance as we kicked the dirt from our boots and then trudged up the stairs.


      Trip took a shower first, a quick one to save hot water. When he finished, I slipped past him into the bathroom. We’d been living together long enough that we had a routine. I had just finished rinsing my hair when I heard the bathroom door creak open. The shower curtain rustled, and I decided that Trip was joking around.


      “Um… Trip,” I said, “did you nee—” I blinked and wiped water from my eyes. Then I blinked again, dumbfounded.


      Kendall stepped into the shower. “Hi yourself.”


      Trip shouted from the living room, “I’m gonna go up to the house. See you later, buddy.” Then he laughed, and I heard the door slam a moment later.


      I turned back to Kendall and gazed at her, still speechless.


      “Aren’t you happy to see me?”


      I snapped out of it. “Yeah! Of course! But… how did you get here? When? Why didn’t you call?”


      Instead of answering, she stepped into my arms and kissed me. Her bare breasts felt good against my chest, but her lips felt even better. My dick stiffened in an instant. She moaned into my mouth and pulled me harder against her. Unfortunately, the hot water chose that moment to run out.


      Kendall gasped, even though my body shielded her from the brunt of the cold. I quickly turned it off and pulled her into my arms again. My dick bent between us, but I didn’t care.


      We kissed for a moment before I pushed her to her knees. She teased me, her lips trailing over my shaft, so I jerked my hips insistently. She closed her lips around me and I groaned at the sensation. Then I gripped her head and started thrusting. I came sooner than I wanted to, but she merely held my hips as semen gushed down her throat.


      We dried off, and I led her to the living room. I sank to the couch and pulled her after me. She straddled my hips and then reached between her legs to stroke my semi-hard shaft. She groaned as I cupped her breasts and teased her nipples. Her lips crushed mine and she ground her hips, slowly working her pussy against my resurgent erection.


      When I was hard enough, she reached between her legs and steadied my cock at her opening. I closed my eyes and savored her tightness as she worked herself onto me. She settled completely and began moving her hips, rubbing the base of her clit against my shaft. Soon enough, she was panting with desire.


      I took turns with her nipples—licking, sucking, nibbling. She moaned and rocked in my lap, working herself toward release. When it came, she tensed and held my head against her breast. She was utterly silent as the climax wracked her body.


      I held her until I felt her relax. Then I rolled her to the couch and threw her legs into the air. I hooked my arms behind her knees and aimed my dick at her smooth labia. They were pink and puffy, slick from her juices. I entered her slowly, but she was still tight, so I took my time fucking her.


      Finally, I buried myself inside her as light exploded behind my eyelids. Molten pleasure surged through my belly, and my balls tingled as I emptied them into her. When I came to my senses at last, I looked down at her.


      “Welcome to Franklin, home of Paul’s Full-Service Cock Shop.”


      She smiled. “I’ll say.”


      We slowly disentangled ourselves and sat up. I put my arm around her and she leaned against my side.


      When we’d caught our breath, I said, “How’d you get here?”


      “My dad bought me a car. Can you believe it?”


      The strange car in the driveway! Trip and I hadn’t even commented on it. I guess we’d both thought Darlene had a friend over.


      “It’s an early graduation present,” Kendall explained.


      “That was nice of him.”


      She nodded. “I decided to make my first road trip to see you.”


      “Tired of studying?”


      “Tired of being celibate.” She smiled and hugged herself to me again. “I hope you don’t mind that I just showed up. I wanted it to be a surprise. I didn’t know what time you got home from work, so I came early.”


      “You came just a minute ago,” I teased.


      “Mmm hmm.”


      I turned serious. “How long can you stay?”


      “Just the weekend.”


      “Why? I mean, you can study here just as well as your house. I’m sure Trip wouldn’t mind.”


      She shook her head. “I can’t, Paul. You know how important this is.”


      I started to object, but she shook her head again, firmly.


      “The test is less than three weeks away, and I want to do as much studying as I can. Besides, you have work.”


      “You can study while I’m at work, but we could spend our evenings together.”


      “I can’t, Paul. I’m sorry. I need to study, day and night.”


      “Yeah, all right.”


      “We have this weekend,” she said. “And I was thinking…”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Trip gave me directions to a secluded place where he and Lori used to go on picnics. It was out in the country, about forty minutes from town. He didn’t know who owned the land, but no one had ever bothered him about using it. So Kendall and I packed a basket and headed out.


      Unfortunately, I missed the road the first time we passed it. When we passed the barn that Trip had said was too far, I turned around. The turn-off was easier to see from the other direction, but the overgrown “road” was barely wider than the Cruiser.


      “Are you sure this is the right place?” Kendall asked.


      I nodded with more confidence than I felt. About a mile up the track, the woods finally opened onto a field of tall grass. An old oak tree stood in the center of the field on a small rise.


      I parked the car and got out. Kendall grabbed the little cooler and her duffel bag from the back, while I took the picnic basket and blanket. I slung my camera bag over my shoulder and we set out for the tree.


      Kendall had a fantasy about posing for a photographer, and the field was the perfect spot. It was surrounded by trees and completely private, without a house in sight. We spread our blanket and arranged our things in the shade of the tree.


      “Are you ready for me to change into my first outfit, Mr. Hughes?” Kendall asked, already playing the naïve model.


      “Please, Miss Payton.”


      She looked at me nervously.


      She wanted me to be demanding, so I scowled. “Well, what are you waiting for?”


      “Would you turn your back so I can change clothes?”


      I did my best frustrated huff, but turned anyway.


      “Okay,” she said a minute later, “you can turn around now.”


      I expected her to be wearing a skimpy bikini, but she had donned a modest sun dress instead. It showed off her figure, but it wasn’t very revealing. She looked… wholesome.


      “That’s nice, Miss Payton,” I said, still a bit puzzled. She’d only told me the basics of her fantasy: I was a lecherous photographer and she was a new model. I was supposed to convince her to pose nude, and then take advantage of her. Of course.


      I hadn’t expected the conservative dress, but it fit with most of her other fantasies. She wanted to play an innocent girl who was forced to perform “unspeakable acts of debauchery.” (She read too many trashy romance novels.) Her fantasies usually ended with incredibly hot sex, so I was more than willing to go along.


      She snapped me from my reverie. “You can call me Kendall, if you like.”


      “Okay, Kendall. Let’s take some shots by the tree.” I wasn’t a professional photographer, but I knew how to compose a scene. All those Art classes weren’t a complete waste.


      She posed and tried to look seductive. I’d seen her when she really wanted to seduce me, and I could tell that she was play-acting. She reminded me of the teenage girls from camp—inexperienced but eager—and I almost chuckled as she struck a pose.


      “Just act natural,” I said, and started snapping pictures. She really did look good. The dress clung to her figure and showed the contrast between her breasts and waist. My dick twitched at the sight of her profile as she twirled and posed.


      “That’s nice,” I said after shooting half the roll. “Now, open your dress. Show me your cleavage.”


      She pretended to be shocked. “Do I have to?”


      “You want to be a model, right?”


      She nodded.


      “Then you have to do what I say.”


      “Can’t you take pictures of me like this?”


      “Sure,” I said indifferently, “if you want to be in a Sears catalog.”


      Her face fell.


      “I don’t have all day,” I said. “Do you want to be a model or not?”


      “I do, Mr. Hughes. I swear, I do.”


      “Then unbutton your dress.”


      “J-just the top buttons?”


      I hid a smile at her acting. “For now.”


      When she did, I snapped a few more pictures. “Okay,” I said, “open the rest.”


      She pleaded with her eyes, but I didn’t relent. Instead, I glanced at her chest. Pointedly. She actually managed to tremble as she unfastened the remaining buttons. She was wearing a bra, but I could finally see some skin.


      “Good,” I said. “Now lie on the blanket.”


      She did, and I snapped a couple of pictures.


      “Pull up your dress,” I said. “Show me your legs.”


      She reluctantly tugged the dress to her knees. “Are you sure you can get me into a magazine?”


      “Maybe.” I shrugged. “A catalog, for sure.”


      “A catalog?”


      “That dress is too modest for anything else.”


      “I… I have another outfit, if you’d like to see it.”


      “What is it?”


      “Just shorts and a shirt.” She managed a hint of excitement.


      I secretly marveled at her acting skills—she was better than some movie stars. With a hidden smile, I quickly finished the roll.


      “Okay,” I said as I rewound the film, “change into the shorts.”


      She hesitated until I realized that she wanted me to turn around. I knelt by the camera bag, but didn’t turn completely away. I watched her out of the corner of my eye. When I stood again, she was wearing khaki shorts and a button-down shirt.


      “Is this okay?” she asked.


      “Are you still wearing your bra?”


      She lowered her eyes and nodded.


      “Take it off.”


      She waited for me to turn around, which I eventually did. “Okay,” she said at last.


      “Good,” I said. “Now unbutton the shirt and tie it under your breasts.”


      Her eyes flew wide.


      I shrugged indifferently. “You have a nice chest. You should show it off.”


      “Mr. Hughes… I couldn’t.”


      “All right, whatever you want,” I said, and started to put the camera away.


      “Okay! I’ll do it. But promise you won’t make me show more.”


      “No problem. Maybe I can get you a Sunday ad with the local department store.”


      “Sunday ad? But I thought you said…”


      “What kind of magazine do you want to be in? Redbook? McCall’s? Ladies’ Home Journal?”


      “Maybe… something different.”


      “Like…?”


      “Maybe… Esquire.”


      Instead of answering, I gestured at her. “If you want to be in Esquire, you’d better show a little more skin.”


      She looked around to make sure we were really alone. I fought not to chuckle at her pretend anxiety.


      As if anyone could sneak up on us out here, I thought. Ha! We hadn’t seen a sign of civilization since we left the main road.


      Kendall fidgeted for a moment, and then slowly unbuttoned her shirt. I didn’t see anything more than the swell of her breasts as she tied the shirttails under them, but I enjoyed what I did see.


      Her feigned shyness was starting to turn me on—she had a way of seeming eager and reluctant at the same time. Besides, she also darted a glance at my trapped erection. My shorts didn’t show more than a slight bulge, but she could tell by the way I moved that I was stiff as a board.


      I stepped close and reached to open her shirt. She flinched, but didn’t object. “Relax,” I told her. “I’ve done this hundreds of times.”


      She nodded hesitantly.


      “Loosen the knot,” I said. “Show your cleavage.”


      She nervously tugged the shirt open.


      “That’s good,” I said, and started taking pictures. She never revealed her nipples, but she managed to show just about everything else. Finally, I lowered the camera. “Nice,” I said, eager myself. “Now lie down and unbutton your shorts.”


      She pulled the shirt together.


      “Do it,” I said.


      Her brow furrowed, but she sank to the blanket.


      “Unbutton your shorts,” I said firmly. Then I decided to use a softer touch. “Just relax. You’re doing fine,” I said. I finished shooting the roll and went to my bag to change film.


      She sat up and gathered the shirt between her breasts. “Do you really think you can get me into Esquire?”


      “Absolutely. They like beautiful women.” I stopped playing my part and simply admired her for a moment. “You really are beautiful,” I said, my voice tight with genuine emotion.


      Her eyes widened in surprise, but then she saw my expression. She blushed for real, the flush creeping up her cheeks and turning them rosy. “Thank you,” she said at last, her voice soft.


      After a moment I cleared my throat and tried to get back into character. “Maybe I could even get you into Playboy.”


      Surprised, she tried to decide if I was acting or not.


      I was and I wasn’t. I might not be a professional photographer, but I thought she was sexy enough to be in Playboy.


      “Do you really think so, Mr. Hughes?” she asked. She was playing the role of the shy model again—she wanted me to convince her to take off her clothes.


      “You’re definitely pretty enough,” I said, “but…” I gestured at her clothes.


      “I brought a bikini with me,” she said immediately, hopefully.


      “Playboy isn’t a bikini magazine. It’s a men’s magazine… with nude women.”


      “I know,” she said, her voice small and soft.


      “You think you’re ready to be in Playboy?”


      She hesitated for a moment before nodding.


      I pretended to be skeptical “Okay,” I said at last. “Change into your bikini.” My dick practically jumped in anticipation.


      Incredibly, she waited for me to turn around.


      With an unfeigned sigh, I did. “You know,” I said as I gazed down the hill, “if you really want to be in Playboy, you can’t be shy. You’re going to have to get naked sometime.”


      “I know,” she said. “But I need to work up to it.”


      I sighed and waited for her to tell me to turn around. When she did, I did my best to keep my jaw from dropping open. She was wearing the skimpiest string bikini I’d ever seen. She saw the look in my eyes and fought not to smile.


      “Is this okay?” she asked.


      I recovered myself and nodded. Then I had her walk down the hill and into full sunshine. I took pictures as we went, and she twirled like a dancer, still delighted by my reaction to her bikini. She practically beamed when she turned to face me at last.


      I snapped several pictures of her smile—radiant with elation—but my eyes were drawn to her chest. The panels of the top barely covered her breasts. Her nipples were so hard that they cast little shadows in the noonday sun.


      “Do you really think you can get me into Playboy?”


      I lowered the camera. “Probably, but… You need to show more skin. Your breasts at least.”


      She looked unsure.


      “Whatever,” I said, offhanded and cool. “Not every pretty woman gets into Playboy. It takes the right kind of model.”


      “I’m the right kind of model,” she said, soft but defiant.


      I arched an eyebrow.


      “I am.”


      I shook my head. “I don’t think so. Stick to catalogs and Sunday circulars.” I turned to walk back up the hill, but she stopped me with a word. When I faced her again, she untied the bikini top. I raised the camera to my eye and focused.


      “You promise you can get me into Playboy?”


      “Take off your top.”


      She let the bikini string drop, and the fabric peeled from her breasts. I snapped several shots as she posed demurely.


      “Let’s head back to the blanket,” I said. I walked backward, taking pictures as her breasts swayed. She seemed more relaxed, but she still acted a bit nervous. I marveled at her ability to stay in character.


      “Lie on the blanket again,” I said as I reloaded the camera. I stood over her and snapped more pictures.


      My dick was a hard bulge in my shorts, and I wasn’t acting. She smiled with genuine excitement, and began blowing kisses as she pushed her breasts together. I was tempted to fuck her then and there, but I kept my cool.


      “Untie your bottoms,” I said at last. “Slowly.”


      She didn’t even hesitate, and my breathing was so heavy that I could hardly focus the camera. When she finally tugged the bikini from between her legs, I pretended to be surprised that she was shaved. She tried not to react, but she flushed with excitement.


      “Do you really think I’m pretty enough to be in Playboy?” she said.


      With an act of will, I took a deep breath and tried to calm down. “You’d be perfect,” I said at last, “except…”


      “Except what?”


      I gestured at her smooth pussy.


      She acted confused for a moment, but then she understood. When she looked up, she had the fire of determination in her eyes.


      I was about to suggest something like Swedish Erotica—since I was more than ready to fuck her—but she spoke up before I could say anything.


      “What about another magazine?” she said. “What about Juggs?”


      I did my best not to gape at her, but I couldn’t help myself.


      “My tits are big enough,” she said.


      I nodded, still speechless. I couldn’t tell if she was acting or not.


      “Besides,” she added, “it’s raunchier than Playboy, so I won’t have to be so modest.”


      “Of course,” I finally rasped.


      “Do you think you could do it? What would I have to do?”


      I forced myself to calm down. I wanted to fuck her senseless, but she was still playing her fantasy role. If she wanted more, I’d give it to her. “You’ll have to show more skin,” I said. “Pink skin.”


      Her eyes widened.


      “That’s right,” I said, “you’ll have to show me your pussy.”


      She considered for a moment—she finally understood that I had a real camera with real film. I almost set it aside, but she flushed with excitement and reached between her legs.


      I really, really wanted to fuck her, but it was her fantasy, so I began snapping pictures. When she slid a finger between her smooth lips, I knelt between her legs and took several close-ups. Then I stood to adjust my hard-on. I didn’t know how much longer I could keep up my end of things.


      “Do you think men will look at me and play with themselves?” she asked, with all the feigned innocence she could muster.


      Ah! So that’s what she wants. “Absolutely.”


      She turned coy. “Will you?”


      “I doubt it,” I said. “I have better control than that.”


      She lifted an eyebrow.


      “Besides,” I teased, breaking character, “I see a lot of beautiful women.”


      Her jaw dropped, although she quickly recovered.


      I raised the camera to cut off her reply, but she took my words as a challenge. She locked her eyes on my lens and began playing with herself in earnest. I snapped a couple of shots and tried not to grin as she closed her eyes to concentrate.


      She was getting more and more worked up, and I didn’t even have to direct her. I finished the roll quickly, and set the camera aside. She was in her own world—playing with her clit as her hips gyrated slowly—so I quickly undressed.


      I stood over her and began stroking myself. I’d been horny for so long that I knew I wouldn’t last long.


      “Oh, yes,” she hissed. “Tell me about the magazine.”


      “What do you want?” I asked, my brain thick with arousal.


      “I want men to look at me.”


      “Do you want them to jerk off?” I said.


      “Yes.”


      “To imagine they’re fucking you?”


      She moaned and clutched at the blanket with her free hand. Her fingers went into overdrive on her clit.


      “To shoot hot come on you?”


      She moaned and nodded, her lips pressed into a thin line.


      I stroked myself and felt the pressure build. Liquid heat surged up my shaft and I exploded with a grunt. The jet of semen fell in droplets across her breasts. She arched her back and tensed, silent from the force of her own orgasm.


      The rest of my spurts showered her with pearly drops as I continued to stroke myself. When I finally stopped, my dick pulsed with my heartbeat, still oozing semen. Kendall sagged to the blanket and panted from the force of her climax.


      “Where the hell did you come up with Juggs magazine?” I said, breaking character for good.


      She opened her eyes and grinned. “Drew has a bunch.”


      I arched an eyebrow.


      “He left most of them when he went to UT.” She swallowed and moistened her lips. “I borrowed a few.”


      “‘Borrowed a few’?”


      “Mmm hmm. I look at them when I want to imagine I’m a model.”


      I shook my head in disbelief. “You look at Juggs?”


      “Sure.” She smiled, and her eyes dropped to my dick. “Oh, Mr. Hughes,” she said, back in character, “you’re not going to make me suck you, are you?”


      I couldn’t believe she was still horny, especially after her orgasm. But her fantasies made her hotter than ever, so I wasn’t about to complain.


      “Will it help me get into Juggs magazine?”


      “It couldn’t hurt,” I said.


      She knelt at my feet. I put my hand on the back of her head and pulled her forward. She stroked my shaft, and her eyes lit up as semen oozed from the tip.


      She wrapped her lips around my shaft and sucked gently. Since I didn’t get hard right away, she did her best to swallow me whole. When I was hard enough to fuck her, I pushed her back and told her to lie on the blanket.


      “W-what are you going to do?”


      “When you spread your legs for my camera,” I said, “you spread your legs for me.” She watched nervously as I knelt between her thighs. I rubbed her pussy, spreading her moisture. She was already hot and slippery, but she pretended to flinch at my touch.


      “Be gentle,” she said. For a moment, I thought she might be too sensitive, but she was acting. “I’ve only been with one man, and he only put his penis in me once.”


      Ah, so now she’s the semi-virgin naïve model, I thought with a silent chuckle. Whatever works.


      “Oh,” she breathed, “he never made me feel like that.”


      I grinned to myself and brushed her clit again. Then I lowered my hips and spread her moisture with the head of my cock.


      She gasped when I eased into her. “You’re bigger than he was. A lot bigger.”


      “You’ll get used to it.”


      Her eyes blinked open. “You mean we have to do this again?”


      “You want to be a model, right?”


      She nodded.


      “Then we’ll do this whenever I feel like it.” She opened her eyes at that, and I smirked. “How do you think this business works?”


      She was silent, her chest rising and falling with her breathing.


      “Don’t worry,” I said, “I think you’ll like being a model.” I pulled back for my first thrust. “Are you ready?”


      “I think so.”


      I slammed into her and she gasped at the force of it.


      She opened her eyes and smiled at me. Then her expression softened and she dropped the act. “You’re the best lover ever.”


      “You’re pretty good yourself.”


      “So you like my fantasy?”


      I nodded.


      “Good.” She smirked. “Now fuck me. Fuck me hard.”


      “Of course, Miss Payton.” She started to grimace, but I buried myself completely. “You were saying?” I teased.


      “Oh, nothing.”


      “Nothing? It didn’t sou—”


      She put her finger to my lips. “Let your dick do the talking.”


      I thrust again and she closed her eyes. When I pulled back, she spread her legs even wider, and then cupped my ass.


      We moved together in the rhythm of long experience. I fucked her on her back and then rolled her to her knees. From there I drove her to the blanket and plunged into her until I felt the first tremors of her orgasm.


      She groaned when I pulled out, but quickly rolled to her back. She spread her legs and I moved between them. Her pussy was still tight, but not as tight as when I first entered her. She was just as hot, though, and even wetter. She tugged at her nipples as I pounded into her.


      I came first, but she was close behind, her pussy contracting around my plunging shaft. When I collapsed against her, we were both dripping with sweat and breathing hard. I swallowed and tried to moisten my mouth, but it was no use.


      “Wow,” I panted at last.


      “Wow indeed.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Kendall left after dinner on Sunday. I didn’t want her to go, but I understood that she had to study. Still, the weekend had been a welcome break from the grind of work. Unfortunately, Monday morning came soon enough.


      My crew spent the week hanging drywall and finishing the ceilings in the Craftsman houses. The work wasn’t difficult, but it was tedious, and God really was in the details. Simple things like drywall seams might not seem like much, but every flaw stood out when we covered them with primer.


      By Friday we were another day ahead of schedule, and the young couple had signed a contract for the first Craftsman house. To celebrate, Trip took everyone out for a beer after work.


      He sat with Blackie and the crew bosses at the head of the table. I sat with Junior and Big Jim, since they were the only guys on the crew who were even close to my age.


      Junior wasn’t any friendlier with a couple of beers in him, but he wasn’t any more hostile either. I felt like the odd man out, but it was better than being alone.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      The phone rang early Saturday morning. I lurched to the kitchen and answered it—it was my dad. I rubbed my eyes and stifled a yawn.


      “Sorry to call so early,” he said, “but I only have an hour before show-time.”


      “That’s okay,” I said. “What’s up?”


      “I picked up the mail yesterday, but I didn’t sort through it until this morning. You have three postcards from a girl named Christy, two from England and one from California, and a couple of letters, two from UT and two others that look important.”


      He read the return addresses on the letters, but I didn’t recognize them. Then it hit me—the scholarships! Professor Joska had me apply for three of them before the end of school. I’d completely forgotten about them. “Go ahead and open them, Dad,” I said.


      “‘To Mr. Paul Hughes,’” he read. “‘Thank you for submitting your drawings and essay for consideration by the Hyatt Foundation. We are proud to encourage a new generation of architects, and we strive to promote the highest standards of academic achievement. Therefore, it is our pleasure to offer you the Charles Eames Innovation in Design Scholarship—’”


      I whooped, which brought Trip running from his bedroom. He saw my expression and pulled up short. I covered the mouthpiece and beamed. “I won a scholarship!”


      He flashed me a thumbs-up.


      “Sorry, Dad,” I said into the phone. “Go ahead.”


      He teased me about being deaf, but quickly read the rest of the letter. “Congratulations, Paul,” he finished. “I knew you could do it.”


      “Thanks, Dad. Go ahead and open the other letter.”


      It was from a second foundation, which offered me a partial scholarship based upon my academic performance. It was anticlimactic after the Hyatt scholarship, but Dad and Trip both congratulated me.


      “Do you want me to open the UT letters?” Dad continued.


      “If you don’t mind.”


      The letters were both routine, about my admission and housing status. Trip had already received his housing letter, so I knew we’d be living in Andy Holt Apartments with Luke Devereaux and Jeff Hamill.


      “I’ll put everything on your desk in your room,” Dad said.


      “Thanks, Dad.”


      “Congratulations, son. I’m proud of you. Be sure to call your mom and let her know.”


      “I will.”


      He had to leave for the airport, so we said goodbye and hung up.


      Trip shook my hand and then pulled me into a hug. “Congratulations, man.”


      “Thanks.”


      The moment turned awkward when we realized we were hugging each other in our underwear, but we laughed about it.


      “I can’t believe I got it,” I mused aloud. I shook my head in wonder. “The Hyatt Foundation… they’re the people who give the Pritzker Prize.”


      He grinned and nodded.


      “Wow,” I said softly. “The Charles Eames Innovation in Design Scholarship…”


      I stood in shock for a few minutes, but then picked up the phone and dialed Susan’s number. She congratulated me, and we talked for a few minutes before she hung up to go find my family. Mom called fifteen minutes later, and shrieked when I told her the news. Erin picked up another extension and I told her too.


      After I hung up with them, I called Kendall. She congratulated me, but we didn’t talk long. She was in the middle of a practice test, so I said goodbye and found Gina’s phone number. She answered on the fourth ring, but she sounded half-asleep. I looked at my watch and belatedly realized that it was still early on the West Coast.


      “Hi,” I said. “Sorry to wake you.”


      “That’s okay. Um… who is this?”


      My face fell. “It’s Paul.”


      “Oh… hi, Paul. Is everything okay?”


      “Yeah, everything’s great!” I told her about the scholarships.


      “Wow, congratulations,” she said. “I knew you could do it.”


      “Thanks.”


      When the silence threatened to draw out, she said, “So, how’s it going?”


      “Good. I’ve been working a lot, and…” I told her about the houses, and she laughed when I mentioned Junior and our bet. “But we’re ahead of schedule,” I said, “and I think we’re gonna finish before our deadline.”


      “That’s good.”


      “So, how’s L.A.? How’s work?”


      It was the first time we’d talked since the end of school, and we fell into conversation. I missed her more than ever, but I didn’t tell her that. She heard it in my voice, I’m sure, but she didn’t say anything. Instead, she told me about the doctors and nurses she worked with. She told me about the people in her apartment complex, and the girls she’d already met from Chi Omega at UCLA.


      We talked for an hour before either of us realized it. I didn’t want to run up the long-distance bill, but I didn’t want to end the call, either. Gina sounded just as wistful as I felt, but we eventually said goodbye.


      “You still miss her, don’t you,” Trip said softly. He was standing in the door to his bedroom. “I tried not to listen,” he said, “but…” He gestured vaguely.


      “Don’t worry about it.” It was a small apartment, and I heard all of his phone calls.


      “It gets easier,” he said.


      “I probably shouldn’t have called her.”


      He shook his head. “Nah. It’s good that you’re still friends.”


      “Do you ever wish you were still friends with Lori?” I asked.


      “Sometimes.” He laughed. “I’m sure her boyfriend would object, though.” He laughed again, harsh this time. “It’d serve him right, too. He doesn’t realize that it’s only a matter of time before she dumps him like she did me. I mean, if she did it once…”


      “No kidding.”


      “It takes a long time to earn a good reputation,” he said, “but an instant to lose it.”


      “Tell me about it.”


      He chuckled in commiseration and we fell into thoughtful silence. A moment later he brightened. “Hey, there’s a music festival up at Vanderbilt today,” he said. “Some cool bands. You up for it?”


      “Sure.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Sunday was Josh’s birthday party. The Whitmans had more than fifty people at the house, including a horde of laughing, screaming kids.


      Trip and I played in the pool with them, giving rides on our shoulders and tossing them into the water. They swarmed around us and tried to dunk us, but we easily fought them off. We even had a contest to see who could make the biggest splash from the diving board.


      By the time everyone left, we were thoroughly waterlogged. Josh and Dale were exhausted, and went to bed without a word of protest. Frank and Darlene sat on the patio with us for a while, but they went to bed early as well. So Trip and I found ourselves alone, looking up at the starry sky. We sat quietly for a while, but his mood turned pensive.


      “I need to see Abby,” he said at last.


      “Now?”


      He shook his head. “Next weekend. Do you mind flying?”


      “No problem.” I didn’t have plans with Kendall—it was the last weekend before the MCAT, and I knew she’d be studying. “I’ll call the airport and reserve the plane.”


      “Cool. Thanks.”


      “What’re you going to do?” I asked.


      “Not something I want to do, that’s for sure. I want to try to work things out, but I know how it’ll turn out.”


      I looked a question at him.


      He shrugged. “I love her, sure, but…” He touched his heart. “I don’t feel it here. You know?”


      I nodded.


      “I tried to change how I feel, but…” He shrugged again and shook his head.


      “Do you think she could change?”


      “Should I even ask her to?”


      “You should give her the chance, at least.”


      “I tried. I mean, I haven’t been a jerk about it or anything, but she is who she is.”


      I nodded.


      “She’s a wonderful girl, but she’s just too… reserved. That’d be fine for another guy, I guess, but I want someone who excites me. Like Kendall excites you. You know?”


      I nodded again.


      “Besides, it’s not fair to Abby. I mean, I could try to make things work, I guess, but I don’t really want them to work. I like her as a friend, but not as a girlfriend. And I definitely can’t see myself married to her. She’ll make some guy a great wife, but I’m not that guy.”


      “That’s too bad.”


      “Yeah, it is. She deserves someone who isn’t trying to change her.” He paused for a moment, and I let him think. “I don’t feel it,” he said at last. “I just don’t, man. I could drag things out, but we’d just end up hating each other. This way isn’t easier, but it’s better for everyone. I keep telling myself that, at least.”


      “You’re probably right.”


      “Still, I can’t help feeling like a jerk.”


      “You’re not.”


      “Well,” he said, “I feel like a jerk. Abby deserves better.” He paused and stared at his feet. “She deserves a guy who loves her for who she is.”


      “So you’re going to break up with her?” I said, speaking his thoughts aloud for the first time.


      He nodded.


      “Do you have to fly down there to do it?”


      He nodded again. “I can’t do this in a letter or a phone call,” he said. “I need to do it in person. I owe her that much.”


      “It’ll be harder,” I said softly.


      “The right thing usually is.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Trip kept to himself on Monday, lost in thought. Junior made a crack about “puppy love,” although he was trying to provoke me. The rational part of me knew what he was doing, but I was tired of his shit. Mocking me was one thing, but picking on Trip was another.


      Big Jim caught me before I could take a swing, but Junior looked as surprised as I’d ever seen him. Maybe he saw the cold fury in my eyes. Maybe he realized he’d gone too far, especially about Trip. Maybe he wasn’t such a tough guy after all. Whatever it was, he didn’t make any more wisecracks.


      Trip gave me a hard time about what I’d done, but he understood why I did it. Junior would never respect me unless I spoke his language. He didn’t care about college, or design skills, or even how hard I’d worked since joining the crew. He understood loyalty, though. And he understood that I had my limits.


      Unfortunately, I wasn’t proud of what I’d done. I was sticking up for my friend, but violence wasn’t the answer, even with Junior. Professor Joska’s voice echoed in my thoughts.


      “You’ll have to do better, Mr. Hughes.”


      I scoffed darkly. Easier said than done.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      The realtor stopped by on Friday. She had a firm offer on the second Craftsman house, as well as three offers for the Colonial Revival. Trip took the entire crew out for a beer, even though I knew he didn’t feel like celebrating.


      Junior made a point of buying me a drink. I think it was his way of apologizing. I didn’t say anything aloud, but I bought him one in return, my way of saying “No hard feelings.”


      By the time we left the bar, Trip wasn’t drunk, but he wasn’t feeling any pain either. Unfortunately, he was thinking about Abby again.


      The next day he was quiet for most of the flight. I couldn’t think of anything to say, so I tried a few halfhearted jokes. He wasn’t in the mood (neither was I, really), but the silence was oppressive. So I paid extra attention to my navigation, and he stared out the window.


      While the flight was awkward, Louisiana was worse. Abby had two friends with her, Tim and Patrice, and she introduced me as a “dashing fellow.” I didn’t feel dashing at all—I felt like a heel. Trip put on a good show and acted happy to see her, but I knew the truth. He offered to buy lunch for all of us, and asked Tim to take us someplace nice.


      At the restaurant, Trip quietly asked me to separate Abby from her friends. I felt even worse for doing it, because I couldn’t explain why. Tim seemed to know what was going on, but I played dumb and told them to ask Abby.


      Never in my life had I felt like more of a chump. I stared at the menu and felt bad for everyone. Abby was about to have her heart broken, Trip was going to do it, and Tim and Patrice had to stare at my sour expression while it happened.


      Tim asked a few more questions, but I gave him vague answers. I hated doing it, too, since he seemed like an upstanding guy. I picked at my food when it arrived. I knew exactly how Abby felt, and I kept thinking about when Gina broke up with me.


      The next thirty minutes were like watching a train wreck. Abby seemed bewildered—until she started crying and Patrice took her to the restroom. Tim and I stared at each other in silence. Trip sat by himself, stoic but miserable.


      By the time we left the restaurant, I was ready to slink away quietly. Tim was kind enough to drive us to the airport, which was more than I would’ve done if our positions were reversed.


      While Trip and Abby had a final talk, I concentrated on preflighting the plane. They were still talking when I finished, so I climbed into the cockpit and simply stared at the instrument panel. Trip eventually joined me, and I started the engine and taxied away. I glanced at him as we took off, but he looked even worse than I felt.


      “That sucked,” he said at last. “That really fucking sucked.” He rarely swore like that, and I looked at him for a moment before I replied.


      “It was the only thing you could do.”


      “Then why do I feel like such an asshole?”


      I didn’t have a good answer, so I kept my thoughts to myself.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      “What do you want to do today?” Trip asked after breakfast. He wasn’t back to normal, but at least he was making an effort.


      “Nothing,” I said. “Absolutely nothing. I have some reading to do for Joska, but aside from that…”


      He nodded.


      “I thought we’d hang out by the pool,” I said. His family had gone to Disney World for two weeks, so we had the place to ourselves.


      “I was thinking the same thing,” he said. Then his cheeks colored. “And… um… I don’t wanna sound gay or anything, but… I mean… do you think we could…?”


      I laughed. “Do you want to work on your, ahem, all-over tan?”


      He blew out his breath in relief.


      I laughed again. “Man, you really do want to be a nudist, don’t you?”


      “Is that weird?”


      “I guess not. I mean, I didn’t really have a choice. My parents took me when I was a kid.”


      “But I’m not a kid.”


      “Maybe it takes more guts to do it as an adult.”


      “You have no idea,” he said. “Just working up the courage to ask was hard enough.”


      I clapped him on the shoulder like he usually did to me. “No problem, my shy, wanna-be nudist friend.”


      “It doesn’t sound gay?”


      “For two guys to take off their clothes and sunbathe together?” I teased.


      He looked pained.


      “As long as neither of us drops the soap!”


      He burst into laughter, half amused, half relieved.


      “Don’t worry about it,” I said. Between the two of us, he was usually the one who was relaxed and self-assured, so it felt nice to be the confident one for a change.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      The cordless phone rang and Trip extended the antenna before he answered it. We were still by the pool, although the sun had started to slant toward the horizon.


      “Hi, Kendall,” he said. “Yeah, we’re up at the house this afternoon… lounging by the pool.” He smiled. “Sure, here he is. Mmm hmm. Good talking to you, too.” He handed the phone to me.


      “Hello?”


      “Hello yourself,” Kendall said. “I tried at the apartment, but when you didn’t answer…”


      “Yeah,” I said, “we’re being lazy today.”


      “Must be nice.”


      I shrugged. “Yeah, I guess. We’ve had a hard week. Besides, after yesterday…” I sighed to myself. Then I glanced at Trip, but he pretended to be reading his book.


      “What happened yesterday?” Kendall asked.


      “Um… hold on a second.” I turned to Trip. “I’m gonna head inside.” I waved the phone. “Bad reception out here.”


      He took the lie at face value and smiled. I could see the pain in his eyes, which made me wish I’d kept my big mouth shut.


      Once inside, I put the phone to my ear. “Sorry about that,” I said. “Trip broke up with Abby yesterday. So I didn’t want to talk outside.”


      “Poor Abby,” Kendall said.


      What about Trip? He wasn’t exactly dancing for joy.


      “I should probably call her,” she continued.


      “Um… I don’t know if they have phones at the camp. I mean, I’m sure they do, but it’s in the office or something.” I shrugged. “Trip never called her, at least.”


      “You mean he broke up with her in a letter?”


      “Um… not exactly.”


      “What do you mean, ‘not exactly’?”


      Here we go, I thought, time to bite the bullet. “We flew down there.”


      Kendall was silent.


      I wasn’t going to defend myself, since I wasn’t the one with the problem, so I stubbornly kept my mouth shut.


      She sighed.


      I set my jaw.


      “Well, if you’re not going to talk about it…”


      “There’s nothing to talk about,” I said.


      “Paul, flying is dangerous, especially in those little planes.”


      I felt my temper rising, but fought to control it. “It’s not dangerous. I’m a good pilot, and I’m very careful. Car accidents kill more people each year than plane crashes.”


      “But you’re not likely to die if your car has engine trouble.”


      We’d been through the argument before, and I refused to have it again. She was irrational, and I’d either have to live with it or stop flying. Since I wasn’t going to stop… “Can we talk about something else?”


      “Why didn’t you tell me you were going to fly to Louisiana?”


      “Because I knew you’d react like this.”


      “Like what? Like I love you? Like I worry about you?”


      I snorted.


      “I don’t want to lose you, Paul. Flying is dangerous. People die—”


      “People die crossing the street,” I interrupted. “Now, can we talk about something else?”


      “I thought we could discuss this like adults, but obviously—”


      “There’s too much static on the line,” I lied. “I can barely hear you. I’ll call you later.” I stabbed the button to hang up.


      I spent the next hour fuming. Worse, I nearly bit Trip’s head off when he tried to talk about it.


      “Sorry,” I said at last, “I shouldn’t’ve snapped at you. I’m not mad at you… it’s just…”


      “No problem, man,” he said. “I owe you for yesterday. Heck, I owe you for the past week. Big time.”


      “No, you don’t,” I said. “That’s what friends do. They don’t snap at each other, that’s for sure.” I met his eyes. “I really am sorry. I know I shouldn’t be a jerk, but…” I shrugged helplessly. “I know what I’m doing, and I know it’s wrong, but I still can’t stop myself.”


      “I know what you mean. I do the same thing all the time.”


      “Huh? You’re the most in-control guy I know.”


      He shook his head. “It’s an act. I get upset just like you do. And I do stupid things…”


      “Just like I do,” I finished sourly.


      “Yeah, just like you do. I don’t do them as often, but…”


      I ventured a grin at his friendly jab.


      “Hey,” he said, “we’re only human. So, what’s bothering you?”


      “Kendall. She’s afraid of flying, so she…” He listened calmly as I vented for the better part of five minutes. “So I hung up on her,” I finished.


      To my surprise, he laughed. “Relationships suck, man.”


      “With women, at least.”


      “Hey, you’re not going gay, are you?” He gestured with a grin. “I realize you’re a fine specimen of manhood, but I’m not a switch hitter.”


      We shared a laugh.


      “No, I’m not going gay,” I said at last. “I just wish Kendall and I had a relationship like you and I do.”


      “Sorry,” he said, still facetious, “I don’t suck dick.”


      I rolled my eyes, but didn’t rise to the bait. “I’m serious,” I said. “I hate that Kendall doesn’t trust me. I mean, she doesn’t think I’m cheating or anything, but—”


      “I know what you mean,” he said, finally serious. He shrugged. “She loves you, man.”


      “I know, but…” I shook my head. “Why does she drive me crazy sometimes?”


      “Same answer.”


      “Yeah, but I wish she’d just relax. I mean, you’ve flown with me—you know how serious I am. Why can’t she see that?” I huffed. “Sometimes I wish she didn’t care.”


      “I know what you mean, man.”


      I fell silent for a moment, mulling my words. “No, I don’t,” I said at last.


      “Huh?”


      “I don’t wish she didn’t care.”


      “Why not?”


      “Because the opposite of love isn’t hate. It’s indifference.”


      He thought it through. “Wow, that’s deep.”


      “Yeah,” I said. “I wish I could take credit for it, but Gina’s sister Kara said it.”


      He nodded.


      I thought about Kendall again. “I guess I wouldn’t get this upset if I didn’t love her.”


      “True.”


      “And she loves me. I mean, why else would she get so upset?”


      “True again.”


      I paused and shook my head. “Dammit.”


      “What?”


      “I hate to apologize,” I said. I laughed ironically. “I really hate doing the things I need to apologize for, but that’s another problem altogether.”


      “Sounds like Kara’s not the only one who’s deep,” he said.


      “Thanks… I guess. Still, I should know better.”


      “What did Joska always say to you?” he asked with a laugh. “‘You’ll have to do better’?”


      “Don’t even get me started on him.”


      He smirked. “Don’t get your undies in a bind.”


      “Ha,” I deadpanned. “Very funny.” Then I sighed. “I guess I’d better call her and apologize.”


      Inside, I took a deep breath and tried to relax. Then I dialed Kendall’s number. Her mother answered.


      “Hi, Melissa,” I said. “It’s Paul. May I please speak to Kendall?”


      “I’ll see if she wants to talk to you.”


      I stopped her before she could put the phone down. “With all due respect, I’m her boyfriend, and she needs to talk to me.” Melissa drew a breath to protest, so I tried to take the edge off my words. “Sorry,” I said, “I wasn’t trying to tell you what to do. I hung up on her earlier, and I’m sorry. I was wrong, so I called to apologize. That’s why she needs to talk to me.”


      “Oh… Why… that’s very mature, Paul.”


      “Well, if I were really mature, I wouldn’t’ve hung up on her in the first place, but it’s nice of you to say.”


      I could almost hear the smile in her voice. “Let me go get her.”


      Kendall picked up the phone a minute later, and she’d been crying. I waited for Melissa to hang up before I spoke.


      “Sorry,” I said at last. “I shouldn’t’ve hung up on you.”


      “No, I’m sorry,” she said. “I know how much you love to fly. I know you’re safe, but I still worry. I just need to get over it.” She laughed and then sniffed. “Me and my ‘Fear of Flying’!”


      I laughed too, low and soft. “You’re fine most of the time.” I shrugged. “Besides, if that’s the only thing we disagree on, then I guess we’re probably doing okay. Now, can we start the conversation over again?”


      “Okay.”


      “Hi, sweetheart,” I said. “I’m glad you called.”


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


      “Trip and I are being lazy today.”


      “Oh?”


      “Yeah. We had a busy day yesterday.”


      “Busy?”


      “We flew to Louisiana,” I said seriously, even though she already knew. “I know I should’ve told you, but I didn’t want you to worry.”


      “That’s okay. I… I know you’re a good pilot,” she said. “And… I trust you.”


      I closed my eyes and sighed with gratitude. “Thanks. Still, I should’ve told you.”


      “Thank you,” she said softly. A moment later she tried to perk up. “How’s Trip?”


      “He’s still upset. I mean, yesterday wasn’t easy. But I think he’s happy. Well, maybe not happy, but he’s not upset about it anymore. I guess it’s like tearing off a bandage—it stings for a while, but the quicker you do it, the better. So he’ll be fine.”


      “And what about you?”


      “Me? I’m fine, why?”


      “Fine? It couldn’t have been easy on you.”


      I hesitated for a moment, but then decided to tell her how I’d felt. It wasn’t pleasant, even as a memory, but it felt good to talk about it. At least Kendall understood that I wasn’t simply a bystander.


      “I’m so sorry, Paul,” she said at last. “Sorry for you, sorry for everyone. But Abby will heal, and Trip can move on now.”


      “Yeah.” The silence dragged out, so I changed the subject. “So, how’s studying going?”


      I could almost hear her shrug. “I’m tired of it. That’s why I took a break.”


      “Sorry I screwed up your break.”


      “You didn’t screw it up. You just… introduced an unexpected catalyst.” She laughed at her textbook answer. “I’m fine. Really.”


      “Good.”


      “But I’ve been thinking about you all day, so I thought I’d call.”


      “Oh?”


      “Mmm hmm. Do you have time for an obscene phone call?”


      “Make-up phone sex?”


      She laughed. “If you’re lucky.”


      “What’re you wearing?” I asked in a goofy bedroom voice.


      “What’re you wearing?”


      I laughed. “Nothing, actually.”


      That broke the mood. “Huh?”


      I explained about sunbathing with Trip.


      “So he brought up the idea?” she said.


      “Yep.”


      “Oh my goodness, Paul. Hold on a sec, let me make sure my bedroom door is closed.” I heard a click and she returned. “So you’re both nude? Together?”


      “Well, he’s outside and I’m inside,” I said, “but yeah.”


      “That’s so sexy, Paul.”


      “Two guys sunbathing?”


      “Two nude guys.”


      “What’s so sexy about that? I mean, you see that at camp all the time.”


      “But Trip is different.”


      “Huh? How?”


      “He’s our age. He’s not some older guy with a potbelly and hairy arms.”


      I laughed at the mental image. Some of the men at camp actually looked like that.


      “Besides,” she continued, “do you know how sexy it is that you’re confident enough to sunbathe with another guy? Most guys would be too embarrassed, but not you. Oh, Paul, I wish I were there.”


      “You do? Why?”


      “Well, for the obvious reason,” she said. “I want you to make love to me.” She paused to savor the moment. “Maybe you could even take some pictures while you do.”


      “Yeah, that’d be nice.”


      “Speaking of pictures,” she said abruptly, “how did the others turn out? Do I look good? Do you look at them when you masturbate?”


      I shook my head, a bit nonplussed. “I haven’t developed them yet.”


      “Oh. When are you going to?”


      “Soon, I guess.” I shrugged. “I don’t really know where, though. I mean, I don’t want to send them to some mail-order lab. You know?”


      “Does Trip know somewhere there in town? Someplace discreet?”


      “Probably. But what if he asks why I need it? I mean, he’s not stupid.”


      “Go ahead and tell him.” She turned sultry. “You might even show him.”


      “What?”


      “He’s seen me before,” she said matter-of-factly.


      “Yeah, but that doesn’t mean I want him to see pictures of you playing with yourself.”


      “Why not?” she practically purred. “I’m playing with myself now.”


      Did she just switch gears? Again?


      “And I’m thinking about you. Are you hard?”


      My dick sprang to life. “Um… yeah.”


      “Are you touching yourself?”


      “I am now.”


      “Mmm, me too. I have my hand down my panties. I’m so wet, Paul.”


      “Oh, God.” I cradled the phone against my shoulder and began stroking myself in earnest.


      The conversation quickly devolved into soft moans and heavy breathing. She came before I did, utterly silent, but I exploded soon after.


      “I wish you’d come on me,” she said at last.


      “Me too.”


      “I miss you, Paul.”


      “I miss you too.”


      “I want to see you.”


      “When? Now?” I had visions of a wild drive to Chattanooga.


      “No, not now. After the MCAT. Maybe I could spend the weekend?”


      “Sure,” I said, eager for any chance to see her.


      “And… I want to do something special.”


      “Special?”


      “Mmm hmm. But it’s a surprise.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧
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        CHAPTER 4

      


      “Hey, Trip,” I said at breakfast, “where can I get some film developed?”


      “Kmart. Next to—”


      “Yeah, I know where it is, but…” My cheeks heated. “Um… how about somewhere else?”


      He turned sly. “Oh, I get it. The pictures from your picnic, right?”


      “Um… yeah.”


      “Try Patterson’s Photo, downtown on West Main.”


      “They won’t have a problem with… um… pictures like these?”


      “Ask for Randy,” he said. “Randy Patterson.”


      “Okay… If you’re sure.”


      “Trust me.” He smirked. “You’ll like Randy.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      After work I took a shower, grabbed the film, and rushed to Patterson’s Photo before they closed. I made it with ten minutes to spare. The man behind the counter was in his forties, with reading glasses on a chain around his neck.


      “May I help you?” he asked.


      “I’m looking for Randy. Um… please.”


      “Just a moment.” He stuck his head through the doorway to the back. “Randy,” he called, “a customer for you.” He faced me again. “She’ll be right with you.”


      “Thanks,” I said, and tried to hide my uncertainty. “She”?


      A cute brunette appeared from the back. “Thanks, Dad,” she said to the man. She wiped her hands on a cloth and smiled at me. “What can I do for you?”


      “Um… you’re Randy?”


      “Uh-huh.”


      “Trip Whitman sent me,” I said. But he didn’t tell me you were a girl! No wonder he said it with a smirk.


      “Trip?” she said. “Well, bless his heart. I haven’t seen him since graduation. How is he?”


      Her father must have decided that I was okay after all, since he stepped into the back.


      “Trip’s good,” I said.


      “What’s he up to these days?”


      We chatted for a few minutes, mostly about Trip, although I learned that her name was actually Randi, short for Miranda.


      “Sorry to interrupt,” her father said as he emerged from the back. He turned to Randi. “I set the last batch of film to process.”


      “Okay, thanks. I’ll finish here and then head home. Will you turn the sign when you leave?”


      He nodded. “Don’t be late, okay?”


      “I won’t, Dad. Thanks.”


      He smiled at me and left.


      “So,” Randi said when he’d gone, “what can I do for you?”


      “I… um… I need some film developed.”


      She reached for an order pad and slid the carbon paper beneath the top page. “Okay, any special processing?”


      “Before I tell you, I… um… I should probably warn you that… um…”


      “The photos are… private?” she asked, unruffled.


      “How’d you know?”


      She smiled. “You’re hardly the first guy to take racy photos.”


      “But these pictures are a bit more than just… um… racy.”


      “There’s nothing illegal in them, is there?”


      I shook my head.


      “Okay, no problem.”


      “Um… are you going to develop them?” I asked. “Not that I mind, but… they really are… um… explicit.”


      She smiled patiently. “I think I can handle it.”


      Still, I didn’t want to offend her with some of the shots. On the other hand, I didn’t know if I wanted her father ogling pictures of Kendall with her legs spread.


      “Don’t worry,” Randi said, “you’re not going to embarrass me.”


      I handed over the film canisters and she finished writing up the order. Then she wrote and underlined “Private” on the bottom of the page. She handed me the copy of the order.


      “I’ll give you a call when they’re ready,” she said, and then came around the counter to lock up behind me. “It was nice meeting you, Paul. Tell Trip don’t be a stranger.”


      “I will,” I said. “Thanks again.”


      I still wasn’t entirely comfortable leaving the film with someone I’d only just met, but the alternative was worse. Kmart sent their film off to a mail-order processor, who could do anything with the pictures, and I’d never know. I didn’t want Kendall to show up in some raunchy magazine, no matter what her fantasy was.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      I called Kendall the night before her test. She was studying, of course, and she sounded tired, which made her curt. I knew she was under a lot of stress, so I hid my irritation. We didn’t talk long, but she apologized for being snappish. I told her I loved her and wished her luck.


      “That was quick,” Trip said when I joined him outside. We used a set of old patio furniture as an open-air lounge when the weather wasn’t too hot.


      I opened my beer and pulled out a chair. “She was studying,” I said, “so I didn’t want to distract her.” I wanted to grumble that she’d been studying for six weeks, but I kept my thoughts to myself.


      Trip knew me too well. “She’ll be done soon enough,” he said.


      I nodded.


      “She’s driving up this weekend, right?”


      I nodded again.


      “Do you have plans?”


      “I dunno,” I said. “It’s hard to make plans. I mean, we hardly talk to each other these days. She’s always studying, and I’m always working.” I took a swig of beer. “But yeah, she has something planned. I don’t know what, though. It’s a surprise.”


      “Kendall’s surprises are usually pretty fun, aren’t they?”


      I laughed and took another swig of beer. “Yeah, they’re fun all right. But that’s all we seem to do these days.”


      He looked a question at me.


      “We don’t talk that much. And it’s not just the work and studying. When we do talk, it’s usually about sex. Not that I mind, of course…”


      “Of course!”


      “…but I kinda miss talking to her about other things. I mean, Gina knows more about my life than Kendall does. Well, about the houses, at least.”


      “Have you thought about writing Kendall? I mean, you seem to write Gina about once a week.”


      “I guess I could write letters,” I said, “but that’s not really it.”


      “What’s not it?”


      “She doesn’t seem interested. I mean, Gina actually asks about the houses… or you… or what’s going on in my life.”


      “Kendall doesn’t?”


      “No.”


      “Why don’t you tell her anyway?”


      “I do, but I shouldn’t have to force her to pay attention to my life. You know?”


      “Have you talked to her about it?”


      “When? I mean, tonight’s call was five minutes. And the last time she was here, we were a little too busy to talk about anything but… well… you know.”


      “Yeah. Speaking of which, Randi called while you were in the shower. She said your film would be ready to pick up tomorrow.”


      “Thanks. By the way, what’s the story with you two?”


      He took a drink. “What do you mean?”


      “She was real interested in you, and it didn’t seem like idle chit-chat.”


      He laughed. “We were friends in high school.”


      “Duh.”


      “She was the photographer for the school newspaper.”


      “It seemed like she wants to get to know you better.”


      “Yeah.” He finished his beer.


      When I realized he wasn’t going to say anything else, I gestured for more.


      “We didn’t have anything going on in high school,” he said, “but…”


      “But…?”


      “I dunno.” He shrugged. “Believe it or not, I’m kinda shy around girls.”


      I laughed, part skeptical, part amused.


      “Seriously. I dated Lori, but she was my only serious girlfriend, so I never really learned the right moves. You know? Not like you, my two-girlfriends-at-once friend.”


      “Two girlfriends aren’t as much fun as you’d think. They’re a lot of work, to be honest.”


      “Still, I’m not a ladies’ man like you.”


      “Ha!”


      It was his turn to laugh skeptically. “You are, man. I see how you are around girls. You’re super cool, like you’re just hangin’ out.” He cut me off before I could protest. “You’re not conceited or anything, but you’re still smooth. If I had half your confidence, I’d be getting laid right and left. I mean, I’d have to beat them off with a stick like you do!”


      “I don’t have to beat them off with a stick,” I grumbled.


      He laughed again. “You don’t think so? Remember that club the first week you were here?”


      I nodded.


      “Every girl asked about you. ‘Who’s your cute friend?’ ‘Is he dating anyone?’ ‘Can you introduce me?’ Trust me, man, they were on you like white on rice.”


      “Well, I remember it a little differently,” I said. The girls were flocking around him.


      “Sure, the girls were nice to me, but they weren’t interested or anything. I mean, not like they were with you.”


      “Are you kidding me? You had girls hanging on you all night.”


      “Yeah, but not like that.”


      I snorted. “Trust me, they were interested.”


      “Really?”


      “You really are clueless about girls, aren’t you?”


      “I told you,” he said. Then he held up his empty bottle. “You want another?”


      “One more, then I’m done. I don’t want a beer gut.”


      He nodded and returned a minute later with two fresh bottles. They quickly beaded with moisture. We opened them and drank in silence for a while.


      “Do you really think they were interested?” he said at last.


      “Yeah.”


      He laughed. “See what I mean? I had no idea.”


      I shook my head, more in disbelief than disagreement.


      “What?”


      “You’re such a goof,” I said.


      “How?”


      “On one hand, you’re the most confident guy I know. You run your business—”


      “Our business.”


      “Okay. You run our business”—he nodded—“like a pro,” I said. “You were captain of the basketball team, captain of the baseball team, Mister Franklin High School, King of the Prom, voted Most Likely to Succeed, and God knows what else. But you’re shy around girls? What gives?”


      “I can be friends with them, sure. But when it comes to the other…?” He shook his head.


      “You had a girlfriend who fucked your brains out in some of the kinkiest ways,” I continued, “you have the courage to get naked with another couple, and you even have the balls to ask another guy if he wants to sunbathe nude. Pardon the pun.”


      We shared a grin.


      “But you still want me to believe you’re shy around women?”


      “What can I say?”


      I laughed and took a long pull at my beer. “You sure know how to make a guy feel good.”


      “What’s that supposed to mean?”


      “I’m not making fun of you,” I said. “I’m serious. Here I am, all worried that I’ll never be like you, that I’ll never be as self-assured and cool, and you’re telling me that you envy me?”


      “I guess that about sums it up.” He paused and we grinned at each other. Finally, he said, “You really want to be like me?”


      I nearly snorted my beer. “Are you kidding me? You’re the coolest guy I know. Of course I want to be like you.”


      He laughed. “And I thought I was a basket case.”


      “Basket case? Basket case! I’ll show you a—”


      He dashed up the hill. I ran after him, but my legs weren’t as long. I caught up with him when he tried to vault the hedge beyond the pool. It was all over once I got my hands on him. I wrestled him toward the pool and threw him in, clothes and all. He pulled me in with him, and we both came up sputtering.


      “Basket case?” I said, and shoved him under.


      He came up grinning.


      I couldn’t help but laugh.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Randi tried not to smirk when she handed me the envelopes. I must have turned beet red, because she actually laughed.


      “Relax,” she said. “I’ve seen a lot worse.”


      “Worse?”


      “Poor choice of words,” she said. “I’ve seen a lot… wilder.”


      “Ah.”


      She leaned close and tapped the envelopes. “Is this your girlfriend?”


      I nodded.


      “Lucky guy.” She smiled. “You’re not a bad photographer, either.”


      “Really? Thanks.”


      “You need a haze filter,” she said, “but other than that… not bad.” She totaled the bill and I paid her. “Can I ask a personal question?” she said at last.


      “Sure, I guess.”


      “Is Trip… um… is he seeing anyone right now?”


      I shook my head.


      “Um… would you mind doing something for me?”


      “Not at all.”


      She dithered for a moment, but then wrote her phone number on a notepad. She folded the slip of paper and held it out. “Would you give this to him?”


      “Sure thing.”


      In a fit of uncertainty, she tried to take it back.


      I pulled it out of reach, more from instinct than anything else.


      “He probably doesn’t even remember me,” she said.


      “No, he does.”


      Her eyes lit up, but she quickly composed herself. “Oh?”


      “Uh-huh. He said you were friends in high school.”


      “He did?”


      “Yeah. He said you were on the school newspaper.”


      “God, I must’ve taken his picture about a million times,” she said, semi-dreamy. Then she tried to play it off. “It was my job.”


      “Still, he said you were friends.” I held up the paper. “And thanks for this.” I leaned forward confidentially. “He wanted me to ask for it, like it was for me.” It was a white lie, but a harmless one. I knew him well enough to realize that he was interested, after all.


      “He did?” she said.


      I nodded. “Don’t tell him I told you, though.”


      “Oh, I won’t. You can count on me. Do you really think he’ll call?”


      Helping his confidence was one thing, but making promises was another, so I fudged my answer. “I’ll give him your number.”


      She beamed. “Thanks.”


      When I got back to the apartment, I handed the note to Trip.


      “What’s this?”


      I told him. “Sorry,” I finished. “I know I shouldn’t have said anything before I talked to you, but she’s cute, and I thought…” I shrugged. “You know.”


      “Should I call her?”


      “Duh!”


      “When?”


      “Tonight,” I said. “Unless you have something better to do?”


      “Won’t that seem too eager?”


      I shook my head, but then looked at my watch. “You’re off the hook for the moment, though. I need to call Kendall.”


      With a nod, he headed up to the main house so I could have some privacy.


      “How was the test?” I asked when Kendall came to the phone.


      “Long and hard.”


      “Not in a good way, I’ll bet.”


      She didn’t even chuckle.


      “How do you think you did?”


      “Okay.”


      “Just okay?” This from the girl who scored a perfect 1600 on the SAT?


      “It’s a hard test, Paul. They don’t want stupid people in medical school.”


      “Hey, I was just asking. Sorry.”


      She sighed. “No, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t’ve snapped at you. I’m just tired.” She yawned, which was a not-so-subtle signal.


      “Do you want me to call you in the morning?”


      “You get up pretty early, don’t you?”


      My face fell. “Yeah, but…”


      “I think I’m gonna sleep in tomorrow,” she said, her voice dull and lifeless. “I love you. I’ll see you tomorrow. I’ll try to be in a better mood. Okay?”


      “Sure,” I said. “No problem.”


      We said goodbye and hung up.


      “Yeah,” I grumbled, “beating ’em off with a stick.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Trip didn’t call Randi, so I gave him a hard time about it over breakfast. For whatever reason, he had to work up the nerve before he was brave enough to make a move. I didn’t have the same problem, but I knew why: Susan. I probably would’ve been just like Trip if I hadn’t met her. Gina also helped, as well as my parents and their lifestyle, but Susan was the real reason.


      Talking to Trip made me realize how lucky I was. He was a confident guy, except where girls were concerned. He wasn’t a shrinking violet, but he wasn’t assertive, either. I might not be able to control my temper—I was getting better—and I couldn’t run a business like he could, but I didn’t have a problem being cool around a pretty girl.


      I laughed again, silently. I guess that explains why he has a successful business and I have a successful love life.


      My grin turned sour as I thought about it. In reality, I didn’t have a successful love life. One girlfriend had dumped me and the other one only wanted me when she was horny. Sure, she’d been busy with studying, but I was busy with work.


      Our relationship was turning into sex, sex, and more sex. We didn’t talk about anything else. And when we were together, that’s all we did. I never asked about her studying, and she never asked about my work. I probably wouldn’t understand half of what she told me, but I still could’ve taken some interest. For her part, she could’ve asked about the houses. But neither of us did.


      That was a problem.


      I’d screwed up my relationship with Gina by not doing anything about our problems, and I vowed not to make the same mistake with Kendall.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Kendall was sitting on the apartment steps when we pulled into the driveway after work. She leapt to her feet when she saw us. Her chest strained her pale blue shirt, and her collar was open, showing a healthy expanse of tanned cleavage. To complete the look, she wore a white miniskirt to show off her long, brown legs.


      After a quick hello, Trip headed up to the main house to shower. Kendall and I went upstairs to the apartment. I pulled her into a kiss, but I couldn’t keep my hands off her. She was just as eager, so we quickly sank to the floor.


      Our sex was hard and fast, over in minutes. I hadn’t even taken off my pants. They were bunched around my ankles, with clods of dirt from my boots dusting the floor around them. Kendall’s chest heaved, and her nipples poked through the thin fabric of her bra and blouse. Her skirt was scrunched around her waist, and I had no idea where her panties were.


      “Thanks,” she panted, “I needed that.”


      I hid a grimace and climbed off her. I’d had delusions of actual conversation before the wham, bam, thank you ma’am. Evidently, my control wasn’t as good as I thought. Kendall didn’t seem to notice my disappointment. Instead, she moistened her lips and eyed me hungrily.


      “How about a shower?” I suggested. I wanted to have sex again, but later. I hoped we could hold off long enough to have a real conversation.


      We couldn’t. When we started soaping each other, one thing led to another. The shower ran cold as she was sucking my dick. She didn’t stop, even when I reached back to divert the nozzle. I exploded down her throat and caught my breath as she nursed my shrinking dick. When I finally turned off the water, she stood and smiled.


      “That was a nice appetizer,” she said. “What’s for the main course?”


      “Jeez. You’d think we hadn’t had sex in—”


      “Nineteen days, three hours, and fifteen minutes.”


      My eyebrows shot up.


      “Okay,” she said, “I made up the part about fifteen minutes.” She paused to think. “Unless you consider phone sex,” she said. “In that case, it’s been—”


      “Okay, so it’s been a while.”


      She grinned.


      “I just thought we might like to talk or something.”


      “Sure. What would you like to talk about? Fellatio? Cunnilingus? Anal sex? Semen production in a healthy adult male? Sexual proclivities of college students? Average frequency of—”


      I laughed. “Okay… Uncle!”


      She stepped close and smiled.


      I pulled her into my arms and kissed her. “I’m glad you’re here,” I said at last.


      “Me too.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Trip went out for pizza and brought it back to the apartment. We sat in the living room and simply relaxed as we ate. Kendall started to ask about his break-up, but changed the subject after one look at his expression. We talked for a while after that, but it was meaningless fluff, instantly forgettable.


      The conversation finally died when I couldn’t suppress my yawns anymore. Trip offered to spend the night in the main house, and stood to take his leave. Kendall and I bid him goodnight and unfolded the sofa bed.


      We took off our clothes and climbed into bed, just like a married couple. She pressed herself against me, and I didn’t need to be quick on the uptake to realize that she was in the mood. Unfortunately, I wasn’t. Twelve hours at work, two orgasms, and three slices of pizza had done me in.


      Still, I wasn’t completely exhausted, so I decided to talk instead. “What was the MCAT like?”


      She kissed my chest.


      “Did it take all day? Or was it just a couple of hours?”


      Her fingers trailed down my stomach until she found my limp dick.


      “When will you get your results?”


      “In a couple of months,” she said at last. She lifted the sheet, but I stopped her before she could disappear beneath it. She grinned when I rolled her to her back and propped myself above her.


      “What’s a perfect score?”


      Her grin turned into a frown. “Why do you want to know all this? You’re not planning to take the MCAT, are you?”


      “No, but you took it, so I thought I’d ask you about it.”


      “It was an impossibly hard test,” she said, “and I’m glad it’s over.” She gave me a searching look. “Don’t you want to make love?”


      “Maybe in a little while,” I said. “I thought we could talk.”


      “About what?”


      “About the MCAT. About your life. About my life, maybe.”


      Her brow furrowed.


      I shrugged. “Every time we talk, it’s always about sex.”


      “I like sex, especially with you.” She wriggled seductively.


      “I’m serious, Kendall,” I said.


      She blinked, and her expression changed.


      “All we ever do is have sex, or talk about it,” I said, “and I miss just talking about… stuff.”


      She immediately became genuine and affectionate. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I thought you were in the mood.”


      “I am,” I lied. “Sorta.” I didn’t want to tell her the truth, because I knew how I felt when the situation was reversed. Besides, her body never failed to arouse me, so I knew I’d be in the mood sooner or later. “I just want to talk for a while,” I said. “I mean, we haven’t really spent much time together since camp, and we haven’t talked much either. I guess I want to act like a real couple for a change, instead of sex maniacs.”


      “But I like being a sex maniac.”


      I chuckled.


      “Okay,” she said, smiling, “what do you want to talk about?”


      “Anything. Just not sex. Okay?”


      “I promise.” She grinned. “But can we have sex afterward?”


      “Yeah, okay.”


      “Gee,” she teased, “you really know how to make a girl feel special.”


      I laughed and rolled to my back. She draped herself across me and rested her head on my shoulder.


      “How are the houses going?” she asked.


      “We’re ahead of schedule,” I began, “and we have contracts on all three. We set the closing date for the first two, and the third will probably close later that afternoon. It’s easier for the…”


      She listened for fifteen or twenty minutes, even though she probably didn’t care about most of it. I didn’t need to know the specifics of the MCAT, but I asked anyway. Mostly, I enjoyed listening to her talk about something she obviously cared about.


      When the conversation wound down, she ran her hand over my chest and kissed me lightly. She gazed into my eyes, judging my mood. I smiled and pulled her back down. Our kisses heated slowly, and I pulled her hand to my manhood. She stroked me gently, her lips never leaving mine. When I was ready, I guided her hips as she mounted me.


      We took our time, moving together as the bed squeaked beneath us. She came before I did, and held me tightly as I worked myself toward my own climax. She moaned softly when I thrust hard and spurted deep within her. Then we held each other as our hearts and breathing slowly returned to normal.


      “Mmm, that was nice,” she said at last.


      I gently squeezed her ass.


      “I really, really needed that.”


      “Me too.” In more ways than one, I thought. In a way, I was proud of myself. I’d actually done something about a problem before it got out of hand.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Kendall was asleep when I woke up, but it was still early. My body was used to waking up at five o’clock, Saturday or not. I didn’t want to get out of bed, so I rolled over and scooted behind her. She wasn’t used to sleeping with someone, so she tried to pull away. I simply waited until she got used to having my arms around her. Then I closed my eyes and drifted back to sleep.


      I woke for good a few hours later. Eight o’clock was sinfully late for me, so I got up and went to the bathroom. When I returned, Kendall had her arm over her face to block the light streaming through the window.


      “What time is it?” she said.


      “Eight.” I thought about doing some sit-ups to work off the pizza from the night before, but I wasn’t ready for a morning workout. “So, what’s the plan for today?” I said instead.


      “Come back to bed and I’ll tell you.”


      I climbed in and the metal springs squeaked as I scooted next to her. She rolled over and draped herself on me. She was still half-asleep, and she yawned. I hoped she didn’t want to lounge in bed all day, but I decided to relax and bide my time.


      “Mmmmm,” she said at last. “You’re so warm. But this bed… Ugh! I forgot how sore I was last time I was here.”


      “You get used to it,” I said.


      “I don’t see how. This can’t be good for your back.” She shifted. “And this bar…”


      I shrugged. I couldn’t make her like the bed, no matter what I said, so I kept my mouth shut.


      She propped an elbow, and her blue eyes practically glowed with anticipation. She also made sure to let the sheet fall away from her breasts. I looked, of course, and she smiled when I met her eyes again. “Can we have a picnic here?” she said at last. “By the pool?”


      “Sure.”


      “Do you think Trip would take pictures of us?”


      I wanted to draw her out, so I didn’t answer immediately.


      “You know,” she said, “while we’re making love.”


      I looked at her seriously. “And what about Trip? We can’t screw our brains out in front of him and then say, ‘Thanks. Take a hike.’ You know?”


      She tried to look hesitant, but it was an act. “Maybe he could join us,” she said.


      Once again, I merely looked at her. I actually liked the idea, but I wanted to see if she’d thought it through.


      She misread my silence. “Why not?” she said, bristling. “We have threesomes all the time with other women. How come I don’t get to do the same? No wonder the ERA failed. Some equal rights!”


      “Whoa there, calm down,” I said. “I didn’t say no.”


      “As if I need to ask your permission.”


      “Hold on a sec,” I said. “I never said—”


      “What do you—?”


      “Kendall, calm down—”


      “Who are you to—?”


      “Hold it!” I said at last. “I think it sounds fun.”


      She continued to argue, but then my words registered. She blinked. “You do?”


      “Sure. Why not? I mean, you’re right, we have threesomes with other girls. So we can do it with another guy. As a matter of fact, I think it’s a great idea.”


      “Really?”


      I nodded.


      “You’re not upset or anything?”


      “Why should I be? It’s not like I own you or something. You don’t need an Equal Rights Amendment to tell you that.”


      “Do you think Trip will do it?” She sat up, eager. “Did you show him the pictures? Do I look good? What did he say? Did he get a hard-on?”


      I laughed. “Slow down. No, I haven’t shown him the pictures—I just picked them up. But the girl at the shop thought you were pretty.”


      Kendall beamed.


      “And if Trip saw them, he’d probably get a hard-on.”


      “Do you really think so?”


      “Absolutely.” I liked the idea of sharing her with him. After all, her fantasies were some of the best sex we had. “He thinks you’re sexy.”


      “But will he have a threesome with us?”


      I thought about it for a moment. He’d be reluctant at first, because of an unwritten rule most guys had: we didn’t hit on our friends’ girlfriends. But Trip hadn’t had sex in nearly a month, and he wasn’t a monk. Far from it. We didn’t talk about jerking off, but I was pretty sure he did it nearly every day. Not as often as me, but still a lot.


      “Will you ask him, Paul?” Kendall said, drawing me back. “Do you think he’ll do it?”


      “Not if we tell him up front. Let’s ask him to take pictures first. Then, once he’s had time to get into it, we can see if he wants to join us.”


      “Will he say yes?”


      “I’m sure you can convince him,” I said with a grin.


      She kissed me, long and hard and deep, her breasts mashed against my chest. We both had to catch our breath when she finally pulled back. “Oh, Paul,” she said, “I love you so much.”


      “I love you too,” I said. I moved her hand toward my nascent erection, but she pulled it back.


      “No,” she said. “Save it for later. You can’t be worn out before we even start.” Her eyes lit up. “I know! Let’s look at the pictures instead.”


      “Are you kidding?”


      She shook her head. “Why?”


      I rolled her over and pinned her arms above her head. Her breasts rose and fell with her quickened breathing, her nipples pink and soft. I nipped one of them, sucking until it stiffened under my tongue. “We can look at the pictures later,” I said as I switched to the other nipple.


      She protested feebly when I spread her legs and climbed between them. Her protests turned to whimpers when I sawed my cock along her slit, spreading her moisture.


      “What are you going to do?” she said at last, even though she knew exactly what I was doing.


      With one hand still holding hers above her head, I used the other to steady my shaft at her opening. “Why, Miss Payton,” I drawled, “I’m going to fuck you senseless.” I leered down at her. “And then Trip and I are going to fuck you even more senseless.”


      “Oh, Mr. Hughes! I’ll be a poor drooling idiot by the time you’re done with me.”


      “Mmm hmm.” I slowly buried my dick.


      She stopped talking altogether, and eventually did her best senseless impression.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      “What’s up?” Trip said when I went up to the main house. “I thought you had plans.”


      “That’s what I came to talk to you about. We’re gonna hang out here, by the pool.”


      “That’s the big surprise she had planned?”


      “Not exactly. She wants to take more pictures.” I grinned. “Actually, we were hoping that you would take some pictures.”


      His eyebrows rose. “Pictures? Like the picnic?”


      “Uh-huh.”


      “You want me to…?”


      “…take pictures of us having sex,” I finished for him.


      I didn’t think his eyebrows could go any higher, but they did.


      “Seriously,” I said. “Are you up for it?” It was one of his standard phrases, and I smirked when I said it.


      He laughed, half at my jibe, half at the release of tension. “For real?”


      “For real. Will you do it?”


      “I guess,” he said at last.


      “Don’t sound so resigned,” I said. “Kendall’s totally hot when she gets worked up.”


      “It’s not her that I’m worried about,” he muttered, and it was all I could do not to smile.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Trip was nervous when Kendall and I walked up to the main house, but he tried hard not to show it. He did his best not to stare at Kendall, too, but without much luck there either. She was wearing her skimpy string bikini, and even I couldn’t keep my eyes off her. With a silent chuckle, I realized that I needed to calm down as much as Trip did.


      “Let’s go for a swim,” I said.


      “I’ll get the camera.”


      “Nah. Let’s just swim for a while.”


      “Oh. Um… okay.”


      Kendall dropped her towel on a lounge chair and kicked off her flip-flops. She flashed us a coy smile and then waded into the pool. She was obviously enjoying herself, playing the part of the innocent seductress. But she was hardly innocent, and the sexual tension made the day seem even hotter.


      Trip nearly jumped out of his skin when I nudged him. I swallowed a laugh and hooked my thumbs in the waistband of my trunks. My dick sprang into view as I lowered the shorts. I was half-hard, but Trip was careful not to look. He didn’t move to join me, so I shot him a pointed look.


      “I think I’ll keep my trunks on,” he said. “If it’s all the same to you.”


      “What fun would that be? I mean, you’re the one who wants to be a nudist, right?”


      “But…? What if…? I mean… you know?”


      “She’s seen it before, man.”


      “Still,” he said, “this is different.”


      “Don’t worry about it. Just relax. Besides, this was her idea.”


      His eyes widened.


      “Mmm hmm. This was the surprise.”


      “Getting naked together?”


      “Well, the pictures part,” I said, since he obviously wasn’t ready for the whole truth. “The naked part makes sense, though.”


      “For you, maybe,” he said. “But for me too?”


      “Sure. Why not?” I kicked my trunks aside and looked at him expectantly. He still didn’t move, so I shrugged and walked toward the deep end.


      My dick swayed with each step, and Kendall’s eyes followed me. When I reached the diving board, I bounced and launched myself into the air. The water broke around me and I plunged deep. Then I arced toward Kendall and surfaced a few feet away.


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


      She smiled. “Hi yourself.”


      She didn’t even flinch as I kissed her and reached for the knot at her back. I tugged it loose and then untied the string at her neck. I flung the top toward the side, where it landed with a soft plop. Trip did his best not to stare at her bare breasts. I hid a smirk and untied her bottoms. I tossed them after the top, and met his eyes.


      “C’mon, take off your trunks and join us.”


      He hesitated.


      “Dude,” I said, “don’t worry about your hard-on. I mean, I’ve got one too. Besides, Kendall’s seen it before. Remember?”


      Trip muttered, “‘C’mon,’ he says, ‘take off your trunks.’”


      Kendall and I grinned at each other.


      “‘Don’t worry about your hard-on,’ he says.”


      I laughed.


      He glared, more mocking than upset. “Hey, this may be easy for you, nudist-boy, but some of us have a thing called modesty.”


      “I don’t mind if you have an erection,” Kendall said. “It’s kind of flattering, actually. Besides, Paul’s right… I’ve seen it before.”


      He didn’t move.


      “Please, Trip,” she said. “It would mean a lot to me.”


      He looked away, but gripped the waistband of his trunks. When he lowered them, his dick sprang free. He took two quick steps and dived into the pool. He surfaced near the diving board and reached up to hold himself. I patted Kendall and swam toward him.


      “Relax, dude,” I said when I reached him. “Kendall and I wouldn’t do this unless we trusted you. Besides, this is what nudists do.”


      “Really? You torture new guys?”


      “Sure! It’s our favorite pastime. We flaunt our women and then make the new guys take pictures while we do the horizontal hula.” He couldn’t help but laugh, so I grinned. “Seriously,” I said. “Just relax and go with the flow.”


      “This is kinda nice,” he admitted.


      “See? I told you.”


      I gestured toward Kendall, and her expression shifted from intense to demure. Trip didn’t catch it, but I did—she’d been following our conversation with rapt attention, even though she couldn’t hear it. I fought not to chuckle at her carefully suppressed eagerness.


      We joined her in the shallow end, where we stood in silence until I said the first thing that came to mind. Kendall picked up the thread of conversation, but she kept things light, and slowly drew him out.


      When he seemed relaxed enough, I decided to get things rolling. I moved behind Kendall and gently rubbed her stomach. Trip met my eyes, and I arched an eyebrow. Are you really okay with this? I asked.


      He nodded, more calm than I thought he’d be. Kendall knew what was going on, but she pretended not to notice. She merely smiled at me over her shoulder when I began teasing her nipples. Trip grew distracted, which was the whole point.


      When I began rubbing my dick against Kendall’s hip, her side of the conversation faltered as well. She stopped talking altogether when I lowered my hand toward her pussy.


      “Are you ready for the camera?” Trip said.


      I nodded.


      Kendall’s eyes followed him as he went to fetch it. I smirked and let her watch. Then I pulled my finger from within her, which got her attention.


      “Let’s move to the blanket,” I said.


      She nodded, and I followed her up the steps. We dried off quickly and spread the blanket on the lawn. Then she stepped close and kissed me, her breasts soft against my chest.


      “Thank you,” she said quietly.


      I kissed her again and smiled. “Lie down. Pose for us.”


      Trip joined me a moment later.


      “Take a picture,” I said.


      “Now?”


      I nodded. “With the sun behind us, it’s a cool scene.”


      He finally saw what I was looking at: the shadows of two men standing over a beautiful woman, completely nude. Trip snapped a picture and wound the camera. We shifted a couple of times, keeping our silhouettes recognizable for each frame.


      “Are you ready?” I said at last.


      He took a deep breath. “As ready as I’ll ever be.”


      I flashed him a grin and sank to my knees between Kendall’s feet. She fought not to squirm in anticipation. I lay between her legs and shouldered them apart. Trip snapped a picture. Moisture beaded along Kendall’s slit, and I paused to savor the view. Trip snapped another picture, but I tuned him out. Instead, I concentrated on Kendall’s pussy.


      She gasped when I spread her open and teased her with the tip of my tongue. Then I licked in earnest. Her stomach fluttered, and I licked again, adding a circle around her clit at the top of the stroke. The taste of her arousal quickly overpowered the chlorine from the pool. She gasped again when I gently sucked her inner lips and flicked them with my tongue.


      I licked and sucked for a long time, simply enjoying her body’s reactions. Trip clicked away in the background, and quickly used two rolls of film. He’d started on the third when I decided to push her over the edge.


      I thrust a finger into her and crooked the tip, pressing her G-spot. She gripped my head and arched her back. I sucked gently, teasing her clit with my lips. The sensitive pearl shrank from my touch, but I pressed the base with my fingers and began flicking my tongue. I felt her pussy contract, so I began rubbing her clit in earnest.


      She exploded in total silence. She wasn’t even breathing, although her pussy clutched at my finger. I pressed her G-spot from the inside and her clit from the outside. She quivered, her muscles taut with ecstasy. When she finally went limp, I kissed her smooth mons and looked up her body.


      Sorry, Professor, I silently joked, I don’t know if I can do better than that.


      After a moment I rose to my knees and looked at Trip. He was wide-eyed. “Wow,” he said. Then he held up the camera. “I got some great shots.”


      I smiled and looked back at Kendall. Her face was flushed, and her breasts heaved with her breathing. She pursed her lips, still concentrating on the lingering pleasure of her orgasm. Even her eyelids had turned a dusky rose from the force of it.


      “So,” Trip asked hesitantly, “what’s next?”


      I turned and blinked, still caught up in Kendall’s beauty. Then I shook my head to clear it. “Huh?”


      “What’re you going to do next?”


      “I dunno. Any suggestions?” He blushed, so I decided to tease him some more. “I thought I’d let her cool off for a minute. Then I kinda want to play with her tits.”


      He grinned, but his eyes were drawn to her chest.


      “After that, I dunno. Maybe—”


      “Hello?” Kendall said. “I’m still here.” She shaded her eyes and looked up at us.


      Something within me turned mischievous. I waved my hand like Obi-wan Kenobi. “Sorry, Miss, these aren’t the dicks you’re looking for.”


      Trip nearly lost it.


      I had to bite my tongue to keep from laughing.


      Kendall was not amused—I was messing up her perfectly good fantasy with goofy Star Wars jokes.


      “Ahem,” I said at last. “Why don’t you lie back, Miss Payton, and we’ll continue.”


      She shot me a pointed glance, but lay back and spread her legs.


      I gripped my dick at the base, but another joke struck me. I waved my shaft like a light saber. “This is the weapon of a Jedi Knight. Not as clumsy or random as a blaster, but an elegant weapon for a more civilized age.”


      Trip and I broke into snickers again. Kendall lifted her head and glared at us.


      “Sorry, Miss Payton.”


      “Yeah, sorry,” Trip said.


      I scooted between her upraised knees and rested my hands on her thighs. Trip saw what I was about to do, so he moved to get a better angle.


      Kendall’s expression changed when I lowered my hips and rubbed her pussy with my dick. She gradually relaxed as I worked myself into her. Trip snapped several pictures, but I focused on Kendall. When I finally ground my hips against her thighs, I leaned forward and held myself above her. She closed her eyes, and I began thrusting.


      I fucked her missionary-style for a while. I varied my strokes and changed my angle, but nothing too fancy. Since Trip was taking pictures, I didn’t want to get in his way. Kendall didn’t seem to care one way or the other—she liked it all.


      Eventually, I pulled out and turned her over. She rose to her hands and knees, and I scooted behind her. I took my time so Trip could get some good shots. When I began thrusting for real, I fucked her with long, powerful strokes, and eventually drove her to the blanket.


      After several minutes, I pulled out and rolled her to her back so I could shoot on her face. Her eyes glowed as I straddled her chest. She pushed her breasts together so I could rub my slippery shaft between them. Trip snapped away, and Kendall reveled in the attention.


      Finally, I scooted forward and held my dick above her lips. Then I groaned in pleasure as she kissed the sensitive head. I was close to the point of no return, so I began stroking. She lay back and closed her eyes.


      “Get ready,” I grunted, more for Trip than Kendall.


      He knelt and focused.


      The first jet arced from my dick and landed on her forehead. She flinched in surprise, but moaned as the remaining spurts coated her nose, lips, and chin.


      After a long moment I sat back and panted, careful to keep my weight off her stomach. I gestured at her semen-covered face, and Trip took a few pictures. I used the opportunity to glance at his dick. He was rock hard, no surprise, and I smiled to myself. He wouldn’t turn down the chance to have sex—not in a million years.


      When we caught our breath, I helped Kendall to her feet. “Let’s cool off,” I said, my mouth cottony.


      “If you don’t mind,” Trip said, “I think I’ll—”


      I caught his eye and shook my head.


      He looked a question at me.


      Trust me, I said silently.


      He stared back, confounded. Then he gestured at his dick, vague but urgent.


      I knew what he wanted, obviously, but I couldn’t let him go. I jerked my head at the pool. Come on.


      He looked perplexed and perturbed at the same time, but he followed. We waded into the water, where Kendall rinsed off and then rested on the steps. Trip gestured me toward the drop-off.


      “Dude,” he hissed, “what the hell is going on? I took the pictures, now let me get the hell out of here so I can take care of… you know!”


      I almost laughed, since he didn’t get flustered very often.


      “I’m serious,” he warned, “I’m ready to fucking explode.”


      I didn’t want to sound cheesy, so I decided to tell him the truth. “Kendall and I are swingers.”


      “So? I don’t care if you’re Captain and Tennille, I’m ready to… Hold on, did you say ‘swingers’?”


      “Yeah.”


      His expression changed entirely, and I could’ve knocked him over with a feather.


      “Part of Kendall’s surprise,” I said, as calmly as I could, “was that she wanted to have a threesome with another guy.”


      “What’s that have to do with me?” he asked. Evidently, I wasn’t the only one who was slow on the uptake. Before I could explain, his jaw dropped. “You’re kidding,” he said. “You’re fucking kidding.”


      I shook my head. He must’ve been really flustered, since he didn’t swear very often.


      “And you’d let her do that?”


      “Why shouldn’t I?” I said. “I mean, we have sex with other women, so why shouldn’t we do it with another guy?”


      He recoiled. “You don’t do any gay stuff, do you? I mean, I didn’t think you—”


      “Dude! Get a grip. I like girls.”


      “Jesus,” he said, relieved, “don’t scare me like that.” We shared a nervous laugh, but his trailed off. “Do you really want me to do it with her?”


      “Actually,” I deadpanned, “she wants both of us to, ahem, ‘do it’ with her.”


      He shook his head in bewilderment. “What the hell was I doing in high school?”


      “You were king of the school! Mr. Popularity. In with the In Crowd. While I, my popular friend, was having sex. Lots of it. With different girls—women!—morning, noon, and night, non-stop, wall-to-wall sex.”


      He grinned.


      “So,” I asked, using his phrase again, “are you up for it?”


      “For real?”


      Instead of answering, I gestured for Kendall to join us. I didn’t want Trip to have too much time to think, since he might talk himself out of it. After all, most people would never become swingers if left to their own devices.


      Kendall’s eyes flashed as she rose and waded toward us.


      “Trip wants to know if we’re for real,” I said.


      She acted shy, which was typical. She wanted to do most of the things in her fantasies, but she also wanted to be “forced.”


      Trip didn’t realize she was acting. “I dunno,” he said.


      “Tell him, Kendall,” I said.


      She heard the steel in my voice. “I… I want you both to fuck me,” she said. “To fuck my face.” She looked at Trip, but quickly looked away, playing demure. “You can come in my mouth,” she said. “I swallow.” Her voice grew stronger. “You can fuck me in the ass, too.”


      His nostrils flared.


      “You can take turns fucking me,” she finished, “one after the other, right here in the back yard.”


      What, no TV crew? As soon as I thought it, I rolled my eyes at myself. Kendall had a rich fantasy life, and I shouldn’t make fun of her for indulging it. I’d known plenty of guys whose girlfriends wouldn’t talk about sex, much less their fantasies. So I was lucky to have a girlfriend who would, especially since I got to enjoy them with her.


      “Please, Trip,” Kendall finished.


      “Do you…?” He cleared his throat. “Are you serious?” He looked at me. “You really want me to…?”


      “Fuck her? Absolutely.”


      He blushed.


      Kendall giggled. When Trip looked embarrassed, she broke character and moved close to him. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I shouldn’t laugh. This must be very difficult.”


      “You have no idea,” he said.


      She smiled, warm and inviting. I silently marveled at how easily she could read people and change her behavior to suit. “We really want you to join us,” she said. “I want you to.” She drew him down for a kiss.


      He was tentative at first, but he got into it when I didn’t object.


      Kendall reached for his erection and stroked it gently. “Do you want me to suck you?” she said when they broke the kiss.


      I nearly laughed aloud when he made a beeline for the side of the pool. Kendall looked confused. She probably thought he was running away. I knew what was going on—he didn’t want her to drown, obviously—so I gestured for her to follow.


      She reached him as he lifted himself out of the water and sat on the edge of the pool. His dick jutted, jerking with his heartbeat. I stifled another laugh at his expression, a cross between guilt and pure lust.


      Kendall lowered her lips to his shaft and he swallowed hard. He closed his eyes as she engulfed more of him. She was trying to impress him, so she kept going. His dick was shorter than mine, but only by an inch or so. Still, it was enough to let her swallow him whole.


      “Oh, Jesus,” he gasped. His shaft glistened when she pulled back. She swallowed and then plunged down again. He gripped the pool coping until his knuckles turned white.


      “Nice?” I said glibly.


      “Nice doesn’t begin to cover it.”


      Kendall moaned at the praise and swallowed him again.


      When she began sucking in earnest, he didn’t last long. He grunted once, and she pumped him with her fist, her other hand gently squeezing his balls. When his orgasm subsided, she pulled away and smiled up at him. She opened her mouth and made an “all gone” gesture. He nodded, still breathing heavy.


      “My turn,” I said, lifting myself to sit beside him. Kendall’s eyes flashed with desire as she moved between my legs. I brushed her hair back so Trip could watch. He tried not to look, but the scene drew his eyes like a lodestone.


      “When did my life become a porn movie?” he wondered aloud.


      “When you met me!” We shared a laugh, but then I grew serious. “She can take care of me while you recover,” I said. “She likes me to come on her face, but I’m in the mood to shoot down her throat.” I could feel her getting hotter as I talked, so I decided to feed her fantasy. “After that, we can take turns fucking her.”


      Trip’s eyebrows shot up. “She was serious about that?”


      “Uh-huh. She’s pretty wild when she gets worked up. But she likes to be”—I was almost embarrassed to say it—“forced.” Trip looked alarmed, but I made a “watch this” gesture. Then I said to Kendall, “Do you want us to take turns fucking you?”


      She tried to pull away—she was acting innocent—but I held her head down, so she nodded instead.


      “Do you want us to come on your face?”


      She moaned.


      “See?” I said. “She’s totally into it.” I was going to say something else, but then I had an idea. I looked at Kendall again. “Do you want us to fuck you at the same time?”


      She pulled back and gazed up at me, eyes round with desire. “Oh, please, Paul. Please. You know I’ll do anything…”


      I turned stern. “Then suck me like you want me to fuck you.”


      She tried to swallow me whole.


      Trip’s erection had returned, and he wasn’t trying to hide it.


      “Let’s move to the blanket,” I said. “She can suck me while you fuck her. Are you up for it?”


      “Will you quit saying that? You sound like a dork.”


      His sudden flare of pique was better than hesitant silence, so I grinned. “C’mon.”


      Trip followed us to the blanket. Kendall lay down and looked up at us, practically squirming with desire. We stood over her for a moment, our shadows longer than before.


      Trip didn’t jump when I nudged him, but he shot me a startled glance. Then he grimaced and gave me a hard look. I merely winked and sank to my knees by her head. He did the same between her legs, although he spent a long moment simply staring at her.


      When he finally stretched out, he took a long time just teasing her with his fingers. He seemed fascinated by her smooth labia. Finally, he leaned forward and gave her pussy an experimental kiss. I tried not to hold my breath as he flicked his tongue between her folds. He took his time, and eventually slid a finger into her. Even from several feet away, I could tell that she was wet and ready.


      “God, she’s tight,” he said, almost absently. Then he met my eyes for the first time in minutes. He seemed to be asking permission one last time.


      I nodded.


      He rose to his knees, but then he hesitated.


      “What’s the matter?” I asked.


      “I’m trying to remember if I have any protection in my room.”


      “I’m on the pill,” Kendall said.


      “Are you sure?” Trip said. He was stalling.


      I threw up my hands in mock exasperation. “Jeez! Will you just shut up and fuck her?”


      He realized that I was teasing him—mostly—so he didn’t bristle. Instead, he rubbed his glans over her slippery opening. When he pressed forward, his brow knitted. “Jesus, she really is tight.”


      Kendall clutched the blanket and moaned softly. Trip’s dick wasn’t especially long or thick, but it was new, and she seemed to shiver as he worked himself into her. When his hips finally met her thighs, he grinned up at me.


      “Nice, huh?”


      “God, yes,” he said. He rested his hands on her thighs and pulled back tentatively. His dick glistened with her juices.


      My own dick was still painfully erect, so I scooted closer. She turned her head and engulfed me, her tongue working over my swollen crown. She groaned when Trip slowly entered her again, her nostrils flaring as she breathed. He pulled back and thrust again, his shaft spreading her labia, pink with desire and shiny with arousal.


      He eventually worked into a rhythm. His confidence built with his pace, and soon he was fucking her for real. Much to my surprise, he pulled out a few minutes later. I almost asked what he was doing, but I decided to wait and see. Without even looking at me, he lay between her legs again. He slid one finger into her and began teasing her clit with his tongue.


      Kendall started sucking me as though her life depended on it. I pinched and rolled her nipples, which made her moan softly. Trip licked her for a while, before he rose and scooted between her thighs again. He slid into her with steady pressure and then began fucking her, his shaft pumping smoothly.


      He repeated the switch three more times, fucking her for a while and then going down on her. She had two small orgasms, although Trip didn’t realize why she went silent and rigid for a few moments at a time. Maybe he was used to girls screaming in ecstasy when they came.


      Whatever he was used to, he certainly put on a show. Unfortunately, I was too worked up to enjoy it for long. My balls ached with the need for release, so I held Kendall’s head and stroked myself until I exploded down her throat. She swallowed and then nursed my deflating shaft as Trip switched again. When I pulled away to give him room, he began fucking her with steady strokes.


      “Where do you want me to come?” he finally grunted.


      Kendall was incoherent with pleasure, so I answered, “Wherever you want.”


      “Tits,” he said at last. Then he pulled out and straddled her chest. Her eyes managed to focus, and she watched him stroke himself. He aimed and exploded, showering her breasts with pearly drops of semen. When his orgasm subsided, he closed his eyes and panted, his face slack with pleasure.


      After we caught our breath, we decided to cool off. We went for a quick swim and then returned to the blanket. Trip even laughed and joked, completely unconcerned that we were all naked and had just had sex.


      Kendall and I shared a silent grin. Then she moistened her lips. The look was enough to make my dick twitch, and the conversation died as sexual tension replaced it.


      I waggled my eyebrows. “Again?”


      Trip’s grin was answer enough.


      “Do you want to fuck her in the ass?”


      “Really?”


      I answered with a question: “Do you have baby oil? Suntan oil?”


      He shot to his feet. “Be right back.”


      Kendall merely grinned at me. Then she mouthed, “Thank you.”


      “My pleasure,” I said aloud. Then I gently pushed her back and climbed between her legs. Her pussy was already wet, and I slid into her easily. Trip’s face fell when he returned and saw me. I fought not to laugh.


      “Don’t worry,” I said. “You can still fuck her in the ass.”


      “I’m cool,” he demurred. “Whenever you… um… when you’re done.”


      “I’d thought we’d do it at the same time.”


      His eyebrows shot up.


      With a grin, I hooked my arms under her and rolled us to my back. She reached between our bodies and re-seated my dick. Then she sank onto it with a small groan. I spread my legs, which pushed hers apart as well. After she steadied herself, I reached down and spread her cheeks.


      Trip hesitated. “I… um… I don’t… What should I do?”


      “Just get between our legs and stick it in.”


      He sank to his knees and fumbled for a minute. I couldn’t see what he was doing, but I never felt his legs against mine. I finally looked over her shoulder—he looked confused.


      “Do you want to get on the bottom?” I said. I tried not to sound patronizing, but it wasn’t easy. He simply didn’t have as much experience as I did. He also didn’t want to touch another guy during sex. It was another of those unwritten rules, part and parcel of the “I’m not a fag” reaction most men had. I tapped Kendall and she swung off me. “Trade with me,” I said to him.


      He tried not to let his relief show, but I knew him well enough to catch the faint flicker. He lay on his back, his erection flat against his stomach. Kendall put a hand on his chest and smiled as she straddled him. With practiced ease, she set his dick at her pussy and sat back.


      “Spread your legs,” I told him. When he hesitated, I tried to reassure him. “Trust me. It feels really good.”


      She moaned in anticipation, which did a lot to convince him. But then I chuckled at a thought, and he looked up with alarm. I waved away his panic. “Did you ever have a full physical before basketball season?”


      He frowned at the non sequitur.


      “We had ’em before wrestling season,” I continued, undeterred. “You know, the kind where the doctor holds your balls and tells you to turn your head and cough. Then he tells you to relax…”


      Trip nodded.


      “…so he can stick his finger up your butt?”


      Despite his nervousness, he chuckled at a similar memory.


      “Well, this is kinda like that… only I’m not gonna go near your butt.” My grin widened. “But I still get to say, ‘Relax, this won’t hurt a bit.’”


      We shared a goofy grin and he lay back on the blanket. Kendall groaned as he spread his legs, since his dick moved within her. I paused for a moment to admire her pink labia where they surrounded his shaft. Then I knelt and squirted oil into my palm. I coated my dick first, and then Kendall’s ass. I made sure not to touch Trip, but he was tense anyway. Instead of scooting forward immediately, I decided to distract him.


      “Start thrusting,” I said.


      He looked over Kendall’s shoulder, uncertain.


      “Go ahead,” I said. “I’m gonna watch for a few minutes.” That seemed as weird as anything else, but he started moving. Kendall groaned softly and clutched him, her breasts bulging to the sides as they mashed against his chest.


      I let him thrust for a few minutes. He was awkward at first, unsure, but he gradually got into a rhythm. Just when I thought he was distracted enough, he missed his thrust and his dick slipped along her well-oiled crack.


      He realized it after several thrusts, but then he couldn’t get the angle right to re-enter her. Worse, he obviously didn’t want to reach behind her—he might touch me accidentally. He tried several more times, but nothing worked.


      I was tired of waiting, so I lifted her hips and set his dick at her opening. He slid into her, but then we all froze.


      “Dude,” he said at last. “Did you just…?”


      I was as shocked as he was. “Yeah. Um… sorry.”


      “Fuck. That was weird.”


      “No kidding.”


      “Um… thanks,” he said.


      “Don’t mention it.” I was caught between recoiling and laughing, the surreal and the absurd.


      “Are you… um… are you gonna stick it in now?” he asked. “Yours, I mean.”


      I was too flummoxed to laugh. “If you’re ready.”


      “Yeah, I guess so.”


      I scooted forward and re-lubricated my dick. Trip didn’t flinch when my thighs touched his. We were both still surprised by my impromptu helping hand. He merely held Kendall while I situated my dick at her rectum. She moaned softly as I pushed into her. I took my time, since I didn’t want to make Trip nervous. I thought everything was fine when I buried myself completely, but then he spoke up.


      “Um… I hate to ask, but… are your balls touching mine?”


      “Yeah, I think so.”


      “Just making sure,” he said, surprisingly sanguine.


      “Sorry, man, it comes with the territory.”


      He snorted a laugh.


      I laughed too, but without much amusement. I’d done this before, albeit with another swinger (and Susan’s help). Trip was a complete beginner, and just as nervous. Between the two of us, we barely knew what we were doing. Finally, I took a deep breath and tried to settle my nerves.


      “All right,” I said at last. “Let me get started first.” I pumped slowly, but picked up my pace after a minute. Trip simply held Kendall’s hips, his dick unmoving within her.


      “I don’t mean to sound gay,” he said at last, “but your dick feels… um… really good.”


      I stopped moving and the silence hung heavy around us. After a long moment I laughed, a release of nervous tension. The sound filled the yard as Trip chuckled too. I couldn’t hear Kendall, but I could feel her shaking with amusement.


      We finally settled down, and Trip looked at me over her shoulder. We shared a grin, but then I arched an eyebrow in silent challenge.


      “Whatever it is,” he said, “I’m up for it.” He frowned and muttered, “I gotta stop saying that.”


      At some unspoken signal, we both started thrusting. We both had to concentrate, but it grew easier with time. Finally, we found a rhythm we were comfortable with. It was slow and deliberate, but it worked.


      The sound of my hips slapping her ass filled the yard. She held on, her breasts bulging against Trip’s chest. I felt his dick moving within her, rubbing against mine through the thin wall between her pussy and ass. She moaned in time with our thrusting.


      When Trip finally buried himself as deep as he could, I felt him come within her. I quickened my own pace and felt my balls tingle. A minute later, I thrust deep and exploded. I clamped my eyes shut and held her hips as I bathed her insides with hot semen.


      She began rocking her hips before my orgasm even subsided. With two dicks inside her, she didn’t have much room to move, but she didn’t need much. Trip and I were both still hard within her, and she quickly tensed. She arched her back once and fell silent, gripped in the throes of a powerful orgasm.


      When she finally collapsed against him, we lay there for a while, panting and trying to catch our breath. Finally, I pulled back, and my dick emerged, limp and lifeless. Trip’s dick slipped from her as well, but none of us moved.


      “Everyone okay?” I finally asked.


      “Yeah,” Trip said.


      Kendall merely shuddered with an aftershock.


      “I’ll take that to be a yes,” I said with a grin.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      We decided to go out for dinner after we cleaned up. Kendall wanted Italian, and Trip knew the perfect place. We had skipped lunch, so we were all starving. I tried not to eat too much, but I cleaned my plate anyway.


      Over the remains of our Cokes, we talked about our plans for the evening. Kendall wasn’t in the mood for a movie, and none of us were in the mood to sit around and watch TV, so Trip suggested a concert at a club near Vanderbilt.


      “Only if you call Randi,” I said.


      He looked abashed, but Kendall perked up. I told her the story.


      “Call her, Trip,” she said when I finished. “It’ll be fun.”


      He glared at me, but I didn’t flinch. So we paid the check and went back to the apartment. He called Randi and managed to ask her out. She gave him directions to her house, and he told her we’d be there in an hour.


      Kendall and I grinned at him when he hung up.


      “Oh, be quiet,” he said.


      We took his car, since the Cruiser was dirty from the construction site. Kendall and I lounged in the back seat of the Impala and watched the scenery. Randi’s family lived in a nice part of town, although not nearly as nice as Trip’s. She was waiting on the porch when we pulled up.


      “Get out and open the door for her,” I said to Trip as he put the car in Park.


      “I’m not an idiot,” he shot back.


      Randi turned in the seat once Trip closed the door. I introduced Kendall and they smiled in greeting.


      Trip talked about the band as we drove toward Vanderbilt and the club. He was right, I’d never heard of them. Still, I liked his taste in music, and the club sounded like fun. Not surprisingly, he knew the manager, who let us in for free. Randi looked impressed. Even Kendall smiled as the bouncers ushered us past the line and into the club.


      The back half of the building had an upstairs with a balcony, and Trip led us up. He knew the upstairs manager as well, so we got one of the best tables.


      “How do you know all these guys?” I finally asked as we went to the bar to order drinks. The music was loud, so we had to lean close to speak.


      “The general manager used to work with my dad,” he shouted into my ear, “and the guy up here is a studio musician. Steel guitar. He also knows my dad.”


      “And they do nice things for you simply ’cause they know your dad?”


      “Music is big business in this town,” he shouted back.


      To me, Mr. Whitman was simply Frank. I never thought of him as a big-shot country music producer. Evidently, I was wrong. As if to prove the point, the bartender handed Trip a cassette tape. “For your dad,” the guy shouted over the din.


      Trip merely smiled and pocketed the tape. I’d seen him with other tapes at other concerts, but I hadn’t thought much about them. I thought they were recordings of the shows, or mix tapes. I had no idea they were demo tapes.


      To top things off, the bartender wouldn’t let us pay for the drinks. “On the house,” he shouted, hooking a thumb toward the upstairs manager.


      Trip waved in thanks and tipped the bartender anyway.


      “Don’t you feel guilty?” I asked on the way back to the girls.


      “What for?”


      “The free drinks?”


      “The cost of doing business, I guess. I don’t expect it, but I won’t turn it down, either. Besides,” he added with a grin, “it’s kinda nice!”


      “What about that guy’s tape?”


      “What about it? I’ll listen to it and give it to my dad if it’s any good.”


      “But you don’t like country music.”


      “Nope,” he said. “But talent is talent, and I know good music when I hear it. My dad’s signed three bands that I brought him.”


      I shook my head in amazement. Then I laughed.


      “What’s so funny?” Kendall asked as I set her drink in front of her.


      I told her the story of the free drinks and the demo tape.


      Trip blushed and shot a nervous glance at Randi, who looked star-struck.


      I teased him about it the rest of the night, but I also enjoyed the perks—the bartender kept sending over drinks. Not surprisingly, the girls were completely drunk by the time we left. I had a good buzz, but Trip was more or less sober (he’d been drinking Coke since midnight).


      We listened to one of his mix tapes as we drove back to Franklin. Kendall curled up with her head in my lap, and Randi slumped in the front seat, a happy, docile drunk. Trip helped her to the door when we reached her house. She gave him a sloppy, enthusiastic goodnight kiss in return. He looked more surprised than anything, but he was smiling when he returned to the car.


      We drove home in silence. Trip offered to sleep in the main house, but I shook my head. After our threesome, Kendall and I didn’t have many secrets from him, much less false modesty. Besides, she was too drunk to be horny, so we wouldn’t need the privacy.


      With a grateful nod, Trip headed to his bedroom and collapsed onto the bed. I pulled out my sofa bed and managed to undress Kendall without too much fuss. My head hit the pillow a minute later, and I fell fast asleep.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Kendall slept late the next morning, so Trip and I went swimming. We didn’t even bother with swimsuits. We simply threw our towels over our shoulders and walked up the hill. The water was cold, but it rinsed away the stale smell of sweat and cigarette smoke.


      Once we got used to the cold, we lounged in the shallow end and talked about the concert and Randi. The threesome never came up, but I wasn’t surprised. Trip seemed a little embarrassed about the whole thing.


      “Do you mind if I ask Kendall to spend the week?” I said.


      “No problem, man,” he said, although his voice was edged with tension. He probably realized that our threesome wasn’t a one-time thing.


      My stomach growled, so I changed the subject. “You ready for breakfast? Kendall’s probably awake by now.”


      She was, but she had a headache. I wasn’t surprised, although I was a bit disappointed (I was horny, obviously). I suppressed the urge and fetched her some aspirin. She swallowed the two tablets, and I made her drink the entire glass of water. Then I filled it again and made her drink that. She was surly, but she drank.


      Trip merely watched with a grimace of commiseration. He tried not to look at her bare breasts, but I rolled my eyes at him. He’d had sex with her, for God’s sake! He could look at her without feeling guilty.


      With a mental headshake, I realized that he wasn’t entirely a swinger yet. He’d taken the first steps, but he still had a long way to go. I chuckled to myself and tried to remember how long it had taken me to get used to the idea.


      We spent the rest of the morning by the pool. Trip’s family was due home anytime, so we wore our bathing suits. Besides, Kendall still had a mild hangover. I was horny, but she obviously wasn’t. I told myself it wouldn’t matter, since we’d have the rest of the week. At that point, I decided to ask her and make it official.


      “I wish I could,” she said, “but I need to fill out my med school application.”


      “You can do it here,” I said.


      “No, too many distractions.” She smiled weakly. “Besides, all my things are still at home.”


      “I’ll fl—” Aargh! “…drive down and get them for you.”


      “I know you would,” she said, ignoring my faux pas, “but you know my dad. He’d never let me stay here all week.”


      He let you stay here this weekend, I thought acerbically. Besides, he knows we’re sleeping together. He’s known all along!


      Trip noticed my irritation, but Kendall didn’t.


      “I wish I could stay,” she repeated, “but I can’t. Besides, I’d never get any sleep if I did.”


      “Well, we wouldn’t have sex all the time,” I said, my cheeks heating.


      “It’s not that,” she said. “It’s your bed. Ugh!”


      I thought about arguing, but I had the sneaking suspicion that she’d keep coming up with excuses until I gave up. In reality, she didn’t want to stay. I swallowed my frustration and pasted on a fake smile.


      Lunch was quiet, although I tried not to sulk. If Kendall realized I was upset, she didn’t say anything about it. She packed her things a couple of hours later, and left before dinner.


      “So much for fixing things,” I groused under my breath. Evidently, it was going to be harder than I thought. I certainly didn’t need Professor Joska to tell me that.


      ✧ ✧ ✧
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        ◄ ►

        CHAPTER 5

      


      My problems with Kendall weren’t going to solve themselves. I felt like sulking, but that wouldn’t help either, so I threw myself into work. I had more than enough to keep me busy.


      The crews had to sand, stain, and wax the hardwood floors in the bungalows, and finish any paint touch-ups. In addition, the landscaper and her assistant began planting the beds along the front. At the Colonial Revival house, the electrical and plumbing subcontractors were doing finish work.


      Blackie and Trip managed things at the Revival house, while Mike and I did the same at the bungalows. We spent most of our time looking over the houses and working down the punch lists. Junior probably grumbled about my new status, but I didn’t give him a second thought—I didn’t have time.


      When the crews finished for the day, Trip and Blackie returned so we could go over the schedule. We had a lot of things happening at once, and it made my head hurt to think about it all.


      Trip, Blackie, and Mike did most of the talking, but they looked at me when they needed design decisions. I was up to my eyeballs in details, but I could “see” the final design in my head. I simply had to close my eyes, picture what we were talking about, and give them an answer. We ended the meeting with a detailed list of things we needed to do.


      Trip and I picked up pizza on the way home. It was fattening, but I didn’t care. I simply wanted to collapse, preferably within reach of the phone. Kendall and I were drifting apart—except when it came to sex, of course—so I took a shower, grabbed a slice of pizza, and dialed her number.


      We talked for half an hour. She told me about her medical school application, but I didn’t ask many questions. I simply wasn’t interested. I hated to admit it, even to myself, but I was too tired to kid myself.


      I felt guilty when she asked about the houses. I told her about the day’s meeting, and she sounded impressed that the older men asked me about so many things. Unfortunately, I wasn’t nearly as impressed as she was—Blackie and Mike could’ve made all the decisions themselves. They weren’t patronizing me, but they were definitely asking my opinion when they didn’t really need to.


      Kendall said she could hear how tired I was, so she told me she loved me. I said I loved her, and we hung up. Trip emerged from his bedroom a few minutes later. He chuckled when he saw how tired I was.


      “Don’t worry,” he said, “it’s always like this at the end of a renovation.” He pulled two beers from the fridge and sank to the couch beside me. “I’m totally wasted by the time I finish work for the summer.”


      “Then why are we pushing so hard to get ahead of schedule? Why not slow down and finish on time?”


      “I want a vacation, even a short one.” He laughed harshly. “Actually, I need a vacation. We both do.”


      “No kidding.”


      “So that’s why I’ve been pushing. We’ll pay a bonus to the crews, but it’ll be worth it. After everything is said and done, we should make ten grand.”


      I whistled softly and wondered what I’d do with five thousand dollars.


      “Each,” he added.


      My jaw dropped. “You mean we’re going to make ten thousand dollars each?”


      “A little more, actually. No guarantees, though. We still have a lot of work to do, and something could go wrong, but yeah, about that.”


      “Holy shit,” I said, low and soft.


      “No kidding. And if interest rates continue to fall—they were crazy last year… nineteen and twenty percent—then the housing market will pick up. We already saw some of it this year with the rates at fourteen and fifteen percent. Which means, O partner of mine, next year should be even better.” He shot me a sidelong look. “If you’re up for it, that is.”


      “Yeah, I’m up for it.”


      I whistled again. Ten thousand dollars!


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      The rest of the week was more of the same: twelve-hour workdays, a shower, something completely unhealthy to eat, and a phone call to Kendall. We never talked long. Either I was too tired, or she had something she needed to do. It was better than before, but most of our conversations were missing something. A spark, maybe.


      I also got a letter from Gina. She was wrapping up her job at the hospital, and getting ready for her parents to visit before school started. She was also beginning to think about where she wanted to go to medical school. Her short list included UC San Francisco, Johns Hopkins, and Harvard.


      After looking at her list, I wondered why she came to UT in the first place. The College of Architecture was cutting edge, but the pre-med program was nothing special. Not compared to UCLA, at least. I knew the answer, but it hurt to think that I had been more important to Gina than her future.


      I was in a melancholy mood when I wrote her back. I wanted to tell her about my relationship problems, but she didn’t particularly like Kendall, for obvious reasons. She wouldn’t gloat, but I didn’t want to put her in an awkward situation. So I told her about work, life with Trip, and everything but what I really wanted to talk about.


      I still felt glum on Friday. I wanted to spend the weekend with Kendall, but she and her parents planned to visit her sick great aunt, somewhere near Bristol, Tennessee. Trip had plans as well, although they included a long meeting with the woman who did our bookkeeping and payroll. I wasn’t looking forward to sitting home alone.


      Wren came to my rescue.


      “Hi,” she said when I answered the phone. “What’re you doing?”


      “I just got home from work. Why? What’s up?”


      “I know it’s last-minute,” she said, “but what’re you doing tomorrow?”


      I shrugged. “Nothing. Absolutely nothing.”


      “Perfect!”


      “Excuse me?”


      “I need you,” she said.


      “What for?”


      “I need a date. But not just any date—I need a birthday date.”


      She was talking in circles, and I was too tired to follow. “What?”


      “I need a date for my birthday, silly,” she said. “A bunch of us are planning to hit a club downtown. It was originally gonna be just us girls, but they all wanted to invite their boyfriends. Now I’m the only girl without a date. How’s that gonna look? The birthday girl without a date?”


      Despite my exhaustion, I chuckled. “No, that definitely won’t work.”


      “So I thought to myself, ‘Who’s the only guy I know who’ll fly into town just to see little ol’ me?’ Actually, you were third on the list, but the other guys’ Learjets are in the shop.”


      I couldn’t decide whether to laugh or complain.


      “Will you do it, Paul?” she asked, completely sincere. “Please?”


      I recovered my composure and needled her. “What about the other guys? They might get their Lears fixed in time.”


      “Now you’re just being hateful,” she teased. Then her voice turned soft and a little pleading. “Please, Paul. I wouldn’t ask anyone but you.”


      “Sure,” I said at last. “It sounds like fun. Besides, I wouldn’t want those Lear guys to take advantage of you.”


      “Oh, thank you, thank you, thank you! I’ll make it worth your while. I promise.”


      “Just give me a goodnight kiss,” I said, ever the gentleman.


      “With tongue, or without?”


      I laughed. “With, of course.”


      “You got it!”


      We talked about details for a few minutes. I tried not to gape when I realized how much her father was spending on her. Not only was he paying for dinner—at his own restaurant, of course, but still expensive—he was footing the bill for a limo and then drinks and dancing at one of the hottest clubs in Atlanta.


      “Oh, Paul,” Wren said at last, “I can’t wait to see you. Thank you so much.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      When I rolled into the pattern at DeKalb-Peachtree Airport, I was fifth in line, behind a Beech King Air. Twenty minutes later I secured the tiedowns and headed for the parking lot.


      Unfortunately, my dad’s Karmann Ghia wasn’t where it was supposed to be. I spent fifteen minutes searching for it—fruitlessly—in the hopes that he’d simply parked it somewhere else. I finally decided that he was on a trip, which meant the car was at Hartsfield, so I went back to the FBO and called a cab.


      At home, I debated whether or not to borrow Dad’s Corvette to run my errands. The debate lasted less than a minute, since I knew that he wouldn’t mind, as long as I was careful. So I rumbled out of the garage and headed toward the mall.


      I shopped for a while, but without much luck. Since I was masquerading as Wren’s ex-boyfriend, I couldn’t simply get her a stuffed bear. I couldn’t get her a diamond ring, either. Wrong message. Clothes were out—too staid or too personal—and lingerie was right out, no matter how much I wanted to see her in it.


      I finally settled on a diamond tennis bracelet. The diamonds were chips, but it still cost more than I thought I should spend. Wren would like it, though, and the saleswoman even gift-wrapped the box for me.


      When I got home I had to rush to get ready. I nearly cut myself shaving, and was barely dressed when I heard the doorbell. In a rush, I straightened my tie, shrugged into my suit coat, and raced for the door. I yanked it open just as Wren rang the bell again.


      She beamed when she saw me. Her hair was done up in soft curls, and she wore a black cocktail dress that showed off her body. I didn’t even have time to admire her before she threw her arms around my neck and pulled me down for a sound kiss.


      When she finally stepped back, I blushed at the limo driver’s studied disinterest. He was standing by the car, holding the door open, and doing his best to look professional. Wren let me go so I could close the front door. Then I offered my arm, and she looped hers through it. In the back of the limousine, she introduced me to the couple already there.


      “This is Scarlett, my cousin,” she said, “and her boyfriend, Mitch.”


      I nodded to Scarlett and shook Mitch’s hand.


      We made small talk until we reached the Wellington House, where we met three more couples. Wren introduced everyone, and I tried to memorize names and faces. The guys wore suits, and the girls were dressed for a night on the town, but Wren and Scarlett stood out.


      Dinner was the best I’d had in weeks, and the conversation around the table was lively. Wren opened her gifts after the waiter cleared the plates. She opened mine first, and gave me a kiss as she modeled the bracelet for the other girls. The rest of her presents were the usual mix of serious and gag gifts.


      Her father was working, but the waiter must have told him that she was opening presents, because he appeared a few minutes later. He asked if we were enjoying ourselves, and if we needed anything. Then he pulled a slim box from his breast pocket.


      “Here you are, sweetheart,” he said to Wren. “One last gift for you to open.”


      She unwrapped it and gasped. It was a heart-shaped diamond pendant with a pale green stone in the center. I helped her put it on, and the girls oohed and aahed as her father looked on.


      “Oh my God, it’s beautiful,” Wren said. “Thank you, Dad.”


      “Happy birthday, sweetheart.”


      The waiter arrived with champagne and a birthday cake, and we thoroughly embarrassed her by singing “Happy Birthday.”


      Afterward, her father walked with us to the parking lot and said goodbye as we piled into the limousine for the ride to the club. Wren sat on my lap in the back, with Scarlett on Mitch’s lap next to us. The other couples squeezed onto the L-shaped front bench.


      One of the guys opened a bottle of champagne from the limo’s bar. We finished several more on the way, so everyone had a happy buzz by the time we reached the club. The doormen ushered us inside like we owned the place. They had a private table waiting for us, a big round booth in the corner. The waitress took our drink orders, more champagne, but no one sat down. Instead, we headed for the dance floor.


      I wasn’t the greatest dancer in the world, but I didn’t embarrass myself. The music had a driving beat, a mixture of disco and new wave. Trip probably could’ve told me the names of the bands, but I was paying too much attention to Wren to care.


      We finally returned to the table after five or six songs. Wren slid into the booth and pulled me with her. I filled her glass and then my own. She leaned close to my ear.


      “Thank you for coming,” she said. “I knew you’d be my knight in shining armor.”


      Scarlett and Mitch returned a few minutes later, and we quickly finished the bottle. We opened another and poured everyone a fresh round when the other couples returned from the dance floor.


      Wren and Scarlett started giggling and put their heads together to talk, so I struck up a conversation with the guy next to me. He was a junior at Emory, majoring in business. The music was loud, so we had to shout to talk, but neither of us seemed to care. Then Wren got my attention.


      “Scarlett doesn’t think you love me,” she said, her eyes twinkling with mischief.


      “Of course I love her,” I shouted over the din. “Who wouldn’t?”


      “Then kiss her, you fool!” Scarlett said.


      I’d had enough champagne that I thought it was a good idea, so I turned Wren’s face and tilted it up. My lips met hers and parted. She moaned softly, her breath tart from the champagne. When we finally pulled back, she was breathing heavy, her eyes glassy.


      “Happy birthday,” I said.


      She blinked to clear her head and immediately reached for her champagne. She drained the glass in one swallow, and held it out for more. Mitch grinned and filled it. Scarlett’s eyes practically glowed as she smiled at me.


      While the waitress brought more champagne, we headed back to the dance floor. Wren plastered herself against me, and I quickly realized that she was drunk. Not falling-down drunk, but playful and bold. She drew my head down and whispered in my ear.


      “Thank you for being my boyfriend tonight. It really means a lot.”


      “You’re welcome.”


      “I’ll make it worth your while.”


      “You already are.”


      She pulled back and gave me a serious, searching look. Then she turned mischievous again, and ran her hands down my chest. With a sultry grin, she pressed her breasts together with her upper arms.


      The strap of her dress slid off her shoulder, and she pretended to look surprised. When it slid further, I thought I could see the top of her nipple. I reached up and grasped the thin cord. Our eyes met, and hers flashed a challenge.


      Without breaking eye contact, I slid the strap back into place. Her nostrils flared at my cool smile. Then she used my tie to pull me along, her hips swaying with the beat. We reached the edge of the dance floor, where she turned and pulled me close.


      Her face tilted up, and I met her lips with my own. Since no one could see, she caressed my dick with one hand, while the other twined through my hair and held me close. She gave my dick a final squeeze and then broke the kiss. Her eyes were hooded and coy, innocent.


      I couldn’t help but laugh. She merely smirked and led me back to the table. The other couples were there, and we quickly finished another bottle of champagne. Scarlett and Mitch rejoined us a moment later, flushed from dancing.


      Wren leaned against me, but her right hand disappeared beneath the table. She rested it on my inner thigh and slid it toward my hard-on as she talked to Scarlett. I decided to tease right back, so I put my arm around her and toyed with the strap of her dress. With each pass, I wandered further down the strap, until I slid under the dress itself. I wasn’t close to her nipple, but the touch was nearly as intimate.


      Scarlett watched with rapt attention. Her eyes flicked between Wren, me, and my finger. Mitch was shouting a conversation across the table, so he didn’t notice the byplay.


      Wren moved her hand, edging closer to my dick. I moved closer to her nipple. She pulled back, so I pulled back. She moved closer, so I moved closer. We played our game of one-upmanship for several minutes, until the waitress arrived with more champagne.


      “God, you’re evil,” Wren finally said in my ear. “You have no idea how hot I am right now.”


      “Well, you know how hard I am.”


      She flashed a smug smile and sipped her champagne.


      After a while we headed to the dance floor again. She danced close and teased me with glimpses down her dress. She repeated the trick with the falling strap, but I resisted the temptation. Instead, I slid the cord up her shoulder. Two could tease, after all.


      She huffed and upped the ante. By the time we left the dance floor, I was glad I’d worn a dark suit, since it hid my erection.


      Unfortunately, two of the other girls had drunk way too much champagne, and were nearly asleep in the booth. The third girl was bleary-eyed, but coherent. Wren and Scarlett were both drunk, but neither showed signs of slowing down. Most of the guys were sober enough.


      Still, Mitch leaned close and shouted, “We’d better go, man.”


      I nodded and broke the news to Wren. I thought she’d be upset, but she merely nodded. The girls went to the bathroom together—Wren, Scarlett, and the third girl helped the two who’d drunk too much. Mitch tapped my shoulder and nodded toward the men’s room.


      Inside, some guy was doing lines of coke from a mirror on the counter. He looked awful—red eyes and nose, with a sheen of sweat covering his pale skin—but he offered us a line. Mitch turned him down flat. I tried to hide my surprise, but Mitch saw.


      “Do a line if you want, man,” he said.


      I quickly shook my head. “I don’t touch the stuff.”


      “Me neither.”


      “What about the others?” I asked as we stepped to the urinals.


      He shook his head. “Nobody in our crowd does. We’re not losers.” He laughed. “I thought you might be a cokehead, though.”


      I looked a question at him.


      “You’ve got the look, you know?”


      “What look?”


      “Fancy suit, good looks, slick moves. You know the type.”


      I knew the type, all right. His name was Rod Fortner.


      “I’m glad you’re cool, though,” Mitch said. “One of us.”


      I nodded, and we washed our hands together. Mitch made a face as he wiped stray white powder from the countertop. He dusted his hands and raised his voice. “Fucking cokeheads!” But the guy was already gone.


      I laughed and we headed back to the table. The girls returned ten minutes later, and we gathered our things. I stayed with Wren so she could pay the bill. I didn’t see what the total was, but I probably didn’t want to. Wren seemed surprised, but she handed over her father’s American Express.


      “I really owe my dad for this one,” she said quietly.


      I put my arm around her and she pressed close. She was more relaxed, less flirty. Maybe she realized she couldn’t tease me all night long. Maybe she was saving up for a bigger tease. Maybe she was just tired.


      After she signed the check and put the card back in her purse, we walked out arm in arm. I followed her into the limo, and the driver headed toward the Wellington House to drop off the three couples. Wren laid her head against my chest, her arms around me.


      At the restaurant, Mitch and I got out with the other couples. We helped the drunk girls into their boyfriends’ cars and then waited until they left the parking lot. Scarlett and Wren were talking quietly when we returned to the limo. Wren flashed me an uncharacteristically bashful look.


      “I know it’s last-minute,” she whispered, “but do you mind if I spend the night at your house? I was going to stay with Scarlett, but… you know.” She glanced at Mitch. “Since I’m with you, I thought…” She shrugged apologetically. “I know I should’ve asked you earlier, but… I forgot.”


      I chuckled. “No problem.”


      The limo driver dropped Scarlett and Mitch at his apartment. Wren and I got out with them and said goodnight. Mitch and I shook hands and exchanged pleasantries. Scarlett kissed my cheek and smiled a knowing smile.


      Mitch lived about twenty minutes from my house, so Wren and I relaxed for the ride home. I put my arm around her, but she turned and straddled my lap instead. I rested my hands on her firm thighs as she toyed with my tie. She smiled and straightened it. When she finally looked at me, her hazel eyes were full of conflicting emotions.


      I started to say something, but fell silent instead.


      She did the same. Then her lips parted as she moved closer.


      I lifted my chin and drew her in. Her lips were soft at first, but she quickly cupped my face and kissed harder, her tongue seeking mine. Our breathing grew heavy as our kisses deepened. She pressed against me, her body firm through her dress.


      She pulled back long enough to tilt her head and kiss my neck as her hands scrabbled for my tie. She tugged it loose and reached for my top button. Her kisses trailed down my neck toward my throat, and then up the other side.


      I grunted when she kissed the hollow behind my jaw. She moaned and kissed me again, her lips hot against my skin. I ran my hands up her sides, holding her as she continued teasing the spot behind my ear.


      She finally pulled back and looked at me, her eyes afire. Her lips found mine in a rush, her tongue insistent. I felt her tug her dress over her hips, so I cupped her ass. She ground her hips against me, her crotch seeking mine.


      The limo came to a stop and I looked around in a daze. Wren simply planted another line of kisses down my neck and around to my ear. I was tempted to let her continue—it felt incredibly good—but the driver would lose patience long before I was ready to leave. So I pushed Wren away, and she seemed to come to her senses.


      “Sorry,” she said. “I know we shouldn’t, but…”


      “I know,” I said. “It’s all right. I…” I cleared my throat and wiped saliva from my lips with a grin. “It was nice.”


      She smiled, her eyes twinkling in the dim light.


      The driver got out when he felt us move toward the door. He was waiting when we stepped out. As soon as he saw Wren, he opened the trunk and fetched her overnight bag. I fished in my pocket for a tip and pulled out my emergency fifty. It was more than I wanted to give him, but I didn’t want to fumble for a smaller bill. So I folded it into my palm and waited.


      The driver handed me the bag and I slipped him the tip, just like Susan had taught me. I actually managed to pull it off with a bit of finesse, and the driver nodded slightly, impressed. Then he caught a glimpse of the bill, and his professional expression slipped.


      “Thank you, sir,” he said.


      Wren gave me a funny look, but didn’t ask questions as I walked her toward the house. The driver waited until we were inside before he pulled away. I locked the front door and turned to Wren. She rushed into my arms. I dropped her bag in surprise as she practically climbed my chest and wrapped her legs around my waist. She showered me with kisses, insistent, eager, hungry.


      I staggered and managed to pin her against the wall. She cupped my face and raised her chin as I kissed her neck. Her skin was soft and smooth, hot to the touch and musky with desire. My kisses trailed lower, down her chest. Her soft breasts heaved with her panting. I cupped them and squeezed gently, my lips seeking hers again.


      What am I doing? I thought with alarm. I pulled back and tried to compose myself.


      “I’m so sorry,” Wren said.


      “It’s my fault.”


      “No, it’s my fault. I’ve been teasing you all night. I’m so sorry.”


      The strap of her dress had fallen down, and I reached up to fix it. Her eyes met mine. The entire night came back in a rush, all the teasing, all the flirting, and more. I started to lift the strap.


      “Don’t,” she said.


      I held her eyes. “This is going to be complicated,” I said at last.


      “I don’t care.” She looked at her dress strap and then moistened her lips.


      Time stood still.


      I released my breath and yanked the strap down, exposing her breast. She ran her fingers through my hair as I sucked her nipple. I switched sides and bared her other breast. She gasped when I nibbled, but she pulled me closer.


      She was panting with desire when I raised my lips and sought hers. She tugged off the straps and held my face again, her mouth as hungry as mine.


      I carried her to my bedroom and kicked off my shoes without even untying them. She grabbed my tie and it flew with a hiss of silk. Her fingers worked at my buttons, and she kissed my bare chest, her lips hot and soft against my skin. I cupped her ass and squeezed, my fingers digging into her crack.


      We tumbled to the bed. I shucked my jacket and shirt in one maneuver. She skinned the dress over her hips. Then she kicked it across the room as I reached for my belt.


      “I’ll do it,” she said. The zipper hissed as she lowered it. She tugged my pants and boxers down, and my erection sprang into view.


      She engulfed my dick, her lips smooth and supple. I threw my head back and grunted with pleasure as she swallowed half my length.


      When I finally came to my senses, I pushed her back. Her nipples were hard, and she grinned as I reached for her panties. I tugged them over her legs and then kicked my pants away.


      I picked her up and tossed her toward the head of the bed. She yelped with surprise, but grew quiet when I climbed between her legs and bent to kiss her taut belly. She quivered at my touch, her breasts heaving as I planted a line of kisses between them. My lips met hers, and she pulled me down.


      “Oh, God,” she panted when we finally separated. “I want you so bad.”


      I kissed her again.


      She whimpered when I pulled away. I merely grinned and then lowered my lips to her nipples. I could’ve spent days enjoying her breasts, but I eventually moved lower. I ran my tongue around her navel, teasing until she cried out. She ran her fingers through my hair when I finally settled between her legs.


      Her labia were plump and dark, fringed with hair. I almost laughed to myself—it had been a while since I’d gone down on a woman with pubic hair. But the smell of her desire hit me, and I didn’t care. I spread her open and teased her with my tongue.


      She whimpered as I began licking in earnest. I circled her clit at the top of each lick, and ran my tongue between the folds of her inner and outer lips. The tang of her arousal filled my senses.


      “Oh, God,” she gasped. “Yes!”


      I licked her again, and flicked my tongue against the hooded pink pearl at the top of her slit. Then I pursed my lips and sucked gently. Her pubic hair tickled my nose, but she ran her fingers through my hair and lifted her hips. She was more assertive than Kendall, and—


      I felt a wash of guilt at the thought of Kendall. Wren bucked her hips again, but I pulled back. I could taste her on my lips, feel her on my cheeks. My dick was so hard that it hurt, and my balls were ready to burst. But what about Kendall? I sighed in frustration.


      I can’t do this.


      Another part of me said, Why the fuck not?


      The big head slowly wrested control from the little one. I wanted Wren more than anything in the world. She wanted me, but I couldn’t do it.


      What had Trip said? Sometimes the right thing to do is also the hardest?


      What does he know? the little head said. Fuck her!


      No.


      The one word was all it took, and I had control again. Unfortunately, I also had a problem. I climbed to all fours and held myself over her. She reached between us, and her fingers found my cock. She squeezed, and I felt a moment of vertigo as pleasure and guilt fought within me.


      “God, you’re big,” she said, stroking my shaft as she pulled me toward her opening.


      I tried to pull away, but she held me. “Wren,” I said at last, “I’m sorry.”


      Her expression changed.


      “I… I can’t.”


      “What? Are you worried about condoms?”


      “It… it’s not that.”


      “I have some in my purse, but you don’t need them. It’s not that time of the month.” She didn’t understand—wouldn’t understand.


      “Wren… I… I can’t.” I pulled away and sat back on my haunches. My dick hadn’t gotten the message. It was still hard, painfully so. “I’m sorry.”


      “What do you mean, you’re sorry?”


      “Wren, we can’t do this. I can’t do this.”


      “What do you mean? I thought you wanted to.”


      “I do want to,” I said. “That’s the problem.” I paused and clenched my fists in frustration. “What are we supposed to do, Wren? Is this a one-night stand? Or do we keep doing it, sneaking around when we’re back at school? Am I supposed to break up with Kendall? You said you wouldn’t want me if I did that.” I snorted in contempt, mostly at myself. “I wouldn’t want me if I did that.”


      “But I thought…”


      “I’m sorry, Wren. I like you—a lot—but I can’t do this. Not now, not like this. I want to, but…” I shook my head in frustration.


      “You’re serious? You mean you’re really going to stop? Now?”


      “I’m sorry,” I said.


      “Get out.”


      “Wren, please, you’ve got to understand.”


      “Get… out,” she said.


      “I…”


      “Get. Out.”


      I stood and walked to the door. I turned to say something else, but she threw a pillow at me.


      “Get out!” she shrieked.


      I closed the door and sagged to the floor. Tears of frustration and disappointment sprang to my eyes, but I refused to cry.


      Wren didn’t have the same luxury, and the sound of her sobbing broke my heart.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      I lay on the couch and stared at the ceiling for a long time. I wanted to curse Kendall, for ignoring me except when she wanted sex. I wanted to curse Wren, for being so damned sexy that I couldn’t resist. I even wanted to curse Trip, for his stupid remark about doing the right thing. I wanted to curse everyone but myself.


      Unfortunately, I was feeling especially honest, so I laid the blame where it belonged. I hated myself for getting into the situation in the first place. I shouldn’t have drunk so much. I shouldn’t have flirted so much. I shouldn’t have kissed her. I shouldn’t have taken her to bed.


      I laughed harshly. The night had been a long series of bad decisions, all of them mine.


      I don’t know how long I’d been lying there when I heard my bedroom door open. Wren staggered to the bathroom, and I heard her retching. I vaulted the back of the couch in a single leap. The blanket fluttered to the floor behind me as I ran to the bathroom.


      Wren gripped the toilet as she threw up. I knelt beside her and held her hair out of her face. I had to choke back my own gorge when the smell hit me, but I didn’t pull away. I simply held her as she emptied her stomach. When she finally spit the last of it, I cleaned her face with toilet paper.


      She looked at me with red, puffy eyes. Her hair was plastered to her clammy skin. She looked awful, and she collapsed in my arms.


      “I’m so sorry,” she mumbled.


      I shushed her and smoothed her hair.


      She began crying, her body shuddering with great sobs as she clung to me. I simply held her, our skin warm where it touched. We were both nude, but sex was the last thing on my mind.


      When her tears finally stopped, she snuffled miserably. I grabbed some toilet paper, and she blew her nose. She looked up and tried to smile, but her expression was full of misery.


      “I’m so sorry,” she said again.


      I tried to keep my voice cheerful, which struck me as absurd. “For what?”


      “For tonight. For getting drunk. For throwing up. For everything.” She snuffled. “I really screwed things up, didn’t I?”


      “No,” I whispered, my voice thick. “I shouldn’t have led you on like I did.”


      “I knew what I was doing,” she said, “and I wanted it. More than I realized.” She laughed harshly. “So, what do we do now?”


      “Well, I’m going to put you back to bed, and then I’m going to sleep on the couch.”


      She shook her head. She felt my question before I asked it. “I don’t want to be alone tonight,” she said. “Can we just sleep together? Without sex?”


      “Wren, I—”


      “Please?”


      I tried to speak, but I couldn’t find the words. So I kissed her forehead and pulled her closer. “All right.”


      We sat like that for a long time, and she cried softly as I held her. She wasn’t crying with frustration or despair—it was relief, and I could feel it in her body. I rocked her gently, crooning low, my presence more comforting than anything I could say.


      We stood a while later. She was shaky and weak, but I supported her easily. In my bedroom, our scattered clothes lay where we’d flung them. I rummaged in my dresser and came up with an old T-shirt and a pair of boxer shorts. I offered her the shirt, but she shook her head.


      She climbed into bed and made room for me to join her. I knew I should’ve put on the boxers, but I tossed them aside instead. She pressed herself against me when I settled next to her. I put my arm around her and stared at the ceiling.


      Her body felt warm and soft, and she rested her cheek on my shoulder. The little head made a final plea, but I silenced it with an act of will. Wren was quiet for a long time, but then I felt her draw breath to speak.


      “Do you think we’ll still be friends?”


      “After tonight,” I said, “I think we’ll always be friends.”


      “I hope so.”


      “Me too.”


      She took a ragged breath and then kissed my chest. I gently rubbed her back, and she fell asleep a few minutes later, exhausted.


      Unfortunately, I lay awake for a long time, thinking about how my life had become even more complicated.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      The sun was shining through the blinds when I woke up. Wren was still asleep beside me. She looked so peaceful that I didn’t want to disturb her. Unfortunately, I had my usual morning hard-on, and I had to go to the bathroom. I slid from under her arm and covered her with the sheet.


      I stood over the toilet until my penis grew soft enough to pee, and then felt dizzy at the sheer pleasure of emptying my bladder. When I was done, I turned on the shower and let the water warm up. I was in the middle of rinsing my hair when I heard Wren use the toilet. She joined me in the shower a moment later.


      “Um… good morning,” I said.


      She grimaced and ducked under the stream of hot water. She let it run over her for a long time, her dark hair slick against her skull. When she finally opened her eyes, she seemed more human.


      “I feel like I’ve been beaten,” she said. “Actually, I feel like I danced all night, almost had sex, puked my guts out, and cried myself to sleep.”


      “I guess that about sums it up,” I said. “Sorry about the last three.”


      “It’s not your fault. At least you were honest. Lots of guys would’ve had sex with me and then dumped me. I’ve never been dumped beforehand.”


      “You weren’t dumped.”


      “Then what would you call it? I’ve never had a guy say no before.”


      “It’s character-building.”


      She blinked at my dry tone.


      “For what it’s worth,” I continued, “you’re the first girl who ever said no to me.”


      “Casanova, huh?”


      “No, cocksure.”


      She reluctantly smiled.


      “Turn around,” I said after a moment. “I’ll wash your hair.” It was something I used to do for Gina, and it always made her feel better.


      Wren groaned in pleasure as my fingers dug into her scalp. After several minutes I began massaging her shoulders. I continued down her arms, improvising as I went. Then I massaged the small of her back and worked my way back up. By the time I returned to her shoulders, she was far more relaxed. And thoughtful.


      “What made you stop last night?” she asked.


      I blinked at the question. “Do you really want to know?”


      “I think so.”


      I’d thought of Kendall, but I didn’t want to tell her that.


      “It was Kendall, wasn’t it?”


      “Yeah, sorry. Your pubic hair tickled my nose.”


      She started to ask a question, but then remembered. “That’s right… Kendall shaves, doesn’t she?”


      “Yeah.”


      “Why did that bother you?”


      “It didn’t bother me. It was just… different.”


      “Weren’t you the guy with two girlfriends?”


      “Just one… now,” I said. “Besides, do you really want to be girlfriend number two?”


      “Sorry, no.”


      “I didn’t think so. So we’ll have to be just friends. That’s probably a good thing, ’cause I don’t have such a great track record with two girls at once.”


      “Maybe…,” she said, but then shook her head. “Never mind.”


      We finished our shower in thoughtful silence. I couldn’t keep from brushing against her in the close confines, so I was semi-hard by the time we turned off the water. Worse, I was going to have a serious case of blue balls the rest of the day. Still, I was trying to be a gentleman.


      “You know what’s the worst part about last night?” I said as we dried off.


      “What?”


      “I’ll never be able to tell Kendall.”


      Wren’s spirits had picked up after the quiet intimacy in the shower, and she actually laughed. “Poor Paul,” she said. “Such a nice guy, but no one will ever know.” To my surprise, she actually grew serious. “I will, though, and that means a lot.”


      “Thanks.”


      “But I wish you weren’t entirely nice, because I really need to get laid.”


      “Oh, I’m not entirely nice,” I said with a laugh. “You just haven’t found the right way to ask.”


      She stared in disbelief. “You’re going to drive me insane,” she said at last.


      “Don’t worry, the feeling’s mutual.”


      While I shaved, she stood in front of Erin’s sink and combed her hair. She was still in a thoughtful mood, but a glimmer of mischief lurked behind her eyes.


      She asked to borrow the shaving cream when I finished. Then she filled the sink basin with hot water and set one foot on the counter. She lathered her leg and shaved with long, smooth strokes. I tried not to watch, but she caught me looking when she changed legs.


      I thought she was done when she rinsed the sink, but she filled it again. Then she used a dollop of shaving cream to lather her bush. She was watching me out of the corner of her eye, so she saw my dick twitch as I grew hard again.


      “Should I shave completely?” she asked. “Do you think I’d look good?”


      I swallowed hard. Maybe she had found the right way to ask.


      “You’ll have to test it for me,” she continued. “To make sure it’s smooth enough.”


      “I’m sure you’ll do a good job,” I rasped. “I don’t need to test it.”


      Her eyes sparkled. “What fun would that be?”


      She began running the razor along the sides of her bush. She didn’t shave completely, but the strip of hair was barely an inch wide when she finished. She studied the results in the mirror.


      “What do you think?” she said.


      I managed to utter “Nice,” but that was the limit of my coherent response.


      She pulled a small bottle of baby oil from her makeup bag and spread some on her freshly shaved skin. All of a sudden, she straightened with an idea. “I know,” she said, “let me do you.” It was a complete charade, but I wasn’t about to call her on it.


      She grabbed the shaving cream and sank to her knees in front of me.


      “Do you shave just the base? Or your balls too?” she asked. “I couldn’t tell last night. Besides, I had other things on my mind.” She examined me. Without even asking, she spread shaving cream around the base of my dick. “Relax,” she said. “I’ve done this before.”


      “When?”


      “I dated swimmers, remember?” She began shaving me with short, gentle strokes. She matter-of-factly held my dick out of the way, her fingers light on my shaft.


      I stared down my torso, completely enthralled. She quickly finished one side, and shifted her grip to the other.


      “Do you want me to do your balls too?” she asked. “I think you might accidentally shoot your wad, but I’m willing to take that risk.” She smiled sweetly. “In the name of personal hygiene, of course.”


      “Personal hygiene, huh?”


      “So you want me to do it?”


      “Yes. No!”


      “Which?” she said, razor poised.


      “No,” I finally blurted.


      “Suit yourself.” She used her towel to clean the leftover shaving cream. Then she poured some baby oil into her palm.


      I knew what she was going to do, but I couldn’t stop her. I couldn’t move. My balls felt ready to explode, and my dick was so hard that it hurt. A lot.


      She used too much oil, on purpose. Her hands were still slippery when she finished coating the base of my cock, so she covered the rest of it. Her breasts swayed as she began stroking me, slowly at first, but faster when I didn’t object.


      I gripped the counter and tried to steady myself. After a night of expectations and a morning without jerking off, I didn’t know how long I’d last.


      Her oily fingers glided over my shaft, and she murmured encouragement. My glans swelled and then turned red from the pressure.


      “Come on my tits,” she said softly, her eyes aglow.


      I came with an explosive grunt. An electric current lashed my body, and I closed my eyes against the intensity. When I finally opened them again, I was panting.


      “Oh… my… God,” Wren said. She was staring at her breasts—her tan skin was covered with pearly drops of semen. The tip of my dick was still oozing, and her hand was covered. She even had some in her hair.


      “Are you okay?” I finally asked.


      “Is it always like this? Or just because you didn’t come last night?”


      I swallowed to clear my cottony mouth. Then I looked at her. “That’s pretty much normal, I guess.”


      “This much? Every time?”


      “Except when I have sex a lot. Then it’s less.”


      “Define ‘a lot.’”


      I shrugged. “Six or seven times a day.”


      “Six or seven…? You weren’t kidding when you made that crack about Rosy saying hello twice.”


      “No. I really did jerk off twice.”


      “Now I believe it.” She shook her head in wonder. “This wasn’t just because you had so much pressure?”


      “No. It was more intense, but I don’t think I shot any more than usual.” I shrugged. It felt weird to be talking so matter-of-factly about my orgasm. “Still,” I continued, “it’s hard to tell. I mean, I don’t usually measure.”


      She laughed and shook her head again. “No wonder Kendall likes you to come on her face. She’d drown if you came in her mouth.”


      “Nah. She swallows.”


      “She’d have to!” Wren stood and examined herself in the mirror. Maybe I had come more than usual, but it was hard to tell. “I’m going to have to take another shower,” she said. “And you’re coming with me.”


      Once in the shower, she rinsed off and then shampooed her hair to get the semen out. When she rinsed, she turned and looked at me with intense eyes.


      “You owe me,” she said.


      “For what?”


      Instead of answering, she pressed herself against me and kissed me, hard. Her breasts pressed into my chest, her nipples stiff with arousal. My body responded automatically, even though my mind was still reeling.


      She turned around and pressed against me, her ass cradling my still-limp dick. My hands found her breasts and twisted her nipples. She gasped with pleasure, but pushed one hand toward her pussy. I didn’t even bother teasing her—she was already hot and wet, and my finger slid into her with ease.


      I bent and kissed her neck, but focused on her pussy as my finger moved within her. She cried out and reached up to steady herself on my neck. Her fingers dug in, but I ignored the pressure, since I could already feel the first tremors of her orgasm.


      I began circling her clit, my fingers in overdrive. She urged me on with a steady stream of cries. I twisted and tugged her nipple, her hand covering mine as she held on for dear life.


      When I felt the contractions in her pussy, I sank my finger into her slippery channel. I crooked the tip and tried to press her G-spot. The angle was wrong, but it still sent her over the edge, and she cried out as her body went rigid.


      The shower finally ran cold as we were catching our breath. Wren reached between her legs and gingerly pulled my finger from within her. Then she stretched across the shower to turn it off. When she straightened, she sagged against me.


      “Thanks,” she said. “I needed that.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      We went to one of her father’s restaurants for brunch. We were both starving, so we hardly talked as we ate. When the waiter finally cleared our plates, Wren sagged against me and sighed in content.


      “That was the best, worst birthday of my life,” she said. She felt me tense to ask a question, and waved it away. “It was the worst because… well… you know,” she said. “We don’t need to relive it.”


      “No kidding.”


      “And it was the best because… well… you know that, too.”


      “So which was it?” I asked.


      She paused. “The best, probably.”


      “Even though we didn’t… you know?”


      “Maybe because we didn’t. Anticipation makes it better. You know?” She turned and gazed up at me. “I haven’t come like that in a long time.”


      “Me neither,” I admitted, and we lapsed into a comfortable silence.


      “Do you want to hang out at my house?” she said at last. “My dad’s at work, and my mom goes to the spa on Sundays, so we’ll have the house to ourselves. We could go swimming or something. Maybe lay out. What time do you have to be back?”


      “Sunset.”


      “What time is that?”


      I called up a memory of the weather report. “18:29 in Franklin.”


      “In English, please?”


      “Six thirty,” I said. “The flight’s about ninety minutes, but I need some extra time, just to be safe. So… about two hours.”


      “You need to leave by four thirty?”


      I shook my head. “Franklin’s an hour behind Atlanta, so that’s five thirty local.” We looked at our watches.


      “That still gives us a couple of hours,” she said.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Wren’s house was empty and quiet when we arrived. We set our things on the kitchen table and headed for the patio. The yard was smaller than I thought it’d be, but it had a privacy fence so the neighbors couldn’t see in.


      “I hope it’s cool if I don’t wear a suit,” Wren said. “I’m practically a nudist.”


      I chuckled.


      “What’s so funny?”


      “I am a nudist,” I said. She thought I was mocking her. “I’m serious,” I continued. “My family’s at a nudist camp right now. I’d be there myself if I didn’t have to work.” I shrugged. “Why do you think no one’s ever home when we spend the night at my house?”


      “I knew they were on vacation, but… a nudist camp?”


      “Yep.”


      “I always wondered why you didn’t have tan lines,” she said. “Now I know.” She laughed. “No wonder you don’t react the way most guys do.”


      “How’s that?”


      “Most guys go nuts over a naked woman, but you’re so cool. It’s a little unnerving.”


      I laughed.


      “It is,” she insisted. She shook her head. “God, you really are Mysterious.”


      “And you really are Beautiful.”


      We shed our clothes and dived into the pool. It was bigger than Trip’s, with an irregular shape at the deep end. A waterfall cascaded over some large rocks and then into the pool itself. The waterfall was part of the return system, and made the pool seem more natural.


      We swam for a while, and I got my biggest surprise of the afternoon: Wren was a much better swimmer. Kendall and Gina had never been strong swimmers, so I could easily outpace them. Mom and Erin were good in the water, but I was still faster. Wren left me in her wake. Easily.


      I probably shouldn’t have been surprised—she’d been a competitive swimmer, after all—but I’m ashamed to say that I simply didn’t expect her to be so good. I didn’t like to admit that I might be sexist, but the evidence was hard to deny. With a dark chuckle, I realized that I’d have to revise my thinking before I embarrassed myself.


      “What’s the matter?” Wren asked, breaking my train of thought.


      “You’d laugh if I told you.”


      She swam toward me and easily coasted into my arms. Her body was sleek and lithe, muscular but soft. I gave her a practiced leer.


      “Too late,” she said. “You had your chance.”


      I raised an eyebrow.


      “Sorry, the eyebrow thing won’t work, no matter how cute I think it is.” She yawned theatrically. “I got my rocks off. I don’t need you anymore.”


      We burst into laughter, and she kissed me playfully. Then she pushed off and swam away. I didn’t have a hope of keeping up, so I followed at a more sedate pace. She climbed out of the pool, her tanned body slick with water as she stood above me. I joined her a moment later, the concrete warm under my feet.


      We hauled a pair of chaise lounges to the edge of the pool and placed them side by side, facing each other. Then we stretched out to dry in the sun.


      “What’s it like at a nudist camp?” she asked after a while.


      I told her about it, and tried not to laugh when she had the usual misconceptions.


      “So it’s not sex all the time?” she said.


      I shook my head, which was a little white lie.


      “And the guys aren’t all bodybuilders with big dicks?” She gestured at me for emphasis.


      I laughed. “Um… no.”


      “Still,” she said, “it sounds like fun.”


      “You’ll have to come with me sometime.”


      “What will Kendall say?”


      I chuckled, but without much humor.


      “Don’t take this the wrong way,” Wren said, “but your relationship can’t be all that good.”


      “What makes you say that?”


      “You’re a nice guy,” she said, “so you wouldn’t be fooling around with me if things were good between you and Kendall.”


      But you don’t know that I’m a swinger, I thought. And that I want to have a threesome with you and Kendall. But still, you’ve got a point.


      “What I mean is, most guys don’t go looking somewhere else if they’re getting what they want at home.” To my surprise, she snorted derisively.


      “What?”


      “Nothing,” she said. “Back to you and Kendall. Do you know what the problem is?”


      I shrugged. “Yes and no. We just don’t seem to… connect… anymore.”


      “Sex?”


      “Uh-uh. Believe it or not, that’s great. Never better, actually. Just not enough.” I explained about Kendall’s studying and my work. “But when we get together, it’s wild. I mean, really wild sometimes.”


      “I’ll bet,” she said under her breath.


      “It’s not the sex,” I continued as though I hadn’t heard her. “It’s everything else. For instance, we talked every night last week, but I couldn’t tell you a single thing she said. I just don’t care.” I shrugged in frustration, but continued. “I remember everything you said the last time we were together, but I can’t remember what Kendall said two days ago. How’s that for screwed up? It’s like she has her own life, and I have mine. We only get together when we’re horny.”


      “That is screwed up.”


      I shrugged. “Yes and no,” I said. “But I do feel guilty sometimes. I mean, just sitting here with you feels more like cheating than everything we did last night.”


      She tilted her head with an unspoken question.


      “We’re connecting,” I said. “I know it sounds like some New Age crap, but it’s true. I actually care about this conversation. And you care about me and my life. It’s not like that with Kendall. I mean, sometimes it seems like Gina cares more than Kendall.”


      “Gina? You still talk to her?”


      “Yeah. She’s… she’s like my best friend. We write each other all the time. At least once a week. She sends me these three- and four-page letters, telling me about her life. I don’t get squat from Kendall, unless she wants sex. I know this is gonna sound crazy, especially from a guy, but I’m a little tired of being a sex object.”


      Wren laughed, but then grew silent when she realized I was serious. “Have you talked to her about it?”


      “I tried. I thought it worked, too, but it didn’t. When I asked her to spend the week with me, she made up a hundred excuses. And I wanted to spend this weekend with her, but she’s off with her family, visiting some sick aunt in the hospital.”


      “You can’t really blame her for that,” Wren said.


      “Well, no,” I admitted, “but still. She could’ve invited me with her or something. Her family has this big RV, so it’s not like they don’t have room.”


      “Maybe her parents…?”


      I shook my head. “They know we’re sleeping together.”


      “There’s a difference between knowing something and having it happen under your nose,” Wren said.


      “Yeah, okay. We could’ve slept in different beds, though. But she didn’t even invite me, so it’s a moot point.”


      “I see what you mean.” She paused to consider. “Do you think it’ll get any better when we’re back at school?”


      “I hope so. We’ll have more time together, that’s for sure.”


      She nodded. “I wish I could tell you how to fix it, but…” She laughed. “Listen to me.”


      “What?”


      “Last night I wanted to have sex with you, but now I’m trying to fix things with your girlfriend. What’s wrong with me?”


      “Nothing,” I said softly.


      She looked at me, her eyes searching.


      I shrugged. “You’re a good friend. That’s why we’re sitting here in the buff, talking about life.”


      She snorted softly. “When we first started talking to you, Christy told me you were the coolest guy she’d ever met. I thought she was crazy. That’s why I flirted with you so much—I was trying to prove a point. You were just a guy, I said. But maybe she was right after all.”


      “I am just a guy,” I said, my voice soft.


      “You’re not like any guy I’ve ever met.”


      I shrugged. “Get to know me better. I’m selfish and insecure. Immature, sometimes.” I laughed ruefully. “I worry about things too much. I’m a bit slow on the uptake. And I tend to think with my dick.” I shook my head. “No. Get to know me. You’ll see that I’m not so special after all.”


      “I think you are.”


      I barked a laugh. “You just want to have sex with me. You’ll say anything.”


      Tears filled her eyes and she turned wistful. “No.” She wiped her cheeks and forced a smile. “You had your shot with me. It wasn’t that good.”


      “That’s not what you said this morning.”


      We shared a laugh, but it was sad, too.


      “C’mon,” I said, “let’s go for a swim. Things got heavy all of a sudden.”


      “Too heavy.”


      We swam for a while, which cheered her up. I watched her dart through the water, graceful and confident, playful, completely at ease. When she finally pinned me against the wall in the shallow end, she seemed like a different person.


      “So, what are the rules?” she said.


      I tried not to look as puzzled as I felt.


      It didn’t work. She said, “We can’t have sex, obviously, but what else is off-limits?”


      I thought about it for a moment. “Well… sex,” I said at last. “You know, regular, oral, anal.”


      “I’d have to be really drunk before I’d want sex back there.”


      “You mean like last night?” I teased.


      She grimaced. “You’re too big anyway. No way I’m letting you anywhere near my butt with that thing.” We shared a grin. “So what else is off-limits?” she asked. “Kissing? Touching?”


      I should’ve said yes, but I didn’t want to. Besides, we’d already done more. I wanted to do everything, but that would definitely be cheating. Still, as long as we didn’t have sex…


      “I guess kissing would be all right,” I said at last.


      Her eyes flashed and she pressed her lips against mine. I pulled her close, and her slick breasts flattened against my chest. Her nipples were stiff from more than the water. She touched my cheek with her hand and looked into my eyes. Then she smiled, and her eyelids drooped for another kiss.


      We were panting when she finally pulled back. With a grin, she wiggled her hips. My hard-on was trapped between us, and I began to worry.


      She patted the coping. “Sit here.”


      I hoisted myself up, and felt the warmth of the concrete seep into my legs.


      She made a show of wrapping her fingers around my cock. “You really do have a beautiful dick,” she said. She began stroking, her fingers tight around my girth. “I probably shouldn’t tell you this, but Christy is totally in love with it.”


      “With my dick?”


      She nodded.


      “She has a secret sketchbook,” she continued. “I’m the only one who’s seen it.” She stroked gently, her eyes glued to my manhood. She was enjoying the show as much as the story.


      “She has this thing about guys’ dicks,” she continued. “She really likes ’em. More than I do, actually. She draws them all the time.”


      I felt my eyes widen, but I didn’t interrupt.


      “She has her first boyfriend in there. She has other guys, too, although she won’t tell me who some of them are.” Wren looked up and met my eyes. “And she has you, of course.”


      My voice was casual, but my question was anything but. “Oh?”


      Wren nodded. “She said you got a hard-on the first day you modeled. She came back to the dorm after class and immediately started drawing you. I was practically drooling when I saw it. Your dick, I mean.” She laughed. “Christy was so horny afterward. We… um… we did it right there on her bed. Usually, I start things, but that time she practically attacked me.”


      My dick grew even harder, and Wren smiled as she felt it. She continued stroking me, her pace deliberate.


      “I wouldn’t even tell you this, except…” She gestured at my dick without looking up. “I think we’re beyond the point of ‘just friends.’ You know?”


      “Yeah,” I rasped.


      “Anyway, Christy has pictures of Simon in her book, of course. He’s just average. Not bad looking, but not great, either. And not nearly as big as you.”


      I smiled a secret smile—Simon was Christy’s fiancé, and Wren didn’t like him. I’d never met him, but I wasn’t very impressed by what I’d heard.


      “I counted pictures one day,” Wren continued, “while Christy was in class. Simon has three. Do you know how many you have?”


      I tried to sound casual: “How many?”


      “Fourteen.”


      My eyes flew wide.


      “Yeah. That’s more than any other guy, except one. He’s one of the ones Christy won’t tell me about.”


      “And they’re just pictures of dicks?” I said.


      Wren shrugged. “Mostly. Some are pictures of whole guys, but they’re always nude. I thought it was weird at first, especially since we were… you know.”


      “Lovers,” I said.


      “Yeah, that.” She looked up, her eyes round with worry. “You know I’m not a lesbian, right? Yeah, Christy and I fool around, but that’s just for fun. I mean, I like guys.”


      “I know.” I glanced at my dick, pointedly, and she laughed.


      “My mom worries about me. It’s why she wants me to have a boyfriend. Just because she’s… um… I mean, never mind.”


      I wondered what she’d been about to say, but she plowed ahead.


      “But when Christy and I started fooling around, I thought she was girl-only. I knew girls like that on the swim team. You know? So I thought it was weird that she had a sketchbook full of guys’ dicks.


      “But then I got to know her better, and realized that she’s seriously into guys. She has fun with me, but I think it’s more like stress relief.” She shrugged. “The same as me. I mean, Christy’s my best friend, but I can’t imagine life without a guy.”


      Thank God, I said silently. Her fingers were starting to work their magic.


      “Anyway, I think she’s obsessed or something. With you, especially. But I gotta admit, she does have nice taste in men.” She shook her head in amazement. “You really have a gorgeous dick.” She looked up. “Will you come on my tits again?”


      “Sure.” Who was I to refuse?


      She nodded and returned to her story. “I don’t know why I told you all that.” She looked up. “Um… keep the sketchbook to yourself. Okay?”


      “Okay.”


      “Thanks.” She chuckled ironically. “Now I know what you mean about not being able to tell Kendall. Just like I can’t tell Christy about today. She’d be jealous, I think, even though she doesn’t think of you that way. Weird, though, that she’d spend so much time drawing a guy who’s ‘just a friend.’” She paused and studied my manhood.


      “In real life, you’re bigger than she draws you,” she said. “And she doesn’t quite get the head right. Maybe it’s ’cause she’s only seen you hard that one time.” She laughed. “She definitely doesn’t know how much you shoot.” She paused and studied a drop of pre-come. “Is it really that much every time?”


      “Keep stroking and you’ll see,” I said. It was cheesy, but true.


      She moved closer and aimed my dick at her chest. Then she increased her pace.


      “Get ready,” I said, my voice tight from holding back.


      She cried out when I splashed her right breast with a jet of semen. She covered her left breast with the next spurt, and then aimed the last two at her cleavage. When I finally stopped gushing, she used my dick to spread the white liquid over her nipples.


      “Wow,” she said at last. “You weren’t kidding.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Wren followed me when I returned my dad’s Corvette to the house. Then she drove me to the airport. We were running late, but neither of us wanted to say goodbye.


      She walked with me as I preflighted the plane, so I showed her what I was doing with each check. Unfortunately, I was running out of daylight.


      As I turned to say goodbye, she stepped into my arms and gave me a sound kiss. She smiled when she pulled back.


      “Thank you for my bracelet,” she said. “And thank you for the best birthday of my life.” She stepped back a half-pace, a spark of mischief in her eye. Then she giggled and lifted her shirt. “My tits thank you too.”


      I’d seen them less than an hour before, but I still paused to admire her. She lowered her shirt, and I gazed into her laughing hazel eyes.


      “Thanks for everything,” she said with another hug.


      “You’re welcome. I got the better end of the bargain, though.”


      “You bet you did!” She made a move for her shirt. “You wanna see ’em again?”


      I laughed. “Sure.”


      She flashed me.


      I laughed again and pulled her into my arms. Her nipples stiffened under the thin fabric. We kissed again, friendly and warm and lingering. When we separated, I glanced at my watch and silently hoped for a tailwind.


      “I know,” she said. “You need to go.”


      “Yeah, sorry.”


      She stood on tiptoe and kissed me again. “Call me when you get home. Okay?”


      I nodded. She stepped back and I climbed into the plane. It was all I could do not to hurry through the engine start checklist. I knew it by heart, but I told myself to slow down.


      Wren watched as I put on my headset and checked the weather update. Then I talked to Ground Control and got taxi clearance. I waved to her one last time, but then I had to concentrate on taxi and takeoff.


      Wren was still standing in front of the FBO when I lifted off. I waggled the wings, and she flashed me in reply.


      I think I grinned all the way home.


      ✧ ✧ ✧
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        ◄ ►

        CHAPTER 6

      


      Monday began bright and early, as usual, but it was a big day for us—we had the first of our final inspections by the local code inspector. We’d had periodic inspections as the renovations progressed, but these were the big ones.


      Trip and I dressed in slacks and button-down shirts—casual, but far more dressy than our usual work clothes. He was nervous at breakfast, but I wasn’t particularly worried. Then again, ignorance is bliss.


      We parked in front of the Craftsman houses and waited for the rest of the men to arrive. All three crews were scheduled to work at the site, cleaning up and working on the final punch lists.


      Another car pulled up as Trip and I were talking with Blackie and Mike. I thought the inspector had arrived early, but Trip’s eyes widened when he saw who it was. I started to ask, but then turned to see for myself.


      “Holy shit,” I said under my breath.


      “Friend of yours?” Blackie said.


      “Something like that,” Trip said.


      I merely set my jaw.


      Professor Joska walked toward us. “Good morning, Mr. Hughes, Mr. Whitman, gentlemen.”


      What the hell is he doing here? I thought. No one could turn me into a quivering wreck faster than Professor Laszlo Joska and his “You’ll have to do better, Mr. Hughes.” I didn’t need to fall apart, especially in front of the crew.


      “Good morning, Professor,” Trip said.


      I managed something intelligible, but only just.


      Trip had the composure to introduce Blackie and Mike. They’d seen his seal and signature on the drawings, so they knew who he was, but they definitely didn’t know his history with me.


      “I understand you have your final inspections today,” Joska said.


      How the hell does he know that?


      “I hope you don’t mind if I join you. I’d like to see your work.”


      Blackie and Mike gave each other an amused look.


      I actually bristled when I saw it. Joska could be punctilious and stiff, and he had an odd accent, but he deserved more respect than that.


      “Not at all, sir,” Trip said smoothly. “We’re just about to do our own inspection and create a final punch list. Right, Blackie?”


      “Um, right.”


      The crews were already working, so the five of us entered the first house amidst the clamor of men cleaning, sweeping, and hauling debris to the dumpster.


      We started slowly, mostly because I kept looking over my shoulder to see Joska’s reactions. Blackie had to point out a couple of obvious problems in the first part of the house, and I silently cursed myself for not paying attention. By the time we reached the kitchen, I was completely flustered, and I’d missed three more things.


      Focus, I told myself. You designed these houses, and you worked on them with your own hands. You know what you’re doing.


      Then act like it!


      Trip gave me a quizzical look, which I ignored as I took the plans from him. Blackie and Mike grinned at my sudden concentration, but then frowned as I pointed out several problems. They were small problems, but I wanted them fixed. Blackie made a note on his pad.


      I went through the rest of the house with the four of them in tow. By the time we finished, Blackie had a page and a half of fixes. All of them were minor, but I was too fired up to let any of them slide.


      The second house went the same way. Trip, Blackie, and Mike exchanged a few looks, but I was in my own world. I wanted the real houses to match the ones in my head, and I didn’t even have to look at the plans to find the problems. Blackie made notes as I pointed them out. Professor Joska was as inscrutable as ever, though I knew he was passing judgment on me. I was still too focused to care.


      When I finally looked at my watch, I did a double take. I thought we’d spent about an hour on both houses. In reality, we’d been working for four hours, and it was almost lunchtime.


      “Why don’t we go through the list over lunch?” Trip suggested.


      Blackie and Mike nodded.


      “Would you like to join us, Professor?” Trip asked.


      “Oh, absolutely. If Mr. Hughes doesn’t mind.”


      I shook my head, but it was surly. Why does he make me crazy?


      We went to lunch at a nearby restaurant, a barbecue place with good ribs, although I didn’t pay attention to my food. I scrutinized Joska’s face for any sign of disapproval, but he merely listened as we went over the list. Blackie and Trip nixed some of my changes, mostly due to time and money. I wanted to argue, but I knew they were right.


      “How long do you think it’ll take to complete everything?” Trip finally asked.


      Blackie considered. “End of the day for most,” he said at last. “Then a couple of hours tomorrow.” He looked to Mike.


      “’Bout that,” Mike said.


      “Do you have anything to add, Professor?” Trip said.


      “No. I believe you and Mr. Hughes have things well in hand. I’ll be happy to stay for the formal inspection, if you’d like the weight of my professional presence.”


      “Thank you, sir,” Trip said. “We’d appreciate that.”


      Even I couldn’t argue with that. Professor Joska was the architect of record for the renovation plans. I knew them forward and backward, but I didn’t have the professional credentials, so my opinion didn’t amount to much. Not officially, at least.


      The inspector arrived shortly after we returned from the restaurant. We shook hands all around—he’d met us before, during the initial inspections—and introduced Professor Joska.


      Another car pulled up and a man got out. “Excuse me,” he said, “I need to speak to”—he looked at his clipboard—“Mr. Whitman.”


      “Hi,” Trip said, his hand extended. “What can I do for you?”


      The man ignored Trip’s hand. “I’m Inspector Petrewski from the City Beer Board, and I need to speak to you about some irregularities with your application.”


      “Beer Board?” Trip said. “Irregularities? What application?”


      “I’m afraid you’re going to have to explain a few things, Mr. Whitman,” Petrewski said.


      “What things? I didn’t file an application with your office.”


      They argued for nearly five minutes. Trip tried to remain calm, but he was growing frustrated. I expected Blackie or Mike to step in, but they both held back.


      “Your application has been flagged,” Petrewski said at last, “and if I don’t get some answers pretty darned quick, construction will be suspended until you pay the proper fines.”


      Trip looked like he wanted to sputter. Instead, he took a deep breath. “If it’s simply a matter of… paying a fee…,” he grated, “I’ll be happy to… take care of it. Do I pay you, Inspector?”


      My eyes widened. Was this a shakedown? I wanted to punch the guy. How dare he?


      Petrewski shot me a nervous glance. “That’s not what I’m here for,” he said.


      “Perhaps I need to speak to your supervisor,” Trip said, barely under control.


      “He’ll tell you the same thing. Without Beer Board approval, construction will be suspended.”


      If we couldn’t finish construction, we couldn’t pass inspection. If we couldn’t pass inspection, we couldn’t sell the houses. If we couldn’t sell the houses, we couldn’t pay the mortgage. If we couldn’t pay the mortgage, the banks would foreclose. If the banks foreclosed…


      I clenched my fists in silent fury as two months of work flashed before my eyes. I tensed—I didn’t know what I was going to do, but it was going to be violent.


      Trip put a hand on my arm. “No! I’ll handle this,” he said. With an act of will, he calmed himself and turned back to Petrewski. “There must be some kind of mix-up,” he said. “These houses are zoned residential. I haven’t filed an application with your office. I don’t need a beer license—”


      “If you want to serve beer—”


      The last of Trip’s cool finally deserted him. “But I don’t want to serve beer!” he shouted. His rage turned cold. “Listen very carefully, Inspector Petrewski. I don’t want a beer license. I don’t need a beer license. I didn’t apply for a beer license. I’m not going to shut down construction because you show up and wave a bogus application at me. This is a screw up, plain and simple.”


      “No screw up, Mr. Whitman,” Petrewski said. “It’s all right here in black and white.”


      The men of the construction crew had gathered to watch, and Junior finally lost it. He burst into snickers, and the rest of the men quickly followed suit. Trip and I turned and stared at them. We looked at Blackie and Mike, who managed to look sheepish.


      Petrewski merely grinned, albeit nervously. I had a sudden memory of paternity papers and a porcelain doll collection. Sure enough, Big Jim was doubled over, his shoulders shaking with silent laughter.


      “You’re kidding me,” Trip said at last. “You’re fucking kidding me.”


      “’Fraid so,” Blackie said.


      Trip merely hung his head and breathed a long sigh. When he looked up again, he shook his head in disbelief and walked over to Big Jim. He extended his hand. “You got me, man.”


      The other men circled around, laughing and teasing Trip. Blackie and Mike went to join them, but I held back. I don’t know why, since I didn’t particularly want to talk to Professor Joska. He was as cold and ramrod straight as usual, but then he actually laughed.


      “That was a clever prank,” he told me. “I was completely taken in, although Mr. Whitman handled it well.”


      “Yeah, I guess. I’ve never seen him that upset, though.”


      “And what about you?”


      “I was ready to deck the guy,” I said.


      Joska looked at me for a long moment.


      I couldn’t read his expression, and that irked me nearly as much as the joke had.


      Finally, he nodded toward the houses. “B-.”


      “Excuse me?”


      “I give you a B- on the houses, Mr. Hughes. Good execution,” he continued, “although you had a very skilled construction crew. A few problems that made it through your earlier inspections, but you caught them in the end. Not good enough for the highest marks, but certainly a passing grade. So, B-.”


      “Um… thank you. Sir.”


      “You’ve learned quite a bit, Mr. Hughes. More than I thought you would, in fact. Still, you need to do better, and you know it.”


      “Yes, sir.”


      We stood in silence after that, and I couldn’t decide whether to jump for joy or curse his black heart.


      We went through the real inspection a little while later. Professor Joska followed, but didn’t say anything. I was nervous as hell, but I tried not to show it. I answered all of the inspector’s questions, and he seemed content. We finished late in the afternoon, but the inspector approved both houses.


      “Congratulations,” Joska said when the inspector left. “And thank you gentlemen for letting me impose. It was a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Barnes, Mr. Connelly.” He shook hands with Blackie and Mike. “You do excellent work.” He looked at us. “You too, Mr. Hughes, Mr. Whitman. I look forward to seeing you in class. Good day.”


      With a nod, he turned and left.


      I silently watched him go. I felt a little bewildered, but I also felt a tremendous sense of accomplishment.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Trip took the entire crew out for a beer after work. The official reason was to celebrate the inspections, but the real reason was to toast Big Jim for his prank. The men teased Trip mercilessly, and they weren’t much kinder to me.


      Trip bore the ribbing with good grace, so I tried to do the same. It was hard, very hard, especially when Junior put his arm around me—all chummy and smiling—and told everyone how I’d looked like a deer in the headlights. The men roared with laughter.


      “The guy was lucky I didn’t hit him,” I said, which made them laugh even harder.


      “We’d bail ya out, college kid,” Junior said.


      We celebrated with another round of beer, but then everyone had to go home to their families. They were still laughing as we left the bar.


      “Doesn’t that bother you?” I asked Trip as we drove home.


      “What?”


      “Them laughing at you.”


      “Nah. Why should it?”


      “They made us look like idiots,” I said.


      He shrugged. “So? You gotta admit, it was kinda funny, especially the look on Petrewski’s face when he thought you were gonna slug him.” He laughed. “Yeah, so we looked like idiots. Big deal.”


      “Aren’t you worried about your image?”


      “Absolutely,” Trip said. “But think about our ‘image’ if we got angry instead.” He scoffed. “We’d still look like idiots. But if we threw a tantrum, we’d look like immature idiots who couldn’t take a joke. So, which is worse?”


      “I dunno,” I grumbled.


      “If you can’t take a joke, you’re in the wrong business,” he said seriously. “Construction guys are notorious for this kind of stuff. Besides, it’s a good thing, especially for you.”


      “How?”


      “Dude, don’t you get it?”


      “Get what?”


      “You’re one of us now. One of them.”


      “How do you mean?” I said.


      “That stunt with Petrewski wasn’t about just me. You were part of the joke too.”


      “Yeah, I know.”


      “You really don’t get it, do you?” He knocked on my skull. “Hello? Anyone in there? Think about it, dude. If they didn’t care, why would they go to the trouble of setting us up like that?”


      “You mean they did it because they like us?”


      “Of course. Why else would they do it?”


      “To make us look like idiots. Especially in front of Joska.”


      “Is that what this is about? Joska?”


      “No,” I said, but Trip heard the lie.


      He chuckled. “Relax, dude. Joska’s a pretty smart guy. He knew what today was about.”


      “Oh, and what’s that?”


      “Gabba gabba hey.”


      I shot him a look like he’d gone out of his mind. He’d had a few beers, but I didn’t think he was that drunk.


      “It’s the Ramones, dude. We accept you, one of us.”


      “So you’re saying they accept me?”


      “Gabba gabba hey.”


      I tried to stay annoyed, but his smile was so goofy that I couldn’t keep a straight face. “You’re nuts,” I said at last.


      “Yeah, probably. But I’m right.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      The final inspection on the Colonial Revival was almost anticlimactic. I looked for Professor Joska, but he didn’t show up, which wasn’t really a surprise. The Revival house was a more straightforward renovation, with few architectural changes.


      Blackie, Trip, and I toured the house. We had Cyrus’s crew with us, since they’d done most of the work there, and the men started fixing things as soon as we had a preliminary punch list. I only managed to spot a dozen minor problems, so they were almost done by the time the inspector arrived.


      “No beer license today?” he said with a chuckle.


      Trip smiled. “Lord, I hope not.”


      The inspector found one problem that I’d missed, a code issue with the outlets in the kitchen. “But it’s a minor thing,” he said, “and the code change is pretty recent.”


      “We’ll have an electrician out here to fix it tomorrow morning,” Trip said, and Blackie nodded.


      “No problem,” the inspector said. “I’ll go ahead and sign off on the house.”


      I wondered at that, but he seemed to trust that Trip would make things right, so I kept my mouth shut. Still, I felt a wave of relief when he signed the final inspection certificate.


      “It’s always a pleasure, gentlemen,” he said as he shook hands with Blackie and Trip. “Y’all do good work. You too, Paul. Good job.”


      I shook his hand and tried not to bounce with boyish pride.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      “I’ve been thinking,” Trip said later that night.


      We were sitting in our open-air lounge, drinking and listening to the Ramones. (Trip thought I needed an education in punk rock, so he was treating me to something he called the “CBGB hit parade,” whatever that meant.)


      “Yeah?” I said.


      “After we close on the houses, we’ll have a couple of days before we head back to school.”


      “Yeah.”


      “Have you thought about what you want to do?”


      I shrugged. “Not really. Spend some time with Kendall, that’s for sure. Beyond that…” I shrugged again. “Why?” He made an elaborately nonchalant gesture, and I fought not to grin.


      “I dunno,” he said at last. “I thought you might go to the nudist camp or something.”


      I decided to tease him. “What would I do there?”


      “Whatever you normally do, I guess.”


      “Not much, really. Besides, I’ve already been there once this summer.”


      “I thought you might go again.”


      “Nah. Too boring.”


      “Oh. Okay. I just thought… you know.”


      I managed to keep a straight face for about three seconds.


      “What’s so funny?” Trip said.


      “You! Dude, relax. If you want to go to camp, just say so. You know you can ask me anything, right?”


      “Well, I just thought…”


      I laughed again. “I don’t get you sometimes,” I said, with a smile in my voice to take the sting out of my words. “You’re so confident when it comes to some things, like that beer inspector, but when it comes to others, you can’t even ask your best friend to go to a nudist camp with him. Jeez! Lighten up, man. You’re going to die of terminal modesty.”


      “I didn’t think you’d just say yes,” he grumbled.


      “Yes!”


      He eventually laughed, at himself as much as my over-the-top enthusiasm.


      “Yes!” I shouted again. “We can go to the nudist camp!”


      “Shhhh. You’ll wake the whole neighborhood.”


      I started to shout again, but then I looked around in chagrin. “Let me call Susan,” I said instead. “I’m sure she has room, but I want to let her know we’re coming. And to tell my folks. Do you mind if I ask Kendall to join us, O shy one?”


      He cracked a grin. “Do you think she’ll come?”


      “I’m sure she will, especially if you do that fuck-and-suck thing.”


      He turned crimson.


      I laughed again. “Let me get on the phone before it’s too late.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      “Absolutely,” Susan said when I talked to her. “We’d love to have you.” She paused. “Do you want to stay with me, or in a cabin by yourselves?”


      It would be nice to spend some time with her, but I really didn’t want to impose on her hospitality with the wild sex I had planned.


      “Probably a cabin,” I said at last.


      I could almost hear her smile. “I’ll tell Jeremiah.”


      We talked for a few more minutes, and she promised to tell my parents that we were coming. When I said goodbye and hung up, I dialed Kendall’s number.


      “Hi,” I said. “I have a surprise for you.”


      “Hi yourself,” she said.


      “Can you come to camp this weekend? Trip and I are going, and we can pick you up on the way. I’ve already talked to Susan, and we’ll have a cabin to ourselves. How’s that sound?”


      “Oh, Paul,” she said, “I’m so sorry.”


      My face fell.


      “Mom and I are driving up to see Aunt Arbutus this weekend.”


      “Hold on,” I said, momentarily distracted. “Aunt who?”


      “Arbutus. She was in the hospital. Remember? I told you—”


      “I remember,” I said. “I just didn’t know her name.” And what kind of name is “Arbutus?”


      Kendall read my silent confusion. “It’s a flower.”


      “Oh.”


      “Anyway, she’s home from the hospital, so we’re driving up to see her before I go back to school.”


      “Maybe you could cut your visit short?” I said. “And come to camp with us?”


      “Oh, Paul, I’m so sorry. I want to, but I can’t.”


      “Why not? You could drive up with your mom and then I’ll come get you and we could…” I heard her stop breathing when she realized I was talking about flying. I sighed. “Yeah, right,” I said into the silence. “Not gonna happen.”


      “I’m sorry, Paul. I want to, but we promised.”


      Yeah? But what about your promises to me? “I understand,” I said aloud. “No problem. I’ll see you at school.”


      “Wait, do you have to go?”


      “To camp?”


      “No. Do you have to get off the phone?”


      I shrugged.


      “I thought we could talk.”


      “Maybe some other time,” I said.


      “Oh… okay.”


      “Sorry.” I didn’t want to hurt her feelings, so I came up with an excuse. “Trip’s waiting for me outside, and he’s pretty excited. I don’t want to keep him waiting.”


      “I understand,” she said. “We’ll have time when we’re back at school.”


      “Yeah.”


      “All the time in the world.”


      “Yeah, I know,” I said.


      “I’m sorry, Paul. I really want to go, but…”


      “No problem.”


      “I love you,” she said.


      “I love you too.”


      We said goodbye and hung up.


      Trip’s grin faded when I returned. “Problems?”


      “No and yes,” I said. “No problem with going to camp. Susan has a cabin for us.”


      “Kendall, then?”


      “She’s going to see her Aunt Arbutus.”


      Trip fell silent.


      “Yeah,” I said heavily. I shrugged and tried to put things in a positive light. “I guess it’s just gonna be us bachelors.”


      “Sounds okay to me,” he said, with a smile more real than my own.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      We finished the last-minute work and site clean-up on Wednesday. I spent most of the day going over the houses top to bottom, doing a thorough inspection. Junior teased me about it, but Mike told him to can it. I found a few things I wasn’t happy with, but I fixed them myself. Mostly, I was being picky.


      We celebrated that evening with dinner for the men and their families at the nearby barbecue restaurant. Trip booked the entire restaurant, and I didn’t even want to imagine what it cost. He made a short speech and thanked everyone, and then handed out envelopes with the men’s bonuses, in cash.


      Blackie and the crew leaders received an extra bonus. I didn’t know exactly how much— Trip had set aside nearly a quarter of our total profits for bonuses alone—but Mike had mentioned a down payment on a new truck, so it was probably substantial.


      After Trip finished with the envelopes, Junior made a show of reaching for his wallet. I thought he was going to stuff his bonus into it, but he pulled money out instead. He stood and cleared his throat to get everyone’s attention. His date looked puzzled, but Big Jim silenced her with a headshake.


      “I ain’t much for speeches,” Junior said to the room, “so I’ll keep this short and sweet.” He held up a ten-dollar bill. “I made a bet with the college kid, and he won. No one can say I don’t pay my debts.” He chuckled and looked thoughtful. “If I’d known we were gonna get this much work out of him for ten bucks, I’d’ve made it twenty instead.”


      The men laughed, but they also nodded in agreement. Mike even slapped me on the back.


      “Anyway,” Junior continued, “I just wanna say I’m glad I was wrong.” He held out the ten dollars and I rose to take it. He sat down, and I stood there for a moment, a little bewildered by the men’s attention. Then Junior said, “Say something, college kid.”


      I looked around the room at the men’s faces, tan and lined from their time in the sun. I’d learned something from most of them, and gained their respect through hard work and determination. I felt my chest tighten with a swell of emotion.


      “Thanks, guys,” I said at last. I didn’t trust myself to say more, so I merely smiled.


      The men nodded in silent approval, even Junior.


      Gabba gabba hey.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      We didn’t have to get up early the next day, which felt strange. We had to be at the title attorney’s office by ten o’clock, so we went for a swim and then ate a leisurely breakfast with Darlene and the boys. She was still trying to fatten us up, and we obliged her by eating too much.


      “I guess it’s time for you to wear that suit,” Trip said on the short walk down to the apartment. He grinned. “Which one you gonna wear?”


      “The charcoal one with pinstripes. You?”


      “My dark blue one. It’s not as nice as yours, though, so I’m gonna look like your poor cousin.”


      I laughed.


      “I’m serious. I need to buy a new suit. Fashion’s never really been my thing.”


      “You dress okay,” I said.


      “Not as nice as you.”


      “Why don’t you get Randi to help you pick one out?”


      “I dunno.”


      “I thought you two hit it off,” I said, a little confused.


      He shrugged. “Well, with me going back to school, and her working here…”


      I nodded silently.


      “Besides,” he added, “I don’t really want a girlfriend right now. Too soon after Abby. You know?”


      It was an excuse, but I didn’t call him on it.


      “Anyway,” he said, changing the subject, “maybe you can help me buy a new suit.”


      I sighed to myself. “Sure.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      The first closing went smoothly. The young couple was excited, and they went on about how beautiful the house looked. I actually shared their excitement, along with a sense of pride when Trip gave them the keys. It was a heady thing, being a part of the couple’s first house.


      The second closing went just as well. The couple was expecting a new baby, and they were looking forward to a house with three bedrooms. The wife even commented on the clever arrangement of the linen closet—it was one of the major reasons they bought the house. I wanted to take credit, but it had been Professor Joska’s idea, so I silently thanked him instead.


      We took a break for lunch and returned for the closing on the Colonial Revival. The family buying it was eager to have the extra room, especially in the backyard. They’d already spent the day looking for a new swing set for their children. They weren’t as excited as the younger couples, but I still felt a sense of pride when they accepted the keys.


      I had just made three families very happy. I’d also made a touch more than ten thousand dollars.


      Believe it or not, I couldn’t decide which I liked more.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Back at the apartment, Trip and I packed our things for camp. We didn’t need much, and since we didn’t have to pick up Kendall, we planned to fly instead of drive. I was more than happy to add the hours to my logbook, but I would’ve gladly traded it for time with Kendall. Still, I understood why she was visiting her aunt. I wasn’t exactly happy about it, but our relationship was about more than just what I wanted.


      Trip and I said goodbye to Darlene and the boys, and then headed to the airport. They had our usual plane waiting for us, and Trip walked with me as I preflighted it. Then we stowed our backpacks and climbed into the cockpit.


      “Here we go,” he said when I started the engine.


      “The first day of the rest of your life,” I said. Then I smirked.


      “What?”


      “Do I need to have a talk with you about how important first impressions are with these people?”


      “Touché.”


      We were still chuckling as I tuned the radio to the Unicom frequency. My finger hovered over the radio transmit button. I looked at Trip. “You ready?”


      “Go for it.”


      I scanned the ramp and then thumbed the button. “John C. Tune traffic, Cessna 92895, taxi from ramp to Runway 20 via…”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      I looked for my mother’s station wagon when we landed in South Carolina, but it wasn’t there. I thought Susan might pick us up, but no one had shown up by the time I finished fueling the plane.


      I was about to use the phone in the FBO when I spotted an approaching car. Mom’s station wagon zoomed into the parking lot a minute later. Erin and Leah screeched to a stop.


      “Get in,” Leah called from the open passenger window. “Hurry!”


      Trip and I looked at each other, puzzled.


      “Hurry!”


      I trotted around the car, but stopped in my tracks when I passed the open driver’s side window. Erin was nude, and she shot me a nervous look. I grinned when I realized what they were up to.


      “Um… do you mind,” she said. “We’re kind of exposed here.”


      Trip didn’t look at the girls as he got into the car, so he didn’t know what was going on. I threw my things into the back, and Erin gunned the engine before I even shut my door.


      “What’s going on?” Trip said.


      I merely smiled and gestured for him to look in the front. Leah saved him the trouble—she turned and rested her arms on the seat back.


      “Hi,” she said, cool as a cucumber. Her dark eyes sparkled with mischief, and Trip immediately looked at her bare breasts. He caught himself, but not before she smirked in triumph. When she looked at me, he stole another glance, which made me smirk.


      “What’s so funny?” she asked.


      Out of the corner of my eye, I watched Trip wrestle with his conscience: he wanted to look, but he didn’t want to be rude and stare.


      “You,” I said to Leah. “Did you drive the whole way like that?”


      She gave me a smug look. “Uh-huh.”


      Trip swallowed hard. “You mean… they… both of them… I mean… in public?”


      “Sure, silly,” Leah said. “We’re nudists.” She extended her hand to him. “Nice to meet you, by the way. I’m Leah.”


      Trip shook her hand, but his eyes flicked to her breasts, bouncing less than a foot from his hand. I did my best not to laugh at his expression.


      Leah studiously ignored me. With her eyes still fixed on Trip, she said, “Aren’t you all gonna take off your clothes?”


      “Now?” he rasped.


      “Uh-huh.”


      He watched in silent disbelief as I kicked off my shoes.


      “Are you sure this is such a good idea?” he said.


      “No,” I said honestly, “but it seems like the polite thing to do. I mean, they’re already nude, after all.”


      “Yeah,” Leah said, “and we wanna see you guys.”


      Trip looked like a deer caught in the headlights. I chuckled at the thought, because Leah was trying to get him to look at her headlights.


      “You wanna see us?” he said at last.


      “Yeah. You get to look at girls all the time. Why can’t we look at you for a change?”


      “She has a point,” I said as I tugged off my socks. “C’mon. She’s serious.”


      Erin grinned at me in the rearview mirror. I smiled in return and pulled off my Polo.


      “Yeah,” Leah said. “I’m serious. Show us the good stuff.”


      I lowered my shorts and gave her a deadpan look as my dick flopped free. I glanced at Trip and drawled, “You see, Leah is way too precocious for her own good.”


      “Worse,” she added, “my role models are all strong women, and we don’t need an amendment to tell us we have equal rights.” She grinned at Erin, and then shot Trip a challenging look. “So, which is it gonna be, big boy? Put out or get out?” She looked at Erin and almost giggled. “I always wanted to say that.”


      Erin merely rolled her eyes at Leah’s antics, but she was watching us in the rearview mirror.


      “Now?” Trip said.


      “Two words,” I said to him. “Terminal. Modesty.”


      “What if someone stops us? The cops?”


      It was Leah’s turn to roll her eyes. “God, will you just take your clothes off?”


      I stifled a laugh. “Better do as she says. I think she was serious about that ‘put out or get out’ threat.”


      “You people are insane,” he said, but he began untying his shoes.


      Leah settled in to watch, and her eyes followed his every movement. Her gaze thoroughly unnerved him, which was what she wanted. He couldn’t help darting glances at her bare chest, too, which was also what she wanted. At least he had good taste in breasts—not that he had much choice.


      He stopped before he removed his underwear, and held his shorts over his lap. “Um…,” he said nervously.


      Leah’s eyes practically glowed with anticipation, so I decided to step in.


      “All right,” I said, “that’s enough, Leah. Show’s over.”


      She looked defiant, and didn’t move.


      “I mean it,” I said. “Turn around and be polite. You know the rule about staring.”


      “He was staring at me first!”


      “What’d you expect him to do? You practically shoved your chest in his face.”


      “I did not! Besides, there isn’t a rule about staring.”


      “Would your ‘role models’ agree?” I said, almost sweetly. “How about your mom? What would she say if she knew you were being rude?”


      “Oh, no fair! You guys get to look at us all the time. And now I can’t look just because… because he has a boner or something?”


      “Jeez, Leah,” I said. “Have pity on the poor guy. We’re not even to camp yet and you’re treating him like a piece of meat.”


      “I just wanna see,” she said, sullen because she knew she’d lost.


      “How’s he supposed to react?” I said. “Especially when a girl like you asks him to take off his clothes?”


      “What’s that supposed to mean?”


      “It means,” I said evenly, “that guys react to sexy women, and you know it.”


      “So? I don’t—!” She blinked. “You think I’m sexy?”


      “You know I do,” I said. “So does Trip. But he’s not used to you, so give him a break, all right?”


      “God,” she huffed at last, “I just wanted to see.” She turned away and sank into the seat, her arms crossed in defeat.


      “You can see later,” I said, “when he’s had time to get used to being around other people.” And had a chance to jerk off a couple of times to suppress the urge.


      “Sorry,” Trip said.


      “Don’t worry about it,” Erin said. “It happens to most guys. It’s natural.”


      “I just wanted to see,” Leah muttered.


      Erin and I shared a look. Then she turned mischievous herself. She glanced at Leah. “You remember how Paul used to get a hard-on every time Gina was around?”


      Leah giggled. “Yeah, and how he’d jump into the lake all of a sudden?”


      “Or hide behind the raft?” Erin teased.


      I rolled my eyes and listened with half an ear as they talked about my preternatural talent for embarrassing myself.


      At least they weren’t picking on Trip, and he looked thoroughly grateful for it.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Erin stopped in front of a cabin down the row from our family’s. Trip’s dick had softened enough that he’d taken off his underwear, but he was still on edge. Unlike the younger girls from my first visit to camp, Leah did know what she was doing. I shot her a warning look, but she pretended to ignore me. Fortunately, Trip wasn’t paying attention. He was looking at the cabin instead.


      “It isn’t fancy,” I said, “but it’s home for the next couple of days.”


      “Mom and Susan brought sheets and towels,” Erin said. “We’ll help you make the beds.”


      Poor Trip. He did his best not to react to Leah, but his dick was half-hard by the time we finished, and he looked like he wanted to crawl under a rock and hide. I felt bad for him, so I diverted the girls’ attention.


      “What are we doing for dinner?” I asked.


      “Susan has steaks,” Erin said. “She wanted you to grill them, if you don’t mind.”


      “Tell her we’ll be down in a little while,” I said. “I think we’re going to settle in here, and then I’ll give Trip the nickel tour.”


      Leah looked like she wanted to stay, but she took the hint and followed Erin to the car.


      “Jesus,” Trip said when they’d gone, “I had no idea it was going to be like this.”


      “Sorry for Leah being… well… Leah,” I said. “She can be a handful sometimes.”


      “How do you stand it?”


      I looked at him for a long moment. “The truth?”


      “Yeah.”


      “I jerk off. A lot. Twice a day, sometimes.” His eyes widened, but I merely shrugged. “I know we don’t really talk about it,” I said, “but that’s what works.” My chuckle was full of irony. “You heard them—I used to get a hard-on at the drop of a hat. I still do, sometimes. But I… um… take care of things. You know?”


      “Twice a day?”


      “Whatever works,” I said with a shrug. “Some guys have more control, or they don’t have a high sex drive. Me? I have no control, and I’m horny all the time, so I jerk off.”


      He laughed nervously. “You make it sound so natural.”


      “It is. I mean, everybody does it. It’s just that no one talks about it. That’s kinda stupid, though. Don’t you think?”


      “I guess. I never really thought about it.”


      I waved away his objection. “Don’t worry about it. Any guy who tells you he doesn’t do it is lying.” I barked a laugh. “Heck, half the girls who tell you they don’t are lying.”


      His eyes widened.


      “Trust me. They do it too.” I thought of Wren and smiled. “Believe it or not, that’s one of the secrets to understanding women: they want sex as much as we do. You just have to know how to ask ’em.”


      “You make it sound so simple.”


      “It’s not, really,” I said, “but you need to understand that they’re just as nervous as you are. They’re just as horny, too. Heck, why do you think Leah was teasing you so much?”


      “Because she’s horny?”


      “Exactly.” I knew from personal experience just how horny she was, but I couldn’t tell him that. Not yet, at least. “Tell you what,” I said at last. “I’m gonna take a walk. If you want to relax and… you know… take care of things, I’ll be gone for about twenty minutes. Okay?”


      Much to my surprise, he laughed.


      “What’s so funny?”


      “I’ve never had an invitation to whack off,” he said.


      “Hey, man, you gotta do what you gotta do.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      When I returned to the cabin, Trip looked relaxed, and his dick was limp. He grinned when he saw me look, but I merely shrugged. I’d seen enough dicks in my life that I didn’t worry about looking. I didn’t stare, but I wasn’t gay if my eyes strayed below a man’s waist. Too many guys had hang-ups like that. Fortunately, Trip wasn’t one of them.


      “You said something about a tour?” he said.


      “Sure! C’mon.”


      As we walked along the row of cabins, I pointed through the trees to the larger cabins up the hill.


      “Most of those are two-bedroom,” I said.


      He pointed to our row. “Are all of these like ours?”


      “The furniture is different in each, but yeah, they’re pretty much the same.” We reached my family’s cabin and I gestured. “This is where my family stays.” Erin and Leah had gone down to the lake, but my mother’s station wagon was parked behind the cabin. I pointed up the hill when we reached the sandy road.


      “There’s parking for RVs up there, with power and water.” I pointed across the hill. “More over there, behind the motel buildings.”


      “There’s a motel here?” he said.


      “Not really. It’s just motel-style rooms in a couple of long buildings.”


      He nodded as we walked down the hill.


      “That’s the clubhouse,” I said when we saw its roof. “It’s kind of the center of the camp. Bathrooms, shower, laundry room, game tables, a bunch of couches, dining area, and a big communal kitchen.”


      Cooler air washed over us as we stepped into the building, and Trip took in all the things I’d just mentioned. Several families were already eating dinner, and more were starting to gather. Trip didn’t stare, but he certainly let his eyes wander. As I’d told him, the people came in all shapes and sizes. I waved to a few I recognized by sight, but we didn’t stop to talk.


      On the back patio, I pointed to the hot tub. “That used to be a shuffleboard court. We like the hot tub much better. Sand volleyball is down the hill. It’s a lot of fun, especially if women are playing.”


      He shot me a sly grin.


      “Most of the year-round residents live down there,” I continued, pointing at the houses beyond the volleyball pit.


      “Who owns the land?”


      “Susan owns everything, but the residents have long-term leases. Most of them are older, like our grandparents’ age.”


      “Retirees,” he said with a nod.


      “Exactly.” We walked back to the lawn in front of the clubhouse, and then headed toward the lake. “The lake is spring-fed,” I said as we reached the crest of the hill, “and it’s cold. I mean ‘balls like raisins’ cold.”


      He chuckled.


      “The springs fill the feeder lake,” I said, nodding to our left. “The dam filters most of the gunk, so the swimming lake is pretty clean. We drain and clean it every year, though,” I added. “It’s a mess, but we have fun.”


      “How do you drain it?”


      “There’s a big drain plug in the deep end,” I said. “About the size of a manhole cover, eight feet down.”


      He nodded.


      A few families were still by the lake, but most were packing their things for the hike back up the hill.


      “Is that the raft Erin and Leah were talking about?” Trip asked, pointing. “What’s it made of?”


      “Big blocks of Styrofoam, with a wood frame covered in canvas.”


      He smirked. “It looks big enough to hide a sudden hard-on.”


      “Ha! Yeah, it is. Good thing, too.” I’d definitely had my share of them when Gina was around. I laughed again, soft and wistful. Then I cleared my throat and pointed across the lake. “The quarry lake is about two hours up that ridge. The three of us used to spend a lot of time there.”


      “You, Kendall, and Gina?”


      “Um… yeah. Anyway, Susan’s house is over here.”


      “This is nice country,” Trip said as we walked along the rim of the small valley. “I see why you like it.”


      “It’s kinda quaint,” I said, “but yeah, it’s nice.”


      He shook his head. “It’s not quaint. Well, maybe it is, but it’s nice. Relaxing. Peaceful. And the people seem friendly.”


      “Yeah, nudists are a friendly bunch. No clothes to hide behind, I guess.” We reached Susan’s house, and I was tempted to point out the patio roof that had started me down the path to manhood. The branch was long gone, of course, but I smiled at the memory.


      “Susan’s parents started the camp,” I said instead. “They built this house. She added the hot tub and a couple of other things, but it’s pretty much the way it was when she was a girl.”


      “How do you know? Oh yeah,” he said, remembering. “Pillow talk, right?”


      My cheeks heated. “No, I’ve seen pictures,” I said. “She told me about it, of course, but we usually talked about other things.”


      “Uh-huh. Sure.”


      “Seriously,” I said. “We didn’t have sex all the time. God, will you get your mind out of the gutter.” His grin didn’t fade, so I sniffed theatrically. “You’re just jealous.”


      We shared a laugh.


      “Besides,” I added, more sober, “I learned a lot about women… and people in general… especially relationships. You might learn a thing or two, mister ‘shy around girls.’ You won’t be shy around Susan. Trust me, I tried.”


      Completely out of the blue, he said, “You really do love her, don’t you.”


      “Of course.”


      He nodded thoughtfully.


      “She’s like my best friend and my first lover, all rolled into one. And she’s one of the smartest people I’ve ever met.”


      “About relationships?”


      “About anything,” I said. Then I chuckled. “Talk to her about business tonight—see if she doesn’t blow your mind.”


      As if on cue, the porch light flicked on and Susan opened the kitchen door. “I thought I heard voices,” she said. She smiled at me and then turned her fifty-megawatt expression on Trip. “Trip,” she said. “It’s so good to see you again. I’m glad you could join us. Come on in, guys.” She ushered us into the kitchen. Mom, Erin, and Leah were in the living room.


      Susan was wearing a short wrap-around skirt, but nothing else. Her breasts were lightly tanned, and just as full as I remembered. She seemed completely at ease, and smiled as she offered us drinks.


      “Coke, please,” I said.


      Trip didn’t say anything. He was doing his best not to stare at her bare chest.


      “He’ll have a Coke too,” I said. Then I nudged him. Mom joined us, and he fought not to stare at her too.


      I silenced a chuckle of understanding. Like Susan, my mother was a beautiful woman, even at forty. Her breasts were a bit bigger than Susan’s, with pinker nipples. They were tanned pinkish-brown, but still very different. Mom’s hips were a bit wider, too, and she definitely wasn’t wearing anything to hide her trimmed bush.


      “We’re glad you could come,” she said with a warm smile. Then she actually blushed, her tan cheeks turning rosy. “And I’m sorry about the stunt Erin and Leah pulled at the airport.”


      I looked a question at her.


      “Erin told me,” she said.


      Trip smiled woodenly. Susan got his attention and handed him a bottle of Coke, complete with a straw. That broke his trance, and his smile turned genuine.


      “I have steaks for tonight,” Susan said to me, “if you’ll do us the honor of cooking.”


      “Sure.”


      While Susan and I talked about dinner, Mom talked to Trip about our flight. I went outside to light the grill, and returned once I had the charcoal going.


      “We’ll be ready to cook in about twenty minutes,” I said as I closed the door, although Susan was the only one in the kitchen. Trip and the others were talking in the living room.


      Susan gestured for me to come closer. I put my arm around her and she hugged herself to my chest. Her body felt soft and warm, comfortable.


      “Thanks,” she said after a long hug. “I needed that.” She looked into the living room to make sure the others were occupied. “Not that I mind,” she said softly, “but what made you decide to bring Trip?”


      “Believe it or not, he asked me.” I nodded at her look of surprise. “He knew I was a nudist, of course, and he wanted to come.” My expression turned wry. “He had a few crazy ideas about orgies and all, but I set him straight.”


      She quirked an eyebrow.


      “Actually,” I said, “I may have done a better job than I intended.”


      “Oh?”


      “I kinda told him that Kendall and I are swingers.”


      “How did he react?”


      My cheeks flushed. “Um… I told him right before we had a threesome.”


      She laughed, genuine and bright. “Oh, dear. You’re serious, aren’t you?”


      “Yeah. Sorry.”


      “Oh, don’t be. If you trust him, that’s good enough for me.” She looked thoughtful.


      “What?”


      “Did you see the Raefords on your way through camp?”


      “No. Are they here?”


      She smiled. “Mmm hmm. With another couple and a friend.”


      “Another couple and a friend?”


      “They’re new to camp, and new to swinging.” She grinned. “They’re having a get-together tomorrow night. Normally, couples want single women to join them, but I don’t think Dennis and Elaine would mind an extra man or two.”


      My mind raced, but then crashed into a wall. “What about Kendall?” I said.


      “You haven’t talked about it?”


      I shook my head ruefully.


      “Well, that limits your options, I suppose, but you can still watch.” She glanced into the living room, where Trip was still lost in conversation. “Do you think Trip would be interested?”


      I considered for a moment. “Maybe. He’s a bit shy around women he doesn’t know.”


      Much to my surprise, Susan laughed. “Oh, Annette will cure him of that.”


      “Annette?”


      “The Raefords’ single friend. She’s a widow, actually, and she—how should I say this?—she’s very… forthright. Not to mention her healthy interest in men.”


      “Sounds like someone else I know.”


      “Oh, she definitely reminds me of myself, especially when I was younger.”


      I teased her. “You’re not losing it in your old age, are you?”


      “Hardly,” she said with an arched eyebrow. “I’m just more selective these days.” We shared a laugh, friendly and sentimental. Then she gently pushed me toward the living room. “Let’s join the others,” she said. “I don’t want your mom to think I’m back to my cradle-robbing ways.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      The steaks were delicious, if I do say so myself. I learned from the best, after all—my father and Chris Coulter. At the thought of Chris, my mind turned to Gina.


      I’d written her a letter two days before, telling her about the inspections and the prank. I could imagine the look on her face when she read it. Her dark eyes would sparkle, her cheeks round and rosy with amusement. I felt my eyes go soft as I imagined her.


      After a while, I shook off the thought and returned to the present. Trip and Susan were talking about interest rates and the housing market. Leah was complaining to Erin about the lack of guys at camp. Mom, however, was looking at me.


      “Penny for your thoughts,” she said softly.


      I smiled, a bit sadly. “I think I’ll keep this one to myself.”


      “Kendall?”


      I shook my head.


      She nodded in understanding. “I see.”


      “Yeah.”


      “You still love her,” she said. It wasn’t a question.


      “I think I always will.”


      “That’s how it is with first loves.” When I snorted softly, she smiled and put her hand on mine.


      She couldn’t soothe away all my pain, but her touch went a long way toward making me feel a little better, if only for a moment.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Thirty minutes later, Trip and Susan were still deep in conversation, so Erin, Leah, and I decided to go for a walk. Mom grinned and made a shooing motion, just like Susan sometimes did. I got Trip’s attention, but he simply waved in reply.


      “Have fun,” he said. “I’ll see you when you get back.”


      Leah rolled her eyes, but Erin’s sparkled with amusement and a touch of envy.


      “I wish I were half as charming as Susan,” she said as we closed the kitchen door behind us.


      I put my arm around her shoulder. “Oh, but you are, little sister.”


      “Gee, thanks… big brother.”


      “What about me?” Leah said.


      I put my arm around her too. “You’re the most charming girl I know… who isn’t my sister, that is.”


      She knuckled me in the ribs, but then sighed as she relaxed against my side.


      We walked through the stand of pines and listened to the sounds of the night. The air was clear and a little cool, and the moon was already low in the sky. It would set in a few hours, but it shed a pale light on the trees around us. The boughs sighed with wind that didn’t reach the ground.


      At the top of the hill, Erin moved away, but her hand caught mine and lingered for a moment. It was a friendly gesture, to show that she wasn’t pulling away entirely. Leah stayed close, her arm around my waist. On impulse, I kissed the top of her head. She looked up and smiled.


      We walked down to the lake, and then around by the run-off stream. It gurgled at the transition from the cement chute to the smooth rocks of its bed. The entrance to the nature trail yawned beside the stream, a dark portal in the moonlit forest.


      We paused for a moment and listened. Leah felt warm at my side, while Erin stood a few feet away. The breeze rustled the leaves, which hissed with a quiet rhythm. We continued around the shallow end of the lake. None of us were in a talkative mood, which suited me fine.


      Leah tightened her grip on my waist, and I squeezed her shoulder. It felt good to be away from the city, away from the traffic noise and the smells. I inhaled the clean scent of pine, the damp earth of cattails, the fresh grass still warm from the sun. All of a sudden, a memory struck me.


      Leah made a soft sound when she felt me stiffen. Erin turned at the unvoiced question, but she didn’t say anything.


      “Just thinking,” I said softly.


      “Oh?”


      “It’s a long story.”


      Leah looked up, inviting me to continue.


      “When I was here at the Fourth of July,” I said after a moment, “I was talking to Susan after the fireworks. I guess I was feeling pretty worldly, because I thought they were quaint. I didn’t understand why people got so excited about something so… small-town. You know?”


      Leah nodded, content to let me tell the story at my own pace. Erin tilted her head to listen, and I smiled as she reminded me of Mom. Her bright hair shone like gold, her slender curves dark in the dying moonlight. After a moment, I returned to the thread of my story.


      “Susan kind of opened my eyes to a few things,” I said, “but I needed some time to figure it out. I guess I needed to see for myself.” I fell silent for a long moment, but neither girl spoke. Finally, I said, “I guess I understand why people come here.”


      “I kinda like it,” Leah said.


      “Me too,” Erin said.


      After that, we stood in silence for a long time, simply enjoying the night. I imagined how my father must have felt as he hugged Erin and watched the crowd of happy people after the fireworks.


      I closed my eyes and felt Leah’s skin under my palm, her hip against my thigh, her soft breast against my side. I felt a sudden closeness to her that I couldn’t explain. It wasn’t romantic, but seemed even deeper.


      I looked up at the starry sky and felt a sense of peace settle over me.


      Thanks, Susan.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Trip was boisterous when we returned to our cabin, and he started to vault into the top bunk.


      “What do you think you’re doing?” I said.


      He looked confused. “I thought you’d take the big bed,” he said. “I mean, this is kind of your place, so…”


      “Dude, how tall am I?”


      “I dunno. Five ten? Six feet?”


      “You lumbering ox, I’m five nine.” I lifted my chin toward the top bunk. “And you’re what? Six two?”


      “Yeah. So?”


      I shoved him toward the queen-size bed. “You’ll never fit on the top bunk. Take the bigger bed. Sheesh!” I was serious about him taking the bed where he’d be comfortable, but I also wanted to sleep in “my” bunk.


      “Oh,” he said. “Um… thanks.”


      I turned out the light, but left the door open. The breeze had picked up, and cool night air spilled through the screen door.


      Trip went to the bathroom and returned a moment later. He climbed into bed as I rolled to my back and gazed up at the cabin ceiling. The knots and whorls in the plywood were different, but similar enough that I felt comfortable.


      I laced my fingers behind my head and closed my eyes. Trip was still in a talkative mood, but I wasn’t, especially after my walk with the girls. Lucky for me, he didn’t seem to notice.


      “Susan was telling me about convertible debentures,” he said. “They’re a kind of loan, with the option to convert to stock…”


      I listened for twenty minutes as he talked non-stop. I didn’t understand half of it, so I made encouraging noises at the right spots, but I called a halt when he ventured into “different kinds of non-equity financing.”


      “So,” I said, more amused than curious, “you and Susan got along well?”


      “God, yes. You were right. She’s one of the smartest women I’ve ever met.”


      “I didn’t say ‘women,’” I corrected. “I said she was one of the smartest people I’ve ever met.”


      “So? What’s the difference?”


      “It’s not like she’s pretty smart… ‘for a woman,’” I said. “She’s pretty smart, period. Don’t think of it in terms of men versus women.”


      “Huh?”


      “Smart doesn’t come with a gender. You know? It doesn’t always mean book learning, either. Susan only has one year of college. She got married and had children instead. By the time you and I graduate, we’ll have five times as much higher education as she does. Do you think that’ll make us five times smarter?”


      “God, no!”


      “See what I mean?”


      “Yeah.”


      “Smart man,” I said, a grin in my voice. “So, how do you think you sound when you say, ‘She’s the smartest woman I’ve ever met’?”


      “Like a chauvinist.”


      “Bingo! Women pick up on that sort of thing. Some guys will, too. The smart ones, at least.”


      “Oh, definitely.”


      “So think about how you say things. More important, think about how you look at the world, especially men and women.”


      “No kidding,” he said softly.


      “So what do you think now?” I asked. “About Susan?”


      “I think she’s one of the smartest people I’ve ever met.”


      “That’s probably what you meant in the first place,” I said, “but then again…”


      “…maybe not,” he finished. “Yeah, you’re exactly right.”


      “Of course I am. I learned from the best.”


      He chuckled at the allusion to Susan, but then he grew silent. When he finally spoke up, he sounded nervous, uncertain. “Did you two really…? I mean… you know…?”


      “We really did,” I said.


      He fell silent again for a long time. I knew what he wanted to ask—“What was it like?”—but he was too polite.


      I wasn’t about to kiss and tell, so I kept my mouth shut. When the silence threatened to grow oppressive, I said, “It was nice, man. It was kind of an accident, though. I mean, I don’t think she meant to do it at first, but then it just kinda happened, and we couldn’t stop it.”


      “What do you mean, ‘an accident’?”


      “Well, she didn’t set out to seduce her best friend’s son. She’s not like that. It just… happened. I mean, I was fifteen… pudgy and shy and completely inexperienced. I mean, I was a virgin.”


      “You were pudgy?”


      “Um… yeah,” I said, a bit puzzled that he seized upon that tidbit. “Why do you think I work out all the time? And watch what I eat? I don’t ever want to be like that again.”


      “Still, Susan saw something she liked, and it wasn’t the outside.”


      “I guess,” I said.


      “Seriously,” he said. “I think that’s why Lori liked me in the first place, because I was popular and handsome. I know she liked being my girlfriend, and she definitely liked having sex with me, but I don’t know if she ever liked me. You know?”


      I nodded silently.


      “I think she got… tired… of being my girlfriend. She liked the outside, but she didn’t care about the inside. That’s what’s so cool about you and Susan. You weren’t some fifteen-year-old Adonis. You were a guy who was special on the inside.”


      The atmosphere was getting a little thick, so I teased him. “Why, Trip… I didn’t know you cared.”


      “Hey, joke all you like,” he said. “What you and Susan had—have—is special. I don’t need to be a genius to see that.”


      “Um… thanks.”


      The cabin was dark, but I could feel him looking up at me.


      “Let me tell you,” he said, “I’m jealous as hell. I’d give anything to grow up like you did, to learn the things you did. Instead, my mother got leukemia and died. And my first girlfriend wasn’t interested in me… except for social status, or someone she could lead around by the dick.”


      I couldn’t say anything to ease the pain of losing his mother, so I kept my mouth shut. He was probably right about Lori, too, but I couldn’t say anything about her either. “You know,” I said at last, “I think there’s a reason we’re friends.”


      “Oh?”


      “We put things into perspective for each other. I’ve had a pretty good life, but I envy you.” I paused to let my words sink in. “You’ve had a pretty good life—”


      “Except for losing my mother and then having a shallow girlfriend,” he said, but softly, without much bitterness.


      “Yeah, except for those things. I haven’t had anything like that happen, but my life hasn’t been a bed of roses, either. Back to my original point… You’ve had a pretty good life, but you still envy me. So I think we’re like the two sides of an arch.


      “I see how you are about business,” I continued, “and I want to be like you. I see how cool you are when you deal with problems, and I try to control my temper. I see how easily you make friends, and I wanna be like that.”


      He chuckled in agreement. “Look how easily you talk to women,” he said. “I definitely wanna be like that. And how you see a building and then picture it in your mind? I’m totally jealous. I have to work at being an architect, but you…? It’s like you were born with it. Not to mention how determined you are, especially with guys like Junior giving you a hard time. When I see that, I tell myself, ‘I can’t give up now… look at Paul.’”


      “Maybe we should just marry each other,” I said.


      “You’re not my type.”


      “It’s my tits,” I said. “They’re not big enough.”


      “No, it’s your dick.”


      “I have one.”


      “Exactly. Deal breaker. Sorry.”


      We chuckled.


      “Thanks for bringing me here,” he said at last.


      “You’re welcome. Now go to sleep. You’ve been talking my ear off all night.”


      He chuckled, but then yawned and fell silent.


      I fell asleep almost as soon as I closed my eyes. I think it was the best sleep I’d had in a long, long time.


      ✧ ✧ ✧
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        ◄ ►

        CHAPTER 7

      


      I woke up before Trip, but he rubbed his eyes and yawned awake when I returned from the bathroom.


      “Good morning, sunshine,” I said. “You wanna go for a swim? It’ll wake you up faster than coffee.”


      “Sure.”


      The lake was calm and glassy when we arrived, and the dew still lay heavy on the grass.


      Trip looked uncertain. “How cold is it?”


      “Better not think about it.” With that, I ran toward the edge and kicked into a long, flat dive. I marveled at my reflection on the calm surface before a frozen sledgehammer knocked the air from my lungs. I surfaced a moment later as my poor testicles sought the warmth of my belly.


      Trip broke the surface a few feet away, panting from the shock of it, but he followed as I swam toward the shallow end. At the rope that separated the children’s area, we turned and headed toward the dam.


      We swam three more laps as the sun rose higher in the sky. The water didn’t get any warmer, but we were more or less used to it by the time we climbed out. Trip flashed a smile, which turned wry when he glanced at my cold-shriveled penis and scrotum. He looked at himself and shrugged.


      “Good thing there aren’t any girls here,” he said.


      “Oh, they understand. Besides, imagine what it does to their nipples.”


      He shivered in sympathy.


      We dried off and headed up the hill to scrounge some breakfast. Mom had told me which refrigerator was ours, and where our food basket was, so we fixed bowls of cereal.


      Gunny Kershaw entered the clubhouse a few minutes later and set a stack of newspapers on one of the tables. His skin was leathery from the sun, and he looked stooped with age, but his eyes brightened when he saw me.


      “Why, it’s young Mister Paul,” he said.


      Trip and I stood together.


      “Hi, Gunny,” I said. “It’s good to see you.” I shook his hand and introduced Trip.


      “Pleased to meet you, sir,” Trip said when they shook hands.


      I started to say something, but Gunny squared his shoulders and beat me to it.


      “Don’t call me sir,” he barked. “I work for a livin’.”


      Trip smiled. “Absolutely.”


      “My friends call me Gunny,” he said, his tone friendly again.


      “Of course, Gunny.”


      “Would you like to join us for breakfast?” I said. “It’s not my dad’s banana pancakes, but I fix a mean bowl of Froot Loops.”


      “Well, that’s mighty kind of you, but I need to get back down to the house and fix breakfast for Lenore.”


      “So you two are still together?” I said.


      He winked. “I’m thinkin’ ’bout makin’ her an honest woman.”


      “Good for you, Gunny!”


      We talked a little longer, and then he took his leave.


      “It was nice to meet you, Gunny,” Trip said.


      “Nice to meet you too, Trip,” Gunny said. With a wave, he headed out the back door.


      Trip and I sat down, but he shot me a curious look. “How come he called you Mister Paul, but me just Trip?”


      “Promise you won’t laugh?” I said. I wasn’t embarrassed for myself—I didn’t want him to laugh at Gunny.


      “Promise.”


      “It’s out of respect… ’cause my dad was an officer.” When Trip still didn’t get it, I explained, “Gunny’s a Marine.”


      “Still? At his age?”


      “Well, no… and yes,” I said.


      He gave me a blank look.


      “Marines never really retire. Maybe on paper, but not in their hearts. Once a Marine, always a Marine. You know?”


      He nodded.


      “So Gunny calls me ‘Mister’ out of respect for my dad. I know it sounds weird, but…” I shrugged. “It’s not.”


      Much to my surprise, Trip grinned. I started to bristle, but then his grin turned into a full smile and he slapped the table.


      “I like this place!”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      We spent the morning by the lake. The sun drove away the lingering dew, and the grassy sward eventually filled with families. Most of the children were under ten, although a few were twelve or thirteen. Leah and Erin spread their towels nearby, but Leah was on her best behavior.


      When Dennis and Elaine Raeford arrived, they joined us and introduced their friends. Gene was tall and lanky, with red hair, freckles, and the usual fair complexion. His shoulders and nose were sunburned, but not badly. His wife, Amanda, was full-figured without being pudgy. Her complexion was almost as fair as her husband’s, but her hair was dark auburn.


      Annette was a widow in her early thirties, with blue eyes and blonde hair. Two children had filled out her figure, but she was still slim and attractive, with smallish breasts and a trimmed bush. Her son and daughter were already playing in the lake with the other kids.


      Our conversation started slowly, but Trip and Annette began talking business when she said she owned an interior design company. I grinned at his enthusiasm and struck up a conversation with the others. We mostly talked about camp life, but when Elaine said something about swinging, Amanda and Gene froze nervously.


      “It’s okay,” Elaine told them in a low voice, “Paul’s in the club.”


      Amanda’s expression turned thoughtful, and she gave me a once-over with a new appreciation.


      Dennis nodded toward Trip, who was still deep in conversation with Annette. “Is he… um… ‘in the club’?”


      “He’s…” I groped for a euphemism. “He’s… sort of a trial member, I guess. He knows I’m… in the club… but not much more. Kendall and I had a…” I struggled for another euphemism, but then glanced around. No one could overhear us, so I dropped the doublespeak. “Kendall and I had a threesome with him,” I said, “but he doesn’t have much experience. Believe it or not, he’s a little shy around women.”


      Elaine laughed.


      “What?”


      “Oh, Annette will cure him of that.”


      “She already has her sights set,” Amanda added with a grin.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      When lunchtime rolled around, the Raefords and friends walked up the hill to the clubhouse, while Trip and I headed to Susan’s. Mom joined us for lunch, but Erin and Leah decided to drive to town to see a movie. They were bored, and I couldn’t blame them, especially since Trip and I were preoccupied with the others.


      We returned to the lake after lunch, where Dennis gestured me aside.


      “Tonight’s our last night in camp,” he said, “and we’re having a little get-together. Susan is going to watch the kids for us, so we’ll have the cabin to ourselves. We talked about it at lunch, and…” He cleared his throat. “Would you and Trip be interested?”


      I’d been expecting the invitation, so I’d had some time to think about my answer. “I want to,” I said, “but without Kendall…” I shrugged. “You know?”


      “Don’t you two have an agreement or something? An open relationship?”


      “Not exactly. I could probably watch, but…”


      He turned thoughtful. “You know, going down isn’t the same as going all the way.”


      “Yeah,” I said at last. “I can probably fool around a little, but I need to sit on the sidelines when things really heat up.” I paused to consider. “Trip would probably be up for it, but I’ll need to talk to him first. He doesn’t even know you’re swingers.”


      “Okay,” Dennis said. “I’ll tell Elaine. She’ll be a little disappointed, but she’ll understand. Talk to Trip and let me know.”


      “Will do.”


      Trip was burning with curiosity when I returned, but he didn’t say anything.


      I suppressed an evil chuckle and let him twist for a moment. Then I hooked a thumb at the lake. “Let’s go for a swim.”


      “So soon after lunch?” He was teasing me as payback, but he grinned and rose to his feet. We swam to the raft and climbed aboard. I paused for a long moment—payback for the payback—and simply watched the canvas turn dark with the water from our bodies.


      “So?” Trip said at last. “What’s going on?” He was ready to burst, but he tried to sound nonchalant.


      I was still in a mischievous mood, so I started slow. He was practically biting his tongue by the time I said, “Well, Dennis and Elaine are swingers. So are the others.”


      He slapped his thigh. “I knew it!”


      “Anyway,” I continued with a smile, “they’re having a party tonight, and they invited us. That is, if you’re up for it.” I put a slight emphasis on the last words, which made him grimace.


      “You still sound like a dork when you say that.”


      “Whatever. The question still stands: are you up for it?”


      He turned nervous as the full impact hit him. “Just like that?”


      “Just like what?”


      “They just ask us if we want to join them for… you know? Just like that?”


      “Just like that,” I said. “It’s really pretty simple. No beating around the bush. No pressure, either. If you don’t want to, you don’t have to. I mean, the women will be disappointed, but they’ll survive.”


      “They will? Be disappointed, I mean.”


      “Yeah, sure. Elaine probably suggested it in the first place, and Annette is totally hot for you.”


      “Hot for me?”


      I threw up my hands. “Weren’t you paying attention?”


      “I thought I was,” he said, a bit sullenly.


      “Dude, she’s totally hot for you.”


      “I had no idea…”


      I laughed to take the sting out of my tone. “You need to pay attention to the signals.”


      “What signals?”


      I started to explain, but then waved away the question. “Some other time. Anyway, Dennis and Gene said it’s okay with them, and the women are obviously interested. So… what do you say?”


      “Um… what would we do? Exactly?”


      “You remember the threesome with Kendall?” I said, which earned a “duh” look. “Pretty much that. In other words, everything.”


      His eyebrows shot up. “Really?”


      “I dunno about the other women,” I said, “but Elaine likes three guys at once.”


      “Three…? At once…? Really?”


      “Yep. So… are you up for it?”


      He grinned slowly. Then his dick jerked and began to stiffen. He blushed, but I couldn’t stop myself from laughing. I eventually took pity on him and changed the subject to architecture. Trip didn’t particularly care about my summer reading list, but I had fun talking about Bramante and Palladio. I chatted long enough for his erection to subside, and the swim to shore was enough to do the rest.


      As we climbed out of the lake, I caught Dennis’s eye and gave him a slight nod. He smiled, leaned close to Gene, and said something. Gene passed the word to Amanda, who told Elaine. When Annette heard, her eyes locked on Trip. He stiffened in surprise at the power of her gaze.


      “See?” I said. “I told you so.”


      “What should I do?”


      “Just act natural.”


      “Easy for you to say.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      We spent the next couple of hours just talking, and Trip eventually relaxed. When a couple of dads offered to take the kids on a nature hike, the other parents were more than happy to agree. The first man’s wife joined them, and the whole group headed toward the forest.


      Dennis wanted to cool off, so we jumped in the lake. With most of the children gone, several others joined us, including the wife of the other man who’d led the nature hike. She was a curvy brunette, with generous breasts and a neat bush.


      “Since the kids are gone,” Dennis said, “we’ll have to pick up the slack.” He grinned. “How about chicken fights?”


      One woman looked blank. “Chicken what?”


      “You know,” her husband said, “where you sit on someone’s shoulders and try to knock the other people into the water.”


      “The game the kids play?”


      “Sure,” said the curvy brunette. “It’ll be fun.”


      “I dunno,” the first woman said. “It seems so rough.”


      “Naw,” her husband said, “you’ll be fine.”


      When kids have chicken fights, they’re usually raucous and fun, a chance to splash and scream. With adults, they’re an excuse to grope each other, which most of us understood. When the reluctant woman finally realized why we were grinning, she said, “Ah, now I get it. Okay, sounds like fun.”


      “Great!” Dennis said. “Let’s partner up.”


      Elaine immediately chose me. She yelped in surprise when I ducked under the water and came up between her legs. Then she laughed as she seated herself on my shoulders.


      The curvy brunette smiled at Dennis, and he quickly hoisted her up. Trip rose a moment later with Annette on his shoulders. Amanda and Gene paired up, along with two other couples.


      I wrapped my arms around Elaine’s shins and locked my hands together in a wrestler’s grip. My sole job—aside from staying on my feet—was to keep her on my shoulders. Her job was to knock the other women off. It was a simple game, really.


      “Everybody ready?” said Dennis. “Okay, here are the rules: no biting or hair-pulling.”


      “That’s it?” said the reluctant woman.


      “All’s fair in love and chicken fights.”


      We chuckled.


      “The last couple still standing is the winner,” Dennis finished. “All right?” He waited for nods all around. “Okay… go!”


      Trip lowered his center of gravity and bull-rushed me. He was too tall to bowl me over, so I recovered, but just barely. At that point, Gene and Amanda joined in. Elaine swayed precariously, but I held on. Dennis and the brunette moved in, which gave me time to get away. Elaine righted herself, and we charged back into the melee.


      The women laughed and shrieked, their breasts bouncing. The men strained and grunted as the water churned around us. We made alliances and broke them, pushed and shoved, and taunted one another.


      Dennis and I finally teamed up, and the women on our shoulders eventually knocked off all comers. The others were more tired than defeated, though. When Dennis and I were the only men standing, we declared a tie and tossed our women into the water.


      Elaine and the brunette surfaced with indignant sputters, but looked more surprised than angry. The others crowded around us, talking and laughing. The people on shore were probably in shock, but we didn’t care. We were kids again—kings and queens of the lake.


      I looked around for Trip, who was next to Annette at the edge of the group. His grin was as broad as mine, and he looked completely at ease. Then his eyes flew wide and he glanced around nervously. Annette wore a studied, carefully neutral expression. I almost laughed when I realized what she’d done.


      Elaine followed my glance. She rolled her eyes, but then looked thoughtful—her fingers tickled my balls a moment later. Since the fight had churned the water, no one could see as she began to stroke me gently.


      When I grew hard in her hand, she smiled over her shoulder. She wasn’t serious about getting me off, so we joined in the conversation.


      Annette, on the other hand, was serious about getting Trip off. Her arm moved smoothly, with small ripples radiating as she stroked his cock. No one else noticed, even when he stifled a groan.


      The conversation eventually wound down—and Trip eventually came—so we headed toward the steps. I hung back with Trip as the women climbed out ahead of us.


      “Fun?” I said, my voice pitched low.


      “The chicken fight?” He was still a bit winded. “Yeah, sure.”


      “And Annette?”


      “Um… yeah,” he said. “Wow.”


      I couldn’t help but laugh.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Trip and I went back to our cabin after dinner. He wasn’t shocked that Annette had given him a handjob in the middle of the lake—Lori had been just as adventurous—but he was surprised that she’d done it after knowing him for less than a day.


      “That’s how swingers are,” I said. “I mean, not all of them, but some. Besides, from what Elaine was telling me, Annette is one seriously horny woman.” I grinned. “I think you’re gonna have your hands full tonight.”


      “That reminds me… what’re you gonna do? I mean, I thought you and Kendall…?” His voice trailed off and he spread his hands.


      I sighed. “Yeah. I’ll probably fool around a little, but I’ll have to watch when things heat up.”


      “Can you do that?”


      “What do you mean? Is it against the rules or something?”


      He shook his head. “I mean, can you do that? Are you capable of just watching?”


      I nodded with more confidence than I felt. “Besides,” I added, “a blowjob isn’t the same as sex.”


      “Would Kendall agree?”


      I paused for a moment. I didn’t want to sound bitter, but I was still upset that she’d chosen her aunt over me. I could understand if the woman was still in the hospital, but she was on the mend and resting at home.


      I knew I was being selfish, but I felt a little justified. Kendall and I needed to talk about our relationship. It wasn’t like other couples’, and I didn’t like making up the rules on the fly. It wasn’t fair to her, and it definitely wasn’t fair to me.


      “What would you think if she gave some guy a blowjob?” Trip said.


      I shrugged. “It depends, I guess.”


      He gave me a skeptical look.


      “Is she serious about the guy? Or just fooling around?”


      “Can you really make that distinction?”


      “Of course I can. I mean, she gave you a blowjob, and that didn’t bother me a bit.”


      “But you knew about it beforehand. Besides, you were there for it. It wasn’t behind your back.”


      “So?”


      “Look,” he said, “I’ve been thinking about this a lot, and I can see the fun in sharing your girlfriend with a close friend. It’s kinda sexy to think about her making some guy hot. But it’s different when you don’t have anything to do with it… when she’s off by herself with some other guy.”


      I nodded slowly.


      “Besides, you’re the one who said not to think of it in terms of men versus women. So how’s it different if you’re the one with some other woman? Or women?”


      “It isn’t the same,” I said.


      “How so?”


      “It just isn’t.”


      “Look,” he said, “I’m not trying to talk you out of having fun. Lord knows I want you there, if only to give me a little confidence, but I don’t want you to do something you’re gonna regret.”


      “I know,” I said, completely sincere. “I’ve already decided to talk with Kendall about it. We need to figure out what works for us. But right now I have to make up the rules as I go. I don’t like it very much, but I don’t have much choice.


      “I mean, I want to go tonight,” I continued. “I really want to get laid, too. I want to fuck the hell out of Elaine. And Amanda and her big tits. Heck, I’d love to fuck Annette, too… if you’ll share.” We exchanged grins, but then I continued, “I haven’t seen Kendall in nearly two weeks, and I’m tired of excuses for why she can’t spend time with me. That’s what they are, and I know it: excuses.”


      “Dude, just because you’re mad at Kendall doesn’t mean you fuck the first woman you see.”


      I snorted. “If I did that,” I said, “I would’ve had sex last week.” I didn’t want to explain, so I rushed on. “I’m not saying I want to fuck the first woman I see.” I stopped and barked a rueful laugh. “Actually, I do want to fuck the first woman I see, but I’m not gonna. I set my ground rules, and I’m going to abide by them.


      “Am I crossing the line by fooling around tonight?” I asked rhetorically. “Maybe. I don’t think so, but I’m biased. I’ll tell you one thing, though: I’m really, really tired of jerking off. I’m tired of missed opportunities, too. If Kendall were here, this wouldn’t be a problem. Instead, I’m lonely, frustrated, and horny, in that order.”


      He was silent for a long moment. When he made a sound, it was a humorless chuckle. “I take it back.”


      “What?”


      “I really don’t envy you. Especially now.”


      “Welcome to my world,” I said. I couldn’t decide if I was being funny or not.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      The Raefords and friends were already in the camp hot tub when Trip and I arrived. Two others were there as well: the busty brunette from the lake, and another woman. Dennis introduced us to Sharon, the brunette, and Pam. The two were friends from the outside world—their husbands worked together in Greenville.


      Elaine and Amanda made room for me to sit between them, and Annette beckoned to Trip from around the tub. He sank into the water next to her, and talk resumed around us. Sexual tension filled the air, and the conversation was full of innuendos.


      Sharon and Pam didn’t seem shocked, which meant they were part of the small group who knew about the swinging. A few people knew and disapproved, but no one said anything as long as we were discreet. The Pines was a family camp, after all, not Plato’s Retreat.


      A few minutes later I felt Elaine’s hand on my thigh. I shifted to give her a better angle, and she began playing with my flaccid penis. With all the charged conversation, I quickly grew stiff, and she began stroking slowly.


      The evening had turned cool, but the water was too hot to bear for more than fifteen or twenty minutes at a time. When Dennis lifted himself to the edge to cool off, Sharon glanced at his half-hard dick. He tried to act nonchalant, but they traded several covert glances. Pam talked on, oblivious.


      After a while Elaine sat on the edge behind me and rubbed my shoulders. When she returned to the water, her fingers tickled my thigh on the way to my shaft. I needed to take a break from the heat, but I let her play with me for a few minutes before I pulled her fingers from my erection.


      When I stood and sat on the side, Sharon looked at my hard-on and completely lost track of the conversation. She realized she was staring and looked away, but she kept glancing back when she thought I wasn’t looking.


      She blushed when I caught her, but I merely smiled, which was a tacit invitation to look. I glanced at the top of her breasts and arched an eyebrow. She took the hint and mustered the courage to sit on the side. We didn’t stare, but we definitely enjoyed the scenery.


      “Well, time for me to go,” Pam said after a while, “before I turn into a prune.” She glanced up at Sharon. “Thom and Artie are probably wondering where we are by now.”


      “Oh, they’re probably still talking baseball,” Sharon said.


      “Probably. But still, I’m going to head up. You want to walk with me, or stay here?”


      “I should probably go with you,” Sharon said. “Y’all have fun,” she said to us. Then she glanced at me—at my dick, actually—and her eyes lingered. I hid a smile and took one last look at her body as she wrapped a towel around herself. With a wave, she and Pam climbed the steps to the clubhouse.


      I sank into the warmth of the water, and Elaine began stroking me again. With the non-swingers gone, I smiled and put my arm around her.


      The camp usually grew quiet after dark—especially without TV—and most people had gone to bed. Light still shone from the clubhouse above us, but the people there weren’t likely to come down to the hot tub.


      “Sharon was nice,” Dennis said, and the rest of us nodded.


      “Pam too,” Amanda said, “but she seemed a little…”


      “…clueless,” Annette finished.


      “I thought she was pretty sharp,” Trip said.


      “Not that,” Annette said. “She was pretty sharp. But with all the… mmm… hunky eye candy… she didn’t look once. Not even when Paul sat there with a full-blown hard-on.”


      “It’s not full-blown yet,” Elaine said, and everyone chuckled. “Although,” she continued, “Sharon certainly got an eyeful.” She turned to me. “And I saw you making eyes at her.”


      “I wasn’t making eyes!”


      “You were too,” Elaine said, “but that’s okay.”


      “She does have a nice body,” Amanda said. “But enough about her…” She grinned and looked at Elaine. “How does this orgy thing work?”


      Elaine gave me a sly look. “Like this.”


      She straddled my lap and wrapped her arms around my neck. Then she kissed me, deep and passionate, her breasts pressed against my chest. I wrapped my arms around her, and my erection rubbed her inner thigh.


      “Oh,” Amanda said. “That looks easy enough.” She mounted Gene and kissed him.


      I didn’t need to look across the tub to know that Annette had just done the same to Trip. Dennis was the odd man out, so he moved behind Elaine and began playing with her pussy. My dick was in the way, but he moved it aside and apologized quietly.


      “No problem,” I said in between kisses, although it felt weird to give another guy permission to touch my dick, even after the fact.


      Elaine groaned as he fingered her clit. When she leaned back in ecstasy, I took the opportunity to look around the tub. Amanda was straddling Gene and cupping her breasts for him to suck her nipples. Across the tub, Annette seemed determined to stick her tongue down Trip’s throat.


      I smiled to myself and returned my attention to Elaine, who moaned softly when I sucked her nipples. She ground her hips, and Dennis’s hand brushed my dick again.


      “Sorry.”


      “No problem,” I said between nipples. “Comes with the territory.”


      Gene rose to the side of the tub, and Elaine turned to watch. I released her nipple and followed her gaze. Amanda smiled and kissed the tip of Gene’s dick. It was as big as mine, and just as thick, with a slight curve at the end. She tongued him gently as she gazed up at him. Then she swallowed an inch or two, her lips tight around his shaft.


      I lifted Elaine from my lap and sat on the edge. She engulfed my shaft, pulled back, and plunged again, taking half my length in one smooth motion. I rested my hand on the back of her head as she bobbed slowly.


      She moaned when Dennis prodded her pussy with his erection. He set himself at her opening, gripped her hips, and slid into her. She groaned again, her mouth full of my cock.


      After a while I looked across the tub at Trip and Annette. She was bobbing over him, sucking with a little twist at the top of each stroke. He tried to stop her before it was too late, but she kept going until he emptied his balls down her throat.


      The rest of us continued until Elaine raised her head and said, “Let’s swap, ladies.”


      Amanda glanced at me and then looked a question at Gene. He smiled and nodded, so she moved from between his legs. Dennis stepped back, and Elaine moved around the tub toward Trip. Annette eagerly knelt between Gene’s legs.


      Amanda smiled up at me as she settled between my thighs. She gripped my shaft and gave it an experimental kiss. Then she slowly swirled her tongue around the head. Behind her, Dennis began playing with her pussy, and she purred around my shaft. He entered her a moment later, his hands dark against the lighter skin of her hips.


      We swapped again a few minutes later, and Annette tried to swallow me whole. When she started doing her head-twist thing, I knew why Trip didn’t last very long. I put my hand on her head to slow her down, but she did her best to make me come anyway. Fortunately, Elaine came to my rescue.


      “Let’s head up to the cabin,” she said. She gave Gene’s erection a stroke. “I want this inside me.”


      We gathered our towels, covered the hot tub, and turned off the heater and jets. As we walked up the hill, I hung back and leaned close to Dennis.


      “Did you tell the others about my… um… rules?”


      He nodded. “I said you had an agreement with Kendall: no sex when she isn’t with you. But I told ’em that everything else is okay.”


      “Thanks.”


      The Raefords’ cabin was much like ours. The couch and chairs were different, and it smelled different, but it was close enough that I felt a little disoriented.


      Annette snapped me out of it when she tugged me toward the couch, where she straddled my hips and ground her pussy against my erection. I almost panicked, afraid she was going to try to have sex with me, but she kissed me hungrily instead.


      When she began working her way down my chest, I took a moment to look around. Trip and Amanda were making out beside us. On the bed, Elaine was riding Gene as she sucked Dennis.


      Annette sucked me slowly, but her pace increased with each bob and twist. I concentrated on the sensations as her tongue swirled around my shaft at the top of each stroke. She sucked hard at the same time, which made my head spin.


      I was afraid she might over-stimulate me, but she eased off when she sensed I was close. She plunged her lips over my shaft and pumped the base, squeezing and releasing with each stroke.


      The combination was too much, and she vacuumed my spurts, punctuating each with a squeeze and a soft moan. When I finally stopped gushing, she pulled back to catch her breath.


      “Hey, Paul,” Dennis said from the bed, “you wanna join us? We need a third.”


      “Oh, God, Paul,” Elaine gasped, “I want your cock in my mouth.”


      I looked down at the cock in question, but it was completely limp. “Um…,” I said.


      Annette turned and wiggled her fingers in a wave. “My fault. Sorry.” She didn’t seem sorry at all, which roused a chuckle.


      “You wanna join us, Trip?” Dennis said.


      “What do you think?” Trip asked me, his voice pitched low. He’d adjusted well enough, but the idea of four-way sex with two strange men probably made him a little nervous.


      Amanda looked at the situation on the bed and then smiled at him. “You’ll do fine.”


      Trip gave her a grateful look.


      “Yeah,” I said, “you’ll do fine.” I wanted to give him some advice, but I didn’t want to make him even more self-conscious, so I gave him my best reassuring smile instead.


      “Okay,” he said, still a little uncertain. Then he frowned.


      “What?”


      “Um… will you be okay here?”


      I laughed a belly laugh. “Dude,” I said, still chuckling, “I was taking care of two women while you were still fumbling with bra-straps. Go! Have fun. I’ll be fine here.”


      The women reassured him with nods, so he stood and headed for the bed. He was nervous at first, but quickly relaxed as Elaine began sucking his dick.


      “He’s nice,” Amanda said as she scooted closer to me.


      “Yeah,” Annette said. “Real sweet.” She sat on my other side, and I put my arm around her.


      We watched the foursome for a while, but then Amanda and Annette started kissing. I decided to play with their pussies, so Amanda returned the favor and stroked me gently as I grew hard in her hand.


      The two women quickly grew heated, and Annette turned to me. I kissed her, tenderly at first, but with heat. She returned the kiss as I cupped her breast. It fit in the palm of my hand, and her nipple hardened as I rubbed it. Amanda descended on my erection, her lips soft and supple.


      Without words, we changed position. I stretched the length of the couch, and Amanda knelt between my legs. Annette straddled my face, and I reached up to spread her slippery inner lips. She tasted of chlorine and sweat and the tang of arousal.


      I quickly teased her clit from its hood, and she moaned when I circled it with my tongue. She was more sensitive than I thought she’d be, so I steadied her with hands on her hips. When I began licking in earnest, she rocked in time with my tongue.


      I thought she’d scream when she came, but she merely tensed up and whimpered once, her body rigid above me. I kept sucking her clit until she abruptly moved to the chair and sat there, panting.


      “Looks like fun,” Amanda said.


      Annette closed her mouth and moistened her lips. “See for yourself,” she said with a nod.


      Amanda looked at me and raised an eyebrow.


      “All aboard.”


      She quickly straddled my face. Her thighs were plumper than Annette’s, and they pressed against my cheeks, soft and smooth. Her pussy was plumper too, with dark pink lips and closely trimmed auburn hair.


      She was a lot more vocal than Annette, and she gyrated so much that I thought she was going to wrench my neck. But I held on and wagged my tongue through her folds. Her pussy was soft and smooth, different from Annette’s, but just as responsive.


      Her fingers dug into the armrest when I began sucking her inner lips, and she cried out each time I circled her clit. She quivered with pent-up desire, which made me smile at the thought of pushing her over the edge.


      Annette began sucking my dick, so I had to force myself to concentrate on Amanda. We continued like that for several minutes, but then something changed. A wave of panic washed over me when I figured out what it was. I kept licking Amanda, but she was so close to orgasm that she hardly noticed when my intensity changed.


      I sent a thought at Annette: Don’t do it.


      She straddled my hips and began stroking my shaft.


      No, dammit! What about the rules?! Dennis told you—


      She rubbed my cock along her slit.


      I tried to say something, but Amanda’s thighs muffled my words. I snarled to myself. I could throw her off my face—and ruin her orgasm—or finish her and deal with Annette as soon as I could.


      I shifted my hips and tried to heave Annette off, but she thought I was being playful. She cried in delight and rubbed my shaft over her slit.


      No, you horny—


      She set the tip of my cock at her opening and settled onto me. Her pussy was hot and wet, but I squeezed my eyes shut in frustration.


      Fuck, fuck, fuckity, fuck!


      Amanda shrieked as climactic pleasure burst from deep within her. She gripped the armrest like a desperate woman, the fabric creaking as she dug in. When her orgasm finally subsided, she collapsed forward.


      I tapped her thigh, and she slid to the floor, panting from the force of her climax. I probably should’ve apologized for unceremoniously dumping her, but I was too upset.


      Annette smiled hungrily from astride my hips.


      I tried to control my expression, but I wanted to shout, to rage, to bellow in frustration. Luckily, I suffered a rare attack of maturity: if I made a scene, I’d ruin everyone’s evening. After all, my temper wasn’t their problem.


      I put my hands on Annette’s hips and took a deep breath. She could tell that something was wrong, but it took her a moment to realize what.


      “Oops,” she said.


      I pasted on a fake expression—rigid self-control pretending to be calm detachment—and lifted her from my hips. My glistening dick slid from her with a wet sound. The treacherous thing flopped against my stomach and tried to act innocent.


      “Sorry,” she said, “I forgot.”


      “It’s okay.”


      Amanda recovered from her orgasm in a flash. She could read me better, and saw my barely suppressed anger.


      For a long moment, I had a silent argument with myself. I wanted to fuck Annette—To hell with Kendall!—but that was the little head talking. The big head said get the hell out. Pronto. I wanted to stay. I needed to go.


      “What’s the matter?” Annette said.


      “I… I need to go.”


      “Why? I won’t do it again. Besides, we’re just starting to have fun.”


      “I know,” I said, “but I can’t do this. If I stay, I’m gonna have sex with you—both of you, probably—and that’s against the rules. My rules. So I’d better go.”


      Amanda seemed to understand, even if Annette didn’t—or didn’t want to.


      “Gimme a sec,” I said as I headed for the bed.


      The group there had changed positions. Elaine lay on her back, sucking Gene while Dennis played with her nipples. Trip was between her legs, fucking her slowly. He turned when I drew near, so I bent close and whispered, “I need to get out of here.”


      “Is everything okay?” Dennis asked.


      I lied as cheerfully as I could. “No problem. I just need some help over here.”


      “Too hot to handle, huh?”


      I hoped my laugh didn’t sound forced. “Yeah, pretty much.”


      “Sorry, guys,” Trip said. “I gotta help my buddy.”


      Elaine grimaced as he withdrew from her pussy, but she blew him a kiss and then shooed us away. Gene moved between her legs and started fucking her as Dennis straddled her chest.


      Trip leaned close. “What’s going on?”


      “I’ll tell you later,” I whispered. “Right now, I need to leave. Will you be okay by yourself?”


      Amanda had figured out what was going on, and she stood a few feet away. “We’ll watch out for him,” she said.


      Annette joined us. “I’m really sorry,” she said. “I got so worked up that I forgot what I was doing.”


      “It’s okay,” I said. I tried to smile. “I really hate to leave, but…”


      I said goodnight and forced myself not to look back as I left. I was too keyed up for bed, so I went for a walk. When I reached the sandy road, I turned downhill and headed toward the lake. It was nearly midnight, so the camp was sleepy and quiet.


      I tried to sort through my feelings—it was my own fault for joining the party without Kendall, but I blamed her for not being with me in the first place. I blamed her for not spending more time with me. I blamed her for not caring about my life. I probably would’ve blamed her for the Kennedy assassination if I’d thought of it. I wasn’t being fair and I knew it, but I couldn’t help how I felt.


      I eventually found myself at the courtyard of Susan’s house. I started toward the kitchen door, but pulled up short. The Raefords’ and Annette’s children were spending the night, and the boys had set up a tent in the courtyard.


      The kitchen and living room were dark, so I walked around to the master bedroom, where the curtains glowed with light. I took a chance and tapped on the sliding glass door. Susan swept the curtains aside a moment later. She looked stern, but then blinked in surprise when she saw me.


      “Paul,” she said as she slid the door open. “I thought it was the boys again. They were playing with their flashlights.”


      “They’re asleep now,” I said. “At least, the tent was quiet and dark.”


      She grew concerned. “What are you doing here? Is everything okay?”


      “No, but I’ll survive. Can we talk?”


      She stepped aside, and my mom looked up from the bed. They’d been reading magazines and painting their toenails. I glanced at Susan’s feet and realized she had cotton stuffed between her toes.


      “We’re having a slumber party,” she said with characteristic aplomb.


      I actually chuckled, with real amusement, but Mom took one look at me and asked if I was okay.


      I started to say yes, but changed my mind and unloaded, about Kendall, relationships, and life in general. I never raised my voice, but I poured out my thoughts—frustrations, really—without holding back. When I was done, I took a deep breath and wiped the saliva from the corners of my mouth.


      “Come sit down,” Susan said, and they cleared a spot between them.


      I sat on the edge of the bed and hung my head, completely drained. “I don’t know what to do,” I said at last. “I’m so frustrated I can’t see straight. I wanted Kendall here this weekend.”


      “Sometimes relationships are about sacrifices,” Mom said.


      “But shouldn’t both of us be making them?”


      Susan gave me a shrewd look, and Mom nodded in agreement. “Yes,” she said, “but it’s not always equal.”


      “I don’t expect it to be fair all the time,” I said, “but I’d like her to make a sacrifice just once. I mean, I drop everything when she wants to get together. I made the mistake of not doing that with Gina, and it cost me. But Kendall doesn’t change her plans for me. Ever. And I’m not talking about the MCAT. I know how important it is, and why she had to spend so much time studying.


      “No, it’s the other times, when it doesn’t matter whether she studies at home or with me. Or now, when she could’ve waited a week to see her aunt. I mean, she’s out of the hospital, for God’s sake. She’s doing better!”


      “Have you talked to her about it?” Mom said.


      I nodded, but then shook my head. Finally, I sighed and stared at the floor. “It’s complicated.”


      They laughed, soft and ironic, but sympathetic.


      Mom said, “Have you thought about”—they shared a look over my head—“moving on?”


      “You mean break up with her?”


      “Paul…,” Susan said after a moment. Her tone was serious. “You didn’t try to fix things with Gina, and you know that. Now you’re trying to avoid the same mistake with Kendall, but you might be…”


      “…trying too hard,” Mom finished.


      “Too hard?”


      They looked at each other and nodded. Then they paused, as if trying to decide how to say something. Delicately.


      “What do you want out of life?” Susan said at last.


      “And what does Kendall want?” Mom asked.


      “Have you talked about it?”


      “What do you want to do after college?”


      “What about when Kendall goes to medical school?”


      “What will you do then?”


      “Does she want children?”


      “How many?”


      “And when?”


      “Do you? Have you thought about it?”


      “Have you talked about it?”


      Their questions came faster, but they obviously didn’t expect answers. That was good, because I didn’t have any.


      Kendall wanted children, but I didn’t know more. I wanted kids, of course, but I didn’t know how many—two?—or when. Kendall wanted to be a psychiatrist, and I wanted to be an architect, but we hadn’t talked about anything beyond that.


      Worse, I didn’t really care about psychology or medicine. They were dry subjects full of funny words. I didn’t even feel guilty about not being interested, since Kendall certainly didn’t care about porticoes and pediments.


      And then there was flying.


      I didn’t even want to think about our differences there. Even the word “difference” was an understatement.


      “I think I get it,” I said at last.


      Mom and Susan looked at each other and had one of their silent conversations.


      “The thing is…,” Susan began, and Mom finished, “…you need to think about your future.”


      “Life is more than ‘going with the flow.’ You have to work toward something, a goal.”


      “With Kendall,” Mom said, “or someone else.”


      I raised my head. “Are you saying I should break up with her?”


      She immediately shook her head.


      “We’re saying,” Susan said, “that you need to start thinking about the future. You don’t have to decide right now, but you need to start asking the questions. If Kendall’s the one for you, then you need to talk to her about some of these things.”


      “You need to talk to her about your problems, too,” Mom added. “You didn’t do that with Gina, and it cost you.”


      “You need to decide for yourself,” Susan said, “but if you’re this unhappy…”


      “…and if Kendall isn’t the right woman,” Mom added, “then you might need to move on.”


      “Although it isn’t quite that simple,” Susan said.


      Mom merely nodded.


      After the barrage of questions and advice, I was still trying to put it all together, so I had no idea what they meant. Susan saw my confusion and drew breath to speak.


      “When I finally realized that Greg wasn’t the man I wanted to marry…,” she began, but didn’t finish. Instead, she shook her head with regret.


      “I had a few boyfriends before I met your father,” Mom added, “but nothing serious, so I didn’t have to break up with anybody. I was lucky, I guess.”


      “You were,” Susan said. “I can still remember the look on Greg’s face when I told him.”


      “That bad?” Mom said.


      Susan nodded.


      I couldn’t imagine breaking up with Kendall. Then again, I couldn’t have imagined Gina breaking up with me either, but that had happened.


      Mom and Susan sensed that I was lost in thought, so they talked around me, reliving the past and trying to laugh about it.


      What would my future with Kendall be like? Was she the woman I wanted to marry?


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Trip came looking for me a while later. He tapped on the sliding glass door and looked abashed when Susan slid it open.


      “Um… sorry it’s so late,” he said. “I… um… I’m looking for Paul.”


      “Come on in,” she said. “He’s right here.”


      “Oh, thank God I found you,” he said.


      I stood. “Are you okay? What’s the matter?”


      “With me? Nothing. I was worried about you.”


      “I’m fine,” I said. I was still horny, still frustrated, and more confused than ever, but at least I didn’t feel like punching things. Susan must have known, because she gave me a reassuring smile.


      “When you weren’t at the cabin,” Trip said, “I got worried.”


      “I’m fine,” I said. “I just wandered down here to talk.” I didn’t want to relive the entire conversation, so I changed the subject. “How are you? How was the party?”


      He blushed.


      “So you had fun?” Susan asked with a grin.


      Trip’s blush deepened, but his smile was answer enough.


      “Annette didn’t wear you out?”


      “Or Elaine?” Mom added.


      “Or Amanda?”


      I took pity on him and stopped them with a glance. They weren’t being nosy, but Trip wasn’t used to their tag-team delivery.


      “Um… no,” he said, “they didn’t wear me out.”


      “Ah,” Susan said wistfully, “the stamina of the young.”


      “Indeed,” Mom said.


      Trip changed the subject. “Annette wanted me to tell you she’s really sorry. She really didn’t mean to.”


      “Mean to what?” Susan said.


      Then it hit me: in all my venting about Kendall, I hadn’t even told them about my night.


      Susan read me perfectly. “Never mind,” she said. “I think I know.” She looked at the clock. “But it’s late, and we need our beauty sleep. So do you, gentlemen. Now shoo.”


      Trip’s expression was a cross between stricken and smitten, and I fought not to chuckle. We said goodnight and left through the sliding glass door.


      Once he realized I was okay, he was eager to tell me about the party after I left. Amanda and Annette had double-teamed him, and then the women had taken turns with all three guys at once.


      “God,” he said at last, “I think maybe they did wear me out.”


      I merely grinned and held the cabin door for him.


      “I had sex with as many women tonight as I’ve had in my life!”


      “So you like being a swinger?”


      “Are you kidding? It’s the greatest thing since sliced bread.”


      I laughed and clapped him on the shoulder. “Good,” I said, with a shove toward the bathroom. “Now go shower. You smell like a brothel.”


      He grinned sheepishly.


      I climbed into the top bunk and laced my fingers behind my head. I had a million questions running through my mind, none with easy answers.


      Trip was still talkative when he finished his shower, so I let him carry the conversation. I paid attention with half an ear, but I picked up bits and pieces.


      I realized what part of his problem was: he still thought of love and sex as the same thing. I knew the difference, of course, and had for years. I loved Gina, whether we had sex or not. I didn’t love Elaine, but I still wanted to have sex with her.


      Trip wasn’t in love with Annette, but he did have a bit of a crush on her. Still, he was beginning to understand the difference. Slowly but surely, he was becoming part of my world, which was the first thing to make me smile in hours.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      My balls ached when I woke up. I had my usual morning hard-on, so I went to the bathroom and jerked off. The pressure eased, but then I thought about why I had a case of blue balls. I didn’t want to get upset all over again, but I practically jerked the bathroom door open.


      Fortunately, Trip was awake already, and he swung his feet out of bed when he saw me. Still half-asleep, he stood and passed me on the way to the bathroom.


      “C’mon,” I said when he returned, “let’s go for a swim.”


      After breakfast, the Raefords and friends had to pack up and leave, since Elaine and Amanda had to work on Sunday (hospitals never close, after all). Trip and I helped load their cars, and Annette took me aside as we were saying our goodbyes.


      She apologized for what had happened, but I told her not to worry about it. It was as much my fault as hers. She gave me a hug, more relieved than anything. Trip and I promised to visit them in Augusta—with Kendall, of course—but the plans were the kind you make when you’re saying goodbye.


      After they left, Trip and I headed down to the lake. Some of the boys and their fathers began throwing a baseball, so Trip borrowed an extra glove and joined them. I went for a swim and climbed onto the raft with Leah and Erin. They weren’t in a talkative mood, which suited me fine.


      The afternoon was more of the same, although we played volleyball instead of baseball. Even Leah and Erin came up to watch. We wanted them to play, but they didn’t want to get all sweaty and sandy. The rest of us had fun anyway, and our team won two games out of three.


      That night, I lay awake in bed, thinking about my problems with Kendall. When I realized I was brooding, I began designing houses in my head. I went through Georgian Revival, Federalist, Foursquare, Prairie Style, and more. Then I started mixing styles, using elements that worked well together.


      When I still couldn’t sleep, I slipped out of the cabin and went for a walk. Susan’s house was dark and quiet, so I wandered down to the lake. The moon had already set, so it was dark, but it was peaceful, too. I slipped into the cold water and quietly swam toward the dark shape of the raft. With the weather-worn canvas under my back, I gazed up at the stars.


      I needed to talk to Kendall. What did she want to do after college? Medical school, of course, but what then? How long would it take her to become a doctor? Where would I be? She had her residency, and I had my internship. What if they weren’t in the same city? Did I really want to have a long-distance relationship? Could I stand a couple of years of that?


      I loved Kendall, but for the first time in my life, I had serious doubts about our future. But I wanted to make things work. Kendall was smart, beautiful, sexy, and fun. On top of that, the sex was incredible. She was everything I wanted in a woman, everything I wanted in a wife.


      Unfortunately, I couldn’t shake the feeling that Mom and Susan were right, that maybe I was trying too hard.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      
        ◄ ► Table of Contents
      

    


    
      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Become a Patron!


      
        	Home


        	Links


        	FAQ


        	Contact


        	Legal


        	Search

      

    


    
      Copyright © 2007-2020 Nick Scipio. All rights reserved.


      [image: Made on a Mac]


      [image: Valid XHTML]

    

  


  
    
      [image: Scipio S] [image: by Nick Scipio] [image: Wren Series]
    


    
      
        ◄ 

        CHAPTER 8

      


      After goodbyes at camp, Trip and I flew back to Franklin. I still had to drive back to Atlanta, so I packed the rest of my things, said goodbye to his family, and hit the road. I called Kendall when I got home, but the answering machine picked up. I left a message and called Wren next.


      “Hey,” I said. “What’re you up to?”


      “Packing for school. You?”


      “I’m about to start. I just called Kendall, but I got the machine.”


      “Did you ever get a chance to talk to her about… things?”


      “Not really. She had to run off to see her not-so-sick aunt.”


      “I thought she did that already.”


      “She went again.”


      “Oh. Sorry. Things’ll probably get better when we’re back at school.”


      “Yeah, probably,” I said. “Anyway, that’s not what I called about.”


      “Oh? Did you call because you missed me?”


      “Certain parts more than others.”


      “Well, I can’t show them to you over the phone.”


      “That’s okay, I have a good memory.”


      She laughed. “Boy, you really have a way of making a girl feel special.”


      “I try.”


      “So, what did you call about, Mr. Mysterious? Just to say hi?”


      “Well, Miss Beautiful, I wanted to find out when you were heading to Knoxville.”


      “Tomorrow morning, early. Why? When are you going?”


      “The same. You wanna meet and drive up together?”


      “My parents are driving up too. Are you sure you want to deal with my mom? After my birthday, she wants us to get back together. You know how she is.”


      “I can handle your mom,” I said. “Besides, my mom’s going too, so I’ll have reinforcements.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      I’d had visions of triumphantly repaying the loan from my parents—a second mortgage on their house—but the banks had handled everything between them. The only thing I ever saw was a line item on a closing statement. So my “big presentation” was a confirmation number for a wire transfer.


      To make things even more anticlimactic, my dad was out of town. Still, I presented the paper to my mom with a flourish.


      “Thank you very much,” she said. “The bank told us last week.” She actually laughed when my face fell. “That’s how it works,” she said gently.


      “Yeah, but I wanted to make a big deal.”


      “You did.”


      “But… how?”


      “By doing such a good job this summer. You and Trip put a lot of effort into those houses, and it showed.”


      “But… you never even saw them.”


      “I saw how fast they sold, and how much money you made in the process. Enough to pay us back and still have a tidy profit.”


      “It’s a bit more than ‘tidy,’” I said.


      “I know,” she said. “Congratulations. We’re very proud of you.”


      “Thanks. Oh, speaking of which…” I reached for my wallet and pulled out five crisp hundred-dollar bills. “For my little indiscretion with your credit card last Christmas.”


      She took the money, but then looked confused. “I thought it was just four hundred.”


      “It was. The rest is interest.”


      “Paul, that’s too much. Here.” She tried to return a hundred-dollar bill, but I refused.


      “It was bad enough that I used the card in the first place,” I said. Especially to buy gifts for a girl who wasn’t my girlfriend, I thought ruefully. “So I should pay the interest too.”


      “But the interest wasn’t a hundred dollars.”


      “Okay, call it a penalty then.”


      “I don’t think so,” she said, and thrust the money at me again.


      “Sorry, Mom. Call it interest, call it a penalty, call it a ‘valuable life lesson’ if you want, but I’m not taking it back. It’s yours.”


      “Paul, we’re not going to—”


      “Then let me buy you dinner while you’re in New York City,” I said. “Give the money to Dad and tell him to take you to the best restaurant in town.”


      “Thank you,” she said at last, graciously. “I’m sure we’ll enjoy it.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      I called Kendall early the next morning, but I didn’t leave a message when the machine picked up. I was a little irked that she hadn’t called when she returned from her aunt’s house. On the other hand, I didn’t know what her schedule was—she might’ve gone straight to school without going home first. Either way, she should’ve told me.


      On the way to meet Wren and her parents, I briefed Mom about my ex-boyfriend act.


      “Is that why she spent the night a few weeks ago?”


      My eyes widened before I got control.


      “I’ll take that as a yes,” Mom said.


      “How did you know about that?”


      She shrugged. “Little things.”


      “Like what?” I wanted to know for the next time, in case I really needed to cover my tracks.


      “Just call it ‘mother’s intuition,’” she said at last. “You’ll understand when you have children.”


      “I hope so,” I said, and shook my head in amazement.


      When we met Wren and her parents, Mom played her part to a tee.


      “Helen, it’s so nice to meet you at last,” she said. “Wren’s such a wonderful young lady.”


      Wren turned rosy despite her tan.


      Helen smiled and said, “I keep telling her that she and Paul should get back together, but—”


      “Mom,” Wren hissed, “not now.”


      “Oh, posh.”


      Wren’s father saved us when he tapped his watch and ushered Helen back to their car. Wren had decided to take her little Datsun to school, so we climbed into our cars and pulled out of the parking lot.


      The drive to Knoxville was uneventful, and campus was just as crowded as the year before. After we made our way through the traffic jam, we found parking spaces. Wren and her roommates had an apartment in Andy Holt, so we’d all be living in the same building.


      We found Trip with his family on a bench near the lobby. They’d been there an hour, so his name was near the top of the list for a luggage cart. After introductions all around, his little brothers latched onto Wren. They tugged her toward the grassy area next to the building and started a game of tag.


      We began unloading the cars as soon as Trip got his cart. Wren formed the boys into the “Super Helper Squad” to carry little things. They were trying to impress her, so they took their jobs seriously.


      Wren was the first to move into her apartment, and chose the front bedroom. Trip and I took the same bedroom in our apartment, since Luke and Jeff had already moved into the back bedroom. The rooms were identical in all the apartments, but one was farther from the noise of the living room and kitchen.


      After we finished unloading, Wren and Trip’s fathers went to buy area rugs for the two apartments, while the women went shopping for supplies. Kendall had the same apartment as the year before, but no one answered when I called, so Trip and I headed out. We met up with Wren and went to stand in line for registration.


      Once we had our schedules, we ate a quick lunch. Afterward, Trip and Wren went with me to Financial Aid to pick up my scholarship check. Then we stood in line at the bursar’s office to pay tuition and fees. From there, we stood in another line to buy books. By the time we finished, we’d spent more than six hours standing in one line or another.


      Back at the apartment building, I left the others and stopped by Kendall’s apartment. Her roommates Phoebe and Vivian were there, but they hadn’t seen Kendall all day. I left a note and headed upstairs to my own apartment.


      Wren and her parents came up a little later, and her father offered to take everyone to dinner. I called Kendall’s apartment one more time before we left, but she still wasn’t there. Wren tried to cheer me up, but I wasn’t in the mood to be cheered up.


      Dinner was good—Wren’s father had excellent taste in restaurants—but I brooded through it until Wren touched my knee under the table.


      “What’s the matter?” she asked softly.


      “Nothing,” I lied, but she saw through me.


      “You’re thinking about her, aren’t you?”


      I gave up trying to fool her, and nodded instead.


      “You’ll see her tomorrow,” Wren said, “and everything will be fine.”


      “Yeah, I guess.”


      She just patted my thigh, and rested her hand there until we finished eating.


      Mom had to catch a flight to meet Dad in New York, so I had an excuse not to linger. Besides, Wren’s parents had to head home, and Trip’s family needed to return to Franklin. So we said goodbye in the parking lot and went our separate ways.


      On the drive to the airport, I wanted to complain about Kendall, but I knew it wouldn’t do any good. Instead, Mom and I talked about life in general, although she could tell that I was upset. She knew why, so she steered the conversation toward relationships.


      I didn’t miss the parallels—or the lack thereof—between her relationship with Dad and my relationship with Kendall. My parents were a team, and they communicated with each other. Kendall and I seemed to be solo players who happened to be going the same direction. I hated the thought, because I really did love her, but I couldn’t escape the obvious conclusion.


      My mood wasn’t any better by the time Mom boarded her flight. I waited until her plane pushed back, and then headed toward the main terminal. Another plane had just arrived, so I threaded my way through the crowd with my head down, lost in thought.


      “Paul?”


      I knew that Kendall and I had problems, and I wanted to believe they’d get better on their own, but I’d made that mistake once already. It had cost me Gina, and I wasn’t going to let things reach that point with Kendall. I loved her, and I wanted to make things work, but Mom and Susan’s advice echoed in my thoughts. Maybe I was trying too h—


      “Paul? Is that you?”


      I raised my head at the sound of my name.


      “Paul? Over here.” The girl was about my age, petite and attractive, with blonde hair bleached by the sun. She looked familiar, but—


      Then it hit me. Her hair was shorter than I remembered, straight and pixyish, but her bright blue eyes were unmistakable. “Christy!”


      She dropped her bags and gave me a hug.


      “What’re you doing here?” I asked when we separated.


      “My plane just got in.”


      I was still so preoccupied that I actually asked which flight.


      She grinned and pointed toward the plane that was currently debarking. It was the only plane at the terminal.


      “Sorry,” I said. “I guess…” I shrugged.


      “You were in your own little world.” Her eyes twinkled with a grin. “You get that way sometimes.”


      I recovered my manners and picked up her bags. “How are you getting to campus? Can I give you a ride?”


      “I was going to take a taxi,” she said, “but… You don’t mind?”


      “Of course not. Are you ready?”


      “I need to get my other suitcases,” she said.


      Her carry-on luggage weighed at least forty pounds, so I couldn’t imagine what else she’d packed. Then again, I’d brought an entire carload of things to school. If she’d managed to pack her life into just four suitcases, she’d done better than I had.


      While we waited for the baggage carousel, she asked what I was doing at the airport. I told her about my mom and her trip to New York. She thought it was romantic that my parents went on weekend getaways together. They’d been doing it for so long that I didn’t think anything of it. Nothing special, at least. But the more I thought about it, it was sort of romantic.


      Would Kendall and I do the same thing? I nearly scoffed aloud as I answered myself: Not unless we drive. Ugh and double ugh.


      Christy saw my mood change, but she was too polite to pry. Instead, she changed the subject to my summer job. I started slow, still in a funk, but she drew me out with questions about Blackie and the crew. By the time we reached the apartment building, I was telling her about the young couple who’d bought the first Craftsman house.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Kendall finally called after I got home from the airport. She’d spent the morning going through registration, and the afternoon with her parents and brother, touring the football facilities and athletes’ dorm.


      I understood, but I wished she’d left me a note, or called, or something. We talked for a while, but we were both tired. Her parents were leaving the next day, so she invited me to breakfast with them.


      Trip could tell that I wasn’t exactly happy when I returned to the living room. Luke and Jeff were clueless—they were arguing about some girl Luke had been hitting on—but I didn’t pay much attention. I was thinking about Kendall, obviously.


      My immediate problem was that I was horny. Knowing her, that would take care of itself as soon as we had some time alone. After that, we needed to make time for each other, every day, and not just for sex.


      We also had to talk about rules for our relationship. I wasn’t going to tell her about Wren or the Raefords’ party, but I didn’t want to get into the same situation again. I didn’t like making up rules on the fly.


      And speaking of flying…


      I needed to talk to her about that, too, since I wanted to finish my instrument rating. She wouldn’t like it at first, but it was something I wanted to do. I needed to tell her before I did it, though.


      We also needed to talk about our future together. After she graduated—in less than a year—she wanted to go to med school in Memphis. We’d be separated by four hundred miles, and we’d need to find a way to make things work.


      Last but not least, I had Mom and Susan’s questions swirling in my head. I didn’t need to answer them at once, but I had to start asking at least.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      When Kendall’s parents finally left, we made a beeline for my apartment. Luke and Jeff were out, but Trip saw the look on my face and grinned.


      “I think I’ll go hang out with Wren and Christy,” he said. “I’ll probably head down to the basketball courts and find a pick-up game after that. I’ll be back late, I’m sure.”


      The door had barely closed behind him before Kendall and I rushed together.


      We didn’t speak. I merely backed her against the wall with my body, and our lips crushed together in a heated kiss. She wrapped a long leg around me and tugged my shirt from my waistband. I pulled back long enough to rip open her blouse. Then I kissed her chest and popped her bra catch with practiced ease.


      She unbuckled my belt and reached for the button of my shorts. My dick strained against the fabric of my underwear, but she released it as she sank to her knees. I braced myself against the wall above her, watching as she kissed the tip of my cock. She rubbed it over her lips, but then practically inhaled me.


      She wrapped her fist around my shaft and began pumping as she sucked. I exploded in record time, and sent a stream of semen gushing down her throat. She pulled back to catch her breath, panting from the speed of things. I swallowed hard and gazed down as she slowly milked my erection.


      I was still sensitive, but I let her stroke me while I caught my breath. Then I pulled her to her feet and guided her toward my bedroom. My bed was on the far side of the room, and I managed to undress her by the time we reached it. She rolled into bed and watched with sultry eyes as I finished taking off my clothes.


      “Mmm, nice,” she said.


      I struck a bodybuilder pose, which made her smile.


      She spread her legs and said, “I like this pose better,” which made me smile.


      I knelt on the foot of the bed and lay between her legs. Her pussy was slippery with desire, pink and puffy from arousal. I kissed her gently and spread her labia with my fingers. The aroma washed over me and I felt my mouth water.


      I took my time and licked her slowly. Her face and chest were flushed by the time I rose to my knees and positioned my shaft at her opening. She tensed when I entered her, and her pussy seemed tighter than usual. I started to say something, but then she went rigid.


      She clutched the bed in silence as a mini-orgasm washed over her. I could feel it in her pussy and watch it on her face at the same time, and I almost forgot to keep thrusting.


      When I remembered what I was supposed to be doing, I moved my hips and buried another inch. Her pussy contracted around me, and a fresh wave of heat and moisture assaulted my cock. After several long moments, she relaxed and sagged to the bed.


      “Keep going,” she panted.


      Her pussy felt like a molten vise, but I buried myself completely. She went silently rigid as another wave of pleasure rippled through her. I began thrusting with long, deliberate strokes.


      “Oh, yes!” she whispered hoarsely. “Fuck me!”


      Instead of answering, I threw her legs over my shoulders and bent her in half. With my arms hooked behind her knees, I plunged into her, thrusting deep as I concentrated on her reactions.


      “In the ass,” she finally gasped. “Fuck me in the ass.”


      I pulled out, and she rolled to her hands and knees. I scooted forward and set my glans at the pink rosette of her anus. Then I gripped her hips, and she groaned as my cock spread her sphincter.


      “Do it hard,” she said.


      I slammed into her, and she cried out.


      “Don’t stop,” she begged. “Fuck me hard.” Her shoulders dropped as she reached between her legs to play with her pussy.


      I began pounding her from behind. I thought I was being too rough, but she shuddered in ecstasy each time I slammed into her. I drove her hips to the bed, but I didn’t stop thrusting, even when I felt my orgasm building.


      When I couldn’t hold back any longer, I buried myself completely. I came with a grunt, my balls tingling as I emptied myself into her bowels. Her ass tightened with an orgasmic spasm, which almost cut off the spurts of my own climax.


      I finally collapsed on top of her, and we panted hard, still joined at the hips. When I regained enough strength to move, I pulled my half-hard dick from her ass, and she made room for me on the bed.


      I flopped to my back, and she draped herself over me. Neither of us said anything. Instead, we simply held each other and enjoyed the feeling of being together.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      The next morning, Trip and I went through our bathroom-sharing routine and headed downstairs for the first day of class. Christy, Wren, and Ash O’Riordan were waiting for us in the lobby.


      “Is Kendall meeting us?” Christy asked.


      Trip and I shared a quick look. Kendall didn’t want to abandon Abby—who wasn’t ready to see Trip yet—so they planned to have breakfast an hour later.


      “Um… no,” I said. “She’s gonna eat with her roommate.”


      Wren knew the story, and she gave Christy an “I’ll tell you later” look. So we shouldered our backpacks and headed toward the Morrill dining hall.


      Over breakfast, we talked about our summer vacations. Christy told us about London, and some of the places she’d seen. She’d spent the last half of the summer at her parents’ house in San Diego, surfing with friends and hanging out at the beach.


      Wren had spent her summer working and partying, and told us about some of the big ones, including her birthday. She flashed me a smirk, but didn’t mention anything about after the party.


      Ash had spent the summer with her father in Chicago. He ran an advertising agency, and lived in a high-rise condo with a view of Lake Michigan. She’d worked in his art department as a photographer’s intern, and had plenty of pictures to show us.


      Trip and I talked about our adventures with home renovation. The girls cried with laughter when he told them about the practical joke with the beer permit. He was showing off, so the story grew in the telling, but I played the straight man and nodded in all the right places.


      Eventually, we had to leave for class. Trip and Wren waved and started for the Hill, while Christy, Ash, and I headed for the Art & Architecture building. At the entrance, Ash said goodbye and went off to the photography studios.


      “So,” Christy said as we climbed the stairs, “what’s your first class?”


      “Interior Design. What’s yours?”


      “History of American Sculpture. Siobhan’s teaching it, of course.” Christy laughed. “She’s actually in the textbook, too. Only a small part, but she’s an important Twentieth Century Realist. That’s what I want to be. A Realist, I mean. I don’t know if I’ll ever be as famous as Siobhan, but she says I have a good eye. She keeps telling me I’ll be even more famous one day, but I don’t know.”


      I grinned at her sidelong.


      “Am I chattering already?”


      “Not really.”


      She looked skeptical.


      “Okay, maybe a little, but it’s kinda cute.”


      She rolled her eyes. “Thanks. I think.” She reached into her backpack and pulled out a bag of carrot sticks. “Want some?”


      “We just had breakfast.”


      “I know, but I’m hungry. My metabolism, remember? I’m down to 95—all that surfing this summer—so I need to gain a few pounds.”


      I chuckled. “Boy, I wish I had your problems.”


      “You wouldn’t if you really had them,” she said, waving a carrot. “I have to work hard to stay in the triple digits.”


      “You really are a bunny, aren’t you?”


      Her eyes flashed with a grin.


      “This is my class, though,” I said, nodding toward a door.


      “I’m downstairs, at the other end of the building.”


      “Then what did you follow me up here for?”


      “I guess I lost track of where I was,” she said. I didn’t believe her, but she smiled anyway. “Besides, it’s nice talking to you again,” she said. “I missed you over the summer.”


      “You did?”


      She nodded. “I didn’t have anyone to draw with. And I kept wanting to ask you about the buildings. Simon didn’t know anything about them, but I knew you would.”


      “Yeah, probably,” I said, a bit sheepishly.


      “See? I could’ve told you about the art, and you could’ve told me about the nice building-things that keep the weather out.”


      “‘Keep the weather out…’?” I sputtered.


      She smiled wryly, the very picture of innocence. “Mmm hmm. But I’d better be off. I don’t wanna be late.”


      I shook my head with disbelief as she practically skipped toward the stairs. “Nice ‘building-things’ that keep the weather out”? Indeed!


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      My first class was mostly full of first-year Interior Design students, but I was one of two Architecture students. The other was a fourth- or fifth-year I didn’t know. The professor was a bit dry, but I enjoyed it.


      Afterward, I headed to the new computer lab, where Professor Liang was writing on the whiteboard. I recognized several people, but only one I knew very well: Gracie Fisher.


      She was an attractive brunette, with dark eyes and enough ambition for two people. She’d been a design team leader the year before, when I’d been passed over for the same position.


      I wanted to dislike her, but I couldn’t. I’d seen enough of her designs to realize that she was good. Very good. On top of that, she had some leadership quality that I lacked. I didn’t like admitting it, but I knew it was true.


      She saw me and smiled. “Hey, Paul!” She gestured at the computer next to her. “Have a seat. How’s it going?”


      I slid into the chair. “Good. You?”


      “Good,” she said. We chatted about our summers, and then she said, “I’m really looking forward to class. Computers are definitely the future of architecture.”


      “Pretty cool, huh?”


      She turned businesslike when Professor Liang cleared his throat for our attention. He introduced himself and went over the syllabus. The first couple of weeks would be basic computer use, which I was reasonably familiar with. Still, my trusty little VIC-20 was hardly in the same league with the computers in the lab, so I was bound to learn a lot.


      When the bell rang at the end of class, Gracie and I talked for a minute, but we both had to head to our next classes. Hers was Marketing Strategy, and mine was History and Theory of Architecture.


      Trip was already there when I arrived, so I slipped into the seat next to him. He was chatting with people we knew from first year, but I was content to listen.


      When Professor Randall wrote her name on the blackboard, we all grew quiet. She went over the usual stuff, and passed out the syllabus. Then she started quizzing us, firing questions about as fast as we could answer them.


      We were slow at first, a little surprised by the barrage, but she never lingered when she stumped someone. Instead, she simply told us the answer and looked for her next victim. She was lively and fun, and we eventually got into it. I answered every question she fired my way, mostly because of my summer reading.


      Score one for Professor Joska, I thought sardonically.


      Trip had a class at eleven o’clock, but I had a free hour, so I read my Interior Design book until it was time to meet Kendall. We talked about classes and professors over lunch, but she was preoccupied with her schedule. One of her classes had changed times, so she had a conflict.


      After we finished eating, she left to go to the registrar’s office, and I went looking for Trip. I found him outside the dining hall, with Christy, Wren, Zoë Baranski (their other roommate), and Zoë’s boyfriend, Peter. After re-introductions, Christy pulled Wren and me aside.


      “Siobhan wants me to ask if you can model this quarter,” she said.


      “Sure,” Wren said immediately.


      “I’m game,” I said.


      “She has two classes,” Christy continued. “Monday-Wednesday-Friday at 11:00, and Tuesday-Thursday at 9:25. Can you do either of those?”


      I went over my schedule in my mind. “I can do either,” I said. “Or both.”


      “Me too,” Wren practically chirped.


      We grinned at each other. Then we broke into snickers.


      “Oh, brother,” Christy said. “I’ll tell Siobhan to expect trouble.”


      “We aren’t trouble,” I said, still grinning.


      “We’re big trouble,” Wren finished.


      “You two are nuts.”


      “What’s so funny?” Trip asked after Zoë and Peter headed toward the Hill.


      “Our roommates are insane,” Christy said.


      “Tell me something I don’t know.”


      We shared a laugh, but then Trip and I had to leave for class. The girls said goodbye and headed back to their apartment.


      “Wren’s fun,” Trip said as we walked toward the A&A building.


      “Yeah, she is.”


      “Christy too,” he said, “but she’s more serious.”


      I nodded.


      “And they’re both cute.”


      We talked about the girls until we reached our class. The room was one of the design labs, with drafting tables and stools instead of desks. Gracie Fisher was already there, and she waved to the tables next to her when she saw us. I recognized several other people, including John Spaulding and Louis Vang, team leaders from the year before.


      Professor Joska entered the room at precisely one o’clock. The hubbub died as he took his place in front of the class. He stood with his hands clasped behind his back, bouncing lightly on the balls of his feet, practically bristling with intensity.


      “My name is Laszlo Joska,” he said. The “yosh-ka” of his last name sounded soft and sibilant with his Hungarian accent. “This class is Architecture 2006, Architectural Design,” he continued. “If you’re not supposed to be here, please be kind enough to leave quietly.”


      No one moved.


      “For the next twelve weeks…,” he began, and gave us the “Architecture is a serious business for serious people” speech.


      “There are more than a hundred second-year students,” he finished, “including the twenty-four in this class. Look around you, ladies and gentlemen. Only half of you will graduate with a degree in architecture.”


      He didn’t tell us how hard the class was going to be, because most of us already knew.


      “After your first test, next week,” Joska said, which made us groan, “class standings will be posted outside my office. The top students will receive no special treatment, but it is virtually guaranteed that they will go on to have highly successful careers. Do you think you will be one of them?”


      “Yes, sir,” Gracie said, with more confidence than anyone rightly deserved.


      “You haven’t lost any of your pluck,” Joska said, “have you, Miss Fisher?”


      “No, sir.”


      “I see. But you’re probably right.” He looked over the class. “For those of you who don’t know her, I’d like to introduce Miss Fisher, recipient of an Excellence in Architecture Scholarship, the most prestigious scholarship awarded by the Hyatt Foundation.”


      She puffed up like a peacock, but I glimpsed a tremor of nervousness behind her confidence.


      “Congratulations, Miss Fisher,” Joska said. “I expect you to be at the top of the class when the first standings are posted.”


      “Thank you, sir.”


      Joska shifted slightly, and his eyes locked on me.


      “For those of you who are wondering who the second best student will be,” he said, “I’ll give you a hint: he’s sitting next to Miss Fisher, looking like a fish out of water.”


      I swallowed hard and composed myself as every face in the room turned to follow Joska’s gaze.


      “Allow me to introduce Mr. Hughes,” he said, “recipient of the Charles Eames Innovation in Design Scholarship, also from the Hyatt Foundation. The Eames Scholarship is awarded to the most creative students in the field of design. Congratulations, Mr. Hughes.”


      “Thank you, sir,” I said. Much to my surprise, my voice sounded strong and confident.


      Joska surveyed the class. “Only one other university can boast two Hyatt Scholars among its second-year class. That’s quite an achievement. Congratulations to both Miss Fisher and Mr. Hughes.” He applauded us, and the rest of the class joined in.


      “Now that we have the accolades behind us,” he continued, “let us turn to business.”


      He passed out syllabuses and a list of required reading. I did a double take when I read the list: it was identical to the summer reading list he’d given me at the end of last year. I wouldn’t have to read a dozen extra books—I was already ahead of the class!


      My joy lasted until I wondered why. I knew immediately: Joska had even more work planned for me. I wanted to groan in frustration, since I already had a full course load. Instead, I clenched my jaw and vowed to do everything he asked, without complaint.


      Joska started speaking again, and I returned my attention to him. He spent the next forty-five minutes going over the textbook, reading list, and course outline.


      “Between the instruction and lab portions of class,” he finished, “we will take a ten-minute break.”


      “Do you want a Coke?” Gracie asked me. “I’m gonna need it to get through the next three hours.”


      “Sure,” I said. Then I turned to Trip, who was talking to John Spaulding. “You guys want anything from the Coke machine?”


      John shook his head, but Trip nodded and dug in his pocket.


      I waved him off. “I got it.”


      Gracie and I headed toward the vending machines in the atrium.


      “What do you think of class so far?” she asked.


      I shrugged. “Joska is Joska,” I said. “He’s gonna work us to death, and do it with a smile.”


      She laughed. “True.”


      “But the lab should be fun,” I said, “although three hours a day is gonna get old.”


      “Yeah, especially after an hour of lecture. But it’s only three days a week, and it is a six credit-hour course.”


      “Besides,” I added, “it’s a degree requirement, so it’s not like we have any choice.”


      She nodded, and we began feeding money to the Coke machine.


      “Congratulations on your scholarship,” she said. “It’s really prestigious.”


      “Thanks, but yours is too. Even more.”


      “Yeah,” she said, “but mine’s actually for second-year students. The Eames Scholarship usually goes to third- or fourth-years. It says a lot that you got it your second year. I mean, think about the cost alone—they know they’re going to have to pay for four years of school for you.”


      “If I keep the scholarship,” I said.


      “You will. I’ve seen your designs, remember? You’re really good.”


      I blushed. “Thanks, but you’re pretty good yourself.”


      “I work hard,” she said with a shrug. “I have to. I’m a woman.”


      “Talent doesn’t have a gender,” I said. “Not in my book, at least.”


      It was her turn to blush, and she looked pretty when she did.


      We returned to class just in time. I set Trip’s Coke on his desk and slid into my seat as Professor Joska began writing on the blackboard.


      We spent the entire lab period reviewing the previous year and bringing the transfer students up to speed. Professor Joska assigned us to two-person design and review teams, and we rearranged ourselves to sit next to our partners.


      He’d assigned the new students to Trip, Gracie, John Spaulding, and Louis Vang. That made sense, since they were team leaders from the year before, but he’d assigned the fifth new student to me.


      “Take ten minutes,” Joska said, “to get to know the person sitting next to you. You will spend a lot of time with them over the next twelve weeks.”


      The room filled with the sound of conversation, and I turned to my new partner.


      Freddie DeFeo had dark hair, a big Roman nose, and a five o’clock shadow. He wasn’t shy, either, and he began telling me his life story. He was from Long Island, and his parents had just divorced. His mother had moved to Knoxville to live with her sister.


      He’d been a student at Cornell before the divorce, but his father (an architect himself, who sounded like a real jerk) wouldn’t pay the tuition anymore. So Freddie was at Tennessee, although he wasn’t happy to be “stuck in the sticks.” Despite his bitterness, he seemed like a nice enough guy.


      I barely had time to tell him about myself before Joska called an end to things. He reminded us of our reading lists, as well as the upcoming test. Then he actually let us go early. It was only five minutes, but early was early.


      “Yo,” Freddie said as we gathered our things, “who’s this Joska guy, anyway? My prof at Cornell said he’s some kinda design genius or something.” He brushed away the comment. “After today’s class, I say fuggedaboutit.”


      My brow furrowed in confusion. “What?”


      “Huh?”


      “What did you just say?”


      “When?”


      “Just now.”


      He shrugged, palms up. “What? What’d I say?”


      “F’ged something,” I said.


      “Fuggedaboutit?”


      “Yeah. What’s that supposed mean?”


      “Fuggedaboutit,” he said with a wave, as if that explained everything. “You know… fuggedaboutit.”


      “Okay, whatever.” I still didn’t understand, but it wasn’t worth the hassle of an explanation.


      “So anyway,” he continued, “what’s up with this Joska clown?”


      “He’s not a clown,” I bristled, surprised at my own reaction.


      “Hey, whoa,” Freddie said, “I don’t have a Hyatt Scholarship or nothing, but this guy seems like a major pain in the ass.”


      I’d thought the same myself, but Freddie hadn’t earned the right to say it.


      He backed down. “Calm down, junior. I’m just breakin’ your balls.”


      “What the hell are you talking about?”


      “I’m just breakin’ your balls, man. Relax. You seem like an okay guy.” When he realized that I couldn’t decide whether to be genuinely confused or just plain irritated, he tried to smooth things over. “Hey, not for nothin’, but I figure you know what’s goin’ on around here. So maybe you could help me out. I mean, yo! I’m completely lost here.”


      “Yeah, all right. I’ll help you out.”


      “In return,” he offered magnanimously, “I’ll tell you how to make an Italian shut up.”


      “Okay, how?”


      “Tie his hands!”


      His smile was infectious, and I grudgingly offered one of my own. Trip joined us, and I introduced them.


      “Hey,” Freddie said, “it’s nice to meet youse guys.”


      “In case you haven’t guessed,” I deadpanned, “Freddie’s not from these parts.”


      “Fuggedaboutit!” Freddie said.


      “Nice to meet you, Freddie,” Trip said as they shook hands.


      “Not for nothin’,” Freddie said, “but it’s good to have a couple o’ paisans already.”


      I didn’t know why, but Freddie was starting to grow on me.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      After my first class on Thursday (Western Civ.), I met Wren and we headed to Siobhan’s studio. She handed us the standard model release forms, along with her class schedule. We found a bench in the hall and sat down to read over the schedule.


      “Me for two weeks,” Wren said, “and then you for two.”


      “Yeah, same as last year.”


      “But I was hoping we could model together,” she play-whined.


      I grinned. “We will. In October.”


      “But I want it now.”


      “It’s good to want things.”


      “Now you’re just being mean,” she said, and began filling out the form.


      I grinned and bent over my own release.


      “Did you have a chance to talk to Kendall?” Wren asked when we finished.


      I shrugged. “Not really. But we did have a chance to… you know.”


      “Lucky her,” Wren said, half teasing, half genuine.


      “What about you and Christy?”


      Her cheeks turned rosy. “We stayed up all night talking.”


      “You didn’t have time to…?” I wiggled my fingers suggestively.


      “No! It’s not like that.”


      “I thought…,” I said, a little confused. “I mean… I thought you two were… you know…” I studied her face. “Have things changed?”


      “No, we talked about that,” Wren said. “We’re both still interested, but it’s not like we fool around every night.”


      “Why not? If you were my roommate, I’d fool around every night. Sometimes twice!”


      “I wouldn’t let you.”


      “Why not?”


      “Because I don’t like you anymore.” She was lying, and we both knew it.


      “Anyone you do like?” I asked. “Any guy, I mean.”


      “Besides you?”


      “I thought you didn’t like me anymore.”


      “I lied.”


      On impulse, I put my arm around her and pulled her close. She rested her head on my chest. “I hate being lonely,” she said after a long moment.


      “You’re not lonely. You have me and Christy… Ash… Zoë… lots of people.” I lifted her chin and smiled down at her. “See?”


      “Yeah, but you all have other people. Well, except for Trip, but he just broke up with someone. The rest of you do, though. I mean, you have Kendall, Christy has Simon, even if he is a loser, and Zoë has Peter. Ash is hot for some guy in Chicago, so I’m pretty much the odd woman out.”


      “You’re not really that odd,” I teased. “You’re pretty much symmetrical.”


      “‘Symmetrical’? What kind of compliment is that?”


      “Well, you are,” I said, and pointed to her chest.


      “Is that all you think about?”


      “Yeah, pretty much.”


      “How would you like it if I said your balls are ‘symmetrical’?”


      I tried to look solemn as I groped between my legs. “Hey,” I said all of a sudden, “I think you’re right!”


      She rolled her eyes. “That still doesn’t help me any.”


      “You’ll find somebody.”


      “Easy for you to say.”


      I smiled and gently pulled her against me. Then I kissed the top of her head.


      She sat up a few minutes later. “Thanks for putting up with me.”


      “Oh, I don’t just ‘put up’ with you. I actually kinda like you.”


      She smiled, but it was sad.


      “Seriously,” I said. “You’ll find someone.”


      “But I want him now. I mean, you have no idea how horny I am.”


      My eyebrows shot up.


      “I think I’ll go back to my apartment and… you know. Wanna join me?”


      “Um… I’d love to, but…”


      “Yeah, yeah,” she said, “I know. You have to meet Kendall for lunch.”


      She sounded so bitter that I didn’t know what to say, so I kept my mouth shut.


      “Sorry,” Wren said. “I guess I was just being hateful.”


      “That’s okay. I understand.”


      She didn’t go back to her apartment after all. Instead, we sat and talked until Siobhan’s class let out. Then we returned our release forms and walked back to Andy Holt together. At the door to her apartment, she stood on tiptoe and kissed my cheek.


      “Thanks,” she said.


      “For what?”


      “For being my friend.” She was still horny, but she was being nice.


      “You’re welcome.” I grinned as a thought struck me. “Say hi to Rosy for me.”


      Her face went slack with disbelief. “Go!” she said when she recovered. “Leave!”


      She was trying to look angry, but I knew her better. I grinned, insufferably smug.


      “I mean it! Don’t come back.”


      She didn’t mean a bit of it, so I pulled her against me and kissed her, hard. She sighed and melted in my arms, her body soft and supple. When I finally broke the kiss, her breathing was heavy, her nipples stiff with arousal.


      “What was it you said to me?” I said wryly. “‘That should give you something to think about’?”


      “You’re so mean.”


      “But you like me anyway.”


      She rolled her eyes, but didn’t deny it.


      “Really,” I said with a grin, “say hi to Rosy for me.”


      “Twice?” she said.


      “If you can manage it.”


      “You’re going to drive me insane.”


      “Probably.”


      Her expression softened. “Go,” she said at last. “Go meet your other woman. Your girlfriend.” She was being melodramatic. “That’s okay! I don’t mind.”


      I smiled and turned toward the elevator. Then I heard the sound of her deadbolt.


      Have fun, I thought with a touch of regret. Sorry I can’t help.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Kendall and I didn’t make it to the dining hall for lunch. Instead, I practically dragged her to my apartment. I didn’t tell her why I was in the mood, but she didn’t care. We didn’t even bother with foreplay, and had sex against the wall in my bedroom.


      After we straightened our clothes, we kicked off our shoes and slouched on the bed. We had the rest of the afternoon together, so we weren’t in a hurry. Even better, it was a perfect time to talk about the rules of our relationship. I hadn’t rehearsed the conversation in my head, so the words came slowly.


      “Now that we’re back at school,” I began, “it’s probably not such a big deal, but we need to talk about our relationship.”


      “What about it?”


      “We need some rules.”


      “Rules?”


      “Well, rules if we’re apart. You know, like what’s allowed and what’s not. Gina and I talked about it when we first started getting serious. We had rules about things. Mostly sex.”


      “Of course you had rules with Gina… she’d spread her legs for anyone.”


      I blinked. “Um… that’s not what I meant. We just had rules for how far we could go if the other wasn’t there. Like, you know, if I’m at a party by myself and a couple of swingers invite me to join them”—practically the truth—“what should I do? Can I have sex with them? Fool around? Or do I have to just watch?


      I continued, “Or, if there’s a girl you want to bring to bed with us, but she wants to fool around with you first. That kind of thing.”


      “First of all,” Kendall said, “I’m not likely to meet a woman I want to bring to bed. I’m not a sorority slut like Gina. I have sex with women because you want me to.”


      I tried to hide my look of surprise. That certainly wasn’t why I thought she did it.


      “Really, Paul, women don’t get me hot like you do.”


      “But… what about Felicia?” I said. Kendall and I met her together, and had a threesome the same night. Kendall had been drunk—and high on cocaine, which still bothered me—but she’d made the suggestion in the first place.


      “What about her?” Kendall said. “She was part of a fantasy. We had fun, but that’s all. Besides, I don’t spread my legs for just anyone, so why do we need rules? Seriously, I’m not like Gina.”


      No kidding, I thought sarcastically. Gina wasn’t mean-spirited and petty.


      “I talk to you about my fantasies before we do anything, and you don’t go to swinging parties without me.” Her brow creased. “Why? Did something happen at camp?”


      I carefully schooled my expression. “The Raefords were there, and they invited me to party with them.”


      “You didn’t, did you?”


      “I didn’t have sex with them,” I said. It was a literal half-truth, but Kendall was too preoccupied to catch it.


      “Good,” she said.


      “But what am I supposed to do if it happens again?”


      “Did you want to party with them?”


      Was she psychoanalyzing me? Answering a question with a question? “Of course I did,” I said. “But I didn’t have sex with them because you and I hadn’t talked about it.” Another literal half-truth, but one that avoided a histrionic reaction.


      “Then what’s there to talk about?” she said. “Just don’t do it.” Her attitude was beginning to irk me.


      “It’s not that easy, Kendall.”


      “Then you can jerk off. Paul.” Now she was getting testy.


      “That’s not how Gina and I did things,” I said. It was the wrong answer, and I knew it as soon as I said it.


      “Why should it matter how Gina did things?” she fumed. “She was an amoral slut, and she used everyone around her, just like the rest of those… those… bitches! How can you even think I’m like them?”


      “I didn’t say you were.”


      “Then why did you bring her up?”


      “I was talking about rules for our relationship!”


      “Why? I do everything you want. Your precious Gina never did.”


      “What are you talking about?” I said.


      “What about shaving?”


      “What about it?”


      “She never did—never!—even though she knew you liked it.”


      That wasn’t true, but I wasn’t going to argue. “So?”


      “Well, I know you like it, so I do it. And I have sex with other women because you like it. We have threesomes because you like it. Even group sex. I do everything you want, Paul. Everything. So why do you want a different set of rules? Are you saying I don’t take care of you? Is that it?”


      Did she just turn the argument around and make it my fault? “You take good care of me.” When it’s convenient for you, that is.


      “Of course I do. More than she ever did.”


      It took an act of will not to scowl.


      “So… what?” she said. “Do you want to have sex with other women? Without me?”


      “No, of course not. I just want to know what our boundaries are. Is sex off limits? How about fooling around? Kissing? Wha—?”


      “Of course kissing is off limits. That’s the most intimate thing we do! Sex is just sex, Paul, but I don’t want you kissing someone else.”


      I fought to control my emotions. Whether I liked it or not, this was a start. “Okay,” I said, as calmly as I could, “what about fooling around?”


      “Do you want to create a checklist?”


      “What?”


      She pantomimed a clipboard and a pen. “You can do this, but not that. This is okay, but this and this are off limits.” She snorted. “That’s not what love is about, Paul.”


      “Okay, Kendall,” I said, coldly furious, “what is it about?”


      “Trust.”


      “And communication,” I said, “which is what we’re doing now.”


      “No, what you’re doing is comparing me to Gina.”


      “Forget I even brought her up. I just wanted to talk about our relationship, yours and mine, and get a few things worked out.”


      “Then don’t compare me to… her!”


      “Okay, fine. Can we start over?”


      “Sure! Let’s just forget all this happened,” she said sarcastically. “Sorry, Paul, it’s not that easy.”


      “Kendall, I just want to talk about our relationship. We need some rules.”


      “You want rules?” she said, her voice rising. “Okay, I’ll give you some rules. Rule #1: no sex with another woman unless I say so. Rule #2, see rule #1. Period. The end. Are you happy now?”


      I was silent for a long moment as she caught her breath. I was tempted to say something I couldn’t take back, but that would only make things worse. Instead, I took a deep breath. “Why are you so upset?” I said at last.


      “Because I’m not a manipulative slut like Gina.”


      Wanna bet?


      “And I resent being compared to her. I’m not some narcissistic whore.”


      Neither is Gina, you stuck-up—! Deep breath. I blew it out through puffed cheeks.


      “No, you’re not,” I said, as reasonably as I could. “I’m sorry I brought her up. I shouldn’t have compared you to her.” But that’s not what I was doing. “I’m with you now, and that’s all that matters.”


      She accepted my apology with a nod.


      The fight was over, but I was more frustrated than ever.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      I called Kendall on Saturday morning. We’d been cordial since our argument, but things were still tense.


      “Hi,” I said when she came to the phone.


      “Hi yourself.”


      “Did your parents get here okay?”


      “Last night,” she said. “I stopped by—they’re in their usual spot—but I didn’t stay long.”


      “What did you tell them about me?”


      “I said you had to work late on a project.”


      “Oh. Thanks.”


      “They want us to stop by before the game,” she said.


      “Yeah, of course,” I said. “And then after the game, maybe we could go to dinner. Just the two of us, I mean. I thought we could get dressed up and have a real date for a change.”


      “That sounds nice,” she said. “It’ll be romantic.”


      We talked for another minute, and made plans to meet at her parents’ RV.


      “Hey,” Trip said when I returned to our room, “you’re going to the game with Kendall, right?”


      I nodded. “Why?”


      “I thought we could all get together afterward. Wren was telling me about this band she saw in Atlanta. They’re playing on the Strip tonight. You up for a concert?”


      “Sorry, man,” I said. “I’m taking Kendall to dinner.”


      He understood at once. “Ah, okay.”


      “I wish I could…,” I said, but left it at that.


      “That’s cool,” he said. “I’ll tell Wren. A bunch of us are going, so it’s casual. And… um… I’ll probably be back late. Just in case dinner turns into détente.”


      I laughed. “Thanks. I appreciate it.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      I made reservations at a French restaurant a couple of miles from campus. We had to eat late because of all the people in town for the football game, but the timing made things seem continental, which added to the air of romance.


      Kendall wore a deep blue evening dress that showed off a healthy expanse of cleavage. I couldn’t keep my eyes off her, and the sexual heat built as dinner progressed. She felt it too, and didn’t object when I fondled her a couple of times on the drive home.


      I couldn’t wait until we reached campus, so I pulled into a deserted parking lot and chose a spot away from the lights. She didn’t have to ask what I was doing—she simply tugged her panties over her long legs as I unzipped my pants. Without words, she straddled my hips and sank onto my erection. The sex was fast and intense, over in minutes, with both of us panting from the speed of it.


      “Oh my goodness,” she said at last, “we needed that.”


      I nodded. “Do you want to go back to my place and take our time, Miss Payton?”


      “I’d love to, Mr. Hughes.”


      We untangled ourselves and straightened our clothes. Her dress had survived with only a few wrinkles, but my suit pants would need dry-cleaning. I grinned as I started the engine.


      “Speaking of ‘Mr. Hughes,’” she said, “can we look at the latest pictures? You never told me about them. Do I look good? What did Randi say? Has Trip seen them?”


      “Um… about the pictures…,” I said.


      She glanced at me, more curious than upset.


      “I didn’t have a chance to get them developed,” I said, a bit sheepishly. “With the houses and all… I guess I forgot. Also, Trip and Randi didn’t really hit it off, so I felt funny taking them to her, especially since she’d probably figure out who took them.”


      “Oh,” Kendall said. “I hadn’t thought of that. You’re probably right.”


      “Yeah, sorry.”


      “That’s okay. The fantasy was taking them in the first place.”


      “Exactly.”


      “Besides,” she said, “we might have a chance to take some more, and then you can have them all developed at once. I’m sure you’ll find someone who can do it.”


      “Sure.”


      “In the meantime,” she said, her voice sultry, “I have you all to myself. Once we get to your apartment, you can be a businessman, and I’ll be your high-priced hooker. We can…”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      We threw a party for Labor Day. Luke cooked two pots of gumbo (spicy and atomic-spicy), and we all chipped in to buy beer. All of our friends came, and Trip cranked up his big McIntosh stereo. We attracted most of the people from our own floor, as well as people from above and below. The party was so loud that the campus police showed up.


      They started to write a citation for the beer—UT was a dry campus—but Trip and Luke talked them out of it. Well, Luke actually fed them out of it, and they even thanked us for the gumbo when they left.


      Unfortunately, some of our neighbors stayed until the wee hours of the morning. Luke and a few diehards were still drinking in the living room when Kendall and I went to bed at two o’clock. She was drunk and horny, and wanted to have a threesome with Trip.


      I tried to talk her out of it, but she woke him anyway. He was surly at first, but calmed down when she began playing with his dick. I was a little miffed that she’d ignored me and woken him anyway, but I was too horny to call her on it. Instead, I pushed her shorts and panties down, and entered her from behind.


      Trip was drunk enough that it took him a while to get hard, but we switched places when he did. Kendall moaned when he entered her, and she practically inhaled my cock. I let her suck me for several minutes, and then had her lie on her back. I climbed between her legs and fucked her while she sucked Trip. We switched positions a couple of times, but nothing very creative.


      “Come on my face,” Kendall gasped at last.


      Trip pulled his dick from her mouth and showered her with pearly white droplets.


      I kept fucking her until I felt my balls tingle. Then I pulled out and knelt by her face. I pumped my shaft a couple of times and then tensed as jets of pure pleasure coursed through my cock. Kendall began playing with her pussy, and arched her back a few seconds later


      I sagged to the floor and looked at the others. Kendall panted silently, her face covered in two men’s semen. Trip lifted his head and smiled, but he looked as tired as I felt.


      “Wow,” he said at last.


      “No kidding,” I said.


      Kendall simply moaned as an aftershock made her shudder.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Kendall was hung over the next morning, and she barely moved when I climbed out of bed. I had a hangover too, but aspirin, water, and two hundred push-ups helped. The steaming shower helped more, and I felt almost human by the time I finished getting dressed.


      The apartment was a disaster area, but we didn’t have any overnight guests, so I left Kendall in bed when Trip and I headed downstairs to meet the others for breakfast. After Western Civ., I decided to hang out at Siobhan’s studio.


      Wren smirked. “You came to see me naked, didn’t you?”


      “Of course I did, but I need to study, too.” I took out a book and slouched into a chair.


      “Do you want to study these?” she said as she opened her bra.


      I glanced up. “Well, they are nice.”


      “Still symmetrical?”


      “Probably, but I’d have to do some measurements to tell for sure.”


      We teased back and forth as she finished undressing. She arched an eyebrow when she saw me glance at her trimmed pubic hair.


      “I like the strip,” I said.


      “Well,” she said, “if you like it, that’s definitely reason to keep it.” She was trying to sound sarcastic, but it didn’t ring true.


      “Well,” I said, “you know what I really like.”


      “Play your cards right and I might do it for you sometime.”


      “I’d like that,” I said with a grin, “but I think Siobhan’s students would be a little… oh… surprised. You could model for an anatomy class, though.” I mimicked a stuffy professor: “Here you see the mons pubis and labia majora, with the labia minora just visible in the cleft. If we spread the labia, we glimpse the clitoral hood, and perhaps the glans clitoris itself.”


      Wren blushed. “How do you know that stuff? The names and all. Most guys…”


      “I paid attention in Sex Ed.” I thought of Susan and grinned. “I had a good teacher, too, and lots of practice.”


      She huffed. “Tease!”


      “Yeah. But that’s why you like me.”


      She stuck her nose in the air and donned her silk robe.


      With a smug grin, I turned back to my book as she swept out of the room.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      I thought it would take a while to get back into the routine of school, but it wasn’t much different from the summer. I woke up an hour later, and the hot water never ran out, but little else changed. Trip and I went through our morning routine, and Jeff took a shower after I finished. (Luke had afternoon classes, so he never got up before noon.)


      Jeff and Meredith joined us for breakfast with Christy, Wren, and Ash. Even though our apartments had kitchens, we all had meal plans, so it was easier to leave the cooking and clean-up to the cafeteria staff.


      Unfortunately, cafeteria food made me worry about my weight. I still did my morning workout while Trip was in the shower, but I didn’t want to undo things with a fattening breakfast, so I stuck to cereal and toast.


      Wren teased me about it—she said I ate like a girl—while Christy merely shook her head in wry amusement. She mostly ate fruit, and sometimes oatmeal. She wasn’t a vegetarian, but she came close. In spite of that, she ate more than any of us.


      One day I watched her eat a bowl of strawberries, a banana, an orange, four slices of cantaloupe, a bowl of oatmeal (with butter and brown sugar), and a blueberry muffin. It took her almost forty-five minutes to do it, but she was halfway through her second muffin when we had to leave for class. On top of that, she carried snacks in her backpack.


      Three days a week, she had a break from nine to ten o’clock, so she studied on the bench outside the computer lab. Since her Art Education class was down the hall from my History of Architecture class, we walked together, and then met afterward for the walk down to Siobhan’s studio.


      Christy was actually taking the Life Drawing class again, for credit. I asked her about it, and she explained that her degree requirements allowed students to repeat certain classes, some up to four times.


      “But I’m taking it again because I need my portfolio review before I can take 300-level sculpture classes next quarter,” she said. “Right now, I’m taking as many cross-discipline requirements as I can. I still have to take Painting and Printmaking, but my whole senior year should be full-time sculpture.


      “Siobhan says I should do an independent study in casting,” she continued, “but I’m not so sure. I don’t know if I want to specialize in bronze or marble. Which do you think is better? I just love bronze—it’s so beautiful and warm—but it takes a small foundry if I want to pour my own castings. Marble is a little easier, and maybe more classical, but even pneumatic chisels are hard on my hands. Still, I— Oh, gosh… I’m chattering again, aren’t I?”


      I couldn’t help but chuckle.


      She made a face and threw a carrot stick at me.


      I caught it and ate it. Impudently.


      She ignored me and picked up where she left off. Believe it or not, I understood her dilemma, and we had a lot of conversations like that as we walked between classes. Sometimes we talked about art, sometimes architecture, sometimes both together.


      She never did decide whether she liked bronze better than marble, or vice versa, but the question was like me having to choose between Beaux-Arts and Art Nouveau.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Wren hung out in Siobhan’s office when it was my turn to model. I wasn’t surprised, even when she started teasing me as I took off my clothes. She wanted payback for two weeks of me teasing her. I couldn’t blame her, so I tried to bear it in good grace.


      “Are you ready for number fifteen?” she said with a smirk.


      “Huh?”


      “You know,” she said, “Christy and her sketchbook. She has fourteen pictures of your, ahem, equipment. Now you can pose for number fifteen.” Her eyes flashed. “Will you show her how big it really is? You know she’s only seen it hard that one time, and only for a second.”


      “Wren, please don’t start,” I said. “It’s not a problem for you to walk out there horny—it’s different for girls—but don’t get me worked up.”


      “Why not? You don’t want them to see how well-hung you are?” She moved toward me, her eyes smoldering.


      “Wren, please…” I backed into a small work table.


      “Please what?” she said as she ran her finger down my chest.


      I belted my robe and then gripped her shoulders. I should’ve grabbed her hands instead, because she reached under the short robe. I almost jumped when she wrapped her fingers around my dick.


      “Please what?” she said again, feigning innocence. “Please play with you?”


      “No,” I rasped. I cleared my throat and pulled her hands away. “Please don’t.”


      “Do you want me to suck you instead?”


      “No!”


      “You don’t?”


      “Okay, you know I do,” I said, “but that’s against the rules.”


      “A handjob isn’t against the rules,” she said.


      “Yes, it is,” I said. She reached for me again, but I blocked her.


      “Payback is hell, isn’t it?”


      Before I could answer, Siobhan opened the door. She saw us and immediately turned pink. “Whenever you’re ready, Paul,” she said with her eyes averted. “Take a moment if you need to.”


      “No,” I said, “I’ll be right there.” My voice didn’t sound too steady.


      Wren made a show of moistening her lips.


      “Jeez,” I said, “you really are evil.”


      “Mmm hmm.”


      I finally pulled away from her. My dick was only semi-hard, but a gentle breeze would’ve caused it to spring erect.


      I thought I’d be safe when I walked into the circle of easels, but one look at Christy and all I could think about was her sketchbook. She gave me a quizzical look, and I hurriedly glanced away.


      Gentle breeze, my ass!


      Treacherous organ.


      I bent my erection to the side and held it against my thigh, hidden by the robe. Siobhan unintentionally came to my rescue as she talked about drawing the male physique. I closed my eyes and thought about nuns playing baseball.


      It worked, sort of.


      When Siobhan finally asked me to disrobe, my dick was back to semi-hard. It was a far cry from completely limp, but at least it wasn’t ramrod straight. Christy almost ruined things—she was chewing her pencil, and her pink lips formed a bow. I immediately thought of them wrapped around my cock.


      I tore my eyes away at the same moment she realized what she was doing. My cheeks practically glowed, and her bronze skin had gone rosy. Our eyes met, but we quickly looked away.


      I spent the next thirty minutes trying to think of anything but number fifteen. I wasn’t entirely successful, but I didn’t embarrass myself. When Siobhan finally let me go, I did my level best not to bolt for the safety of the office.


      Wren burst out laughing when she saw my hunted expression. I glared, but she didn’t care.


      “You’re really cute when you panic,” she said.


      “Gee, thanks.”


      She decided to be nice, so she handed me my boxers. I put them on and quickly pulled my jeans after them.


      “I don’t know why I tease you so much,” she said when I finished dressing. “I adore you, of course, but I think it’s more than that.”


      “Oh?”


      She shrugged. “I trust you, I guess.”


      “So my reward is constant torment?”


      “Crazy, huh?”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      After Life Drawing, the girls and I walked back to Morrill for lunch. Trip met us there, along with Zoë and Peter. I said goodbye and went to find Kendall. We ate together every day, mostly in the cafeteria, but sometimes in her apartment. Unfortunately, she usually had to cut things short to read something for her afternoon English class.


      Three days a week, Design class occupied the rest of my afternoons. The class was always interesting, but it was a four-hour grind. Worse, Joska had given me a special reading list, just as I’d predicted. The biographies were of people I recognized, but not household names like Frank Lloyd Wright and Philip Johnson.


      In addition to my reading list, I had to work with Freddie. He knew the basics, but he didn’t pay attention to the little things. I think Joska assigned him to me as an object lesson. Christy laughed and told me it was karma. Whatever it was, I spent more time looking over his shoulder than I did on my own drawings.


      Freddie grumbled about my nitpicking, but I didn’t cut him any slack. Worse, I wanted to throttle myself when I said things like, “That’s not good enough, Freddie, it has to be perfect,” or “You’ll have to do better, Mr. DeFeo.” I changed the last to, “You can do better, Freddie,” but the message was the same: do it again, and keep doing it until you get it right.


      When I wasn’t helping Freddie, I still had my own drawings to do. Joska wouldn’t cut me any slack just because I had to help Freddie too. So I stayed after class to work in the lab, bent over my drafting table with my pens and drafting machine.


      For whatever reason, I never felt like complaining, except once. I’d spent two late nights in the lab, and wasn’t looking forward to a third. I said something about all my extra work not being fair, but Joska gave me one of his inscrutable expressions. Then he began a quote by Michelangelo: “‘If people knew how hard I have to work…’”


      I finished for him, “‘…it wouldn’t seem wonderful at all.’” I had paraphrased, but my memory was as good as his. I just didn’t have as many things in it. Yet.


      He smiled, and his expression actually softened. “Does it still seem wonderful, Mr. Hughes?”


      I had to stop and think about it, but I said, “Yeah, it does. Believe it or not.” He didn’t even scowl when I forgot the “sir” in my exhaustion.


      “It doesn’t get any easier, Mr. Hughes. You can quit at any time.”


      “What,” I said, half-loopy from lack of sleep, “and miss the opportunity to use that McDonald’s application for my graduation speech?”


      Evidently, he hadn’t forgotten my boast either, and he actually smiled.


      “I know,” I said at last, “I can quit any time. But I won’t.”


      “We’ll see,” he said aloud, but something in his eyes said he believed me.


      When he posted the next class standings for the second-year students, I was still in second place, but I had closed the gap with Gracie to five points. Still, with Joska’s take-no-prisoners grading, five points might as well be a hundred.


      To add insult to injury, Gracie’s designs had a flair I couldn’t match. I was good, but she was better. She worked harder too. I could make up for the work, but I couldn’t seem to match her talent, which was frustrating.


      I wasn’t exactly happy with second place, but second out of eighty-nine wasn’t bad. Trip was in nineteenth place, and poor Freddie struggled to reach the mid-seventies, even with my help.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      My Tuesday-Thursday schedule was fairly relaxed by comparison: breakfast with the gang, a single class, and then modeling.


      Wren and I eventually came to an unspoken agreement: we flirted, but we didn’t take it further. She didn’t like my “no kissing” rule, especially when I told her how it had come about (I fudged the details of the rest of the argument), but she didn’t try to break the rules.


      After modeling, we hung out in her apartment, and Christy joined us once her Japanese professor realized that she spoke better Japanese than he did. He excused her from the language lab and gave her a list of special reading topics instead.


      I spent Tuesday and Thursday afternoons with Kendall. Trip had a couple of classes, but he hung out with Christy and Wren when he didn’t. Luke was in class all afternoon, and Jeff was usually out with Meredith, so Kendall and I had the apartment to ourselves.


      Sometimes we studied or talked, but always after we had sex. Even when I didn’t feel like it, she coaxed me into it, usually with a fantasy. One time I was a businessman who forced her to have sex to get a job. Another time I was a professor, and she needed to pass my class to keep her scholarship.


      I was even a doctor once, and she was my patient. I thought that was a little weird, because she wanted to be the doctor, but she wasn’t interested when I offered to be the patient instead.


      Another time, she wanted me to be a police detective. I was supposed to “interrogate” her from behind and then make her suck my dick until I came on her face. She really got into it, and had several mini-orgasms before the big one hit.


      As we relaxed afterward, I teased her about wanting to have sex with her father. She denied it, vehemently, but I knew she was lying. The sex was too hot for an innocent fantasy, although she stuck to her story. I didn’t want a fight, so I didn’t push things.


      We had regular sex most of the time, but she enjoyed the fantasy sex more. I did too, but sometimes I just wanted to have sex with my girlfriend, as myself. She usually got her way, though, since she could be incredibly convincing when she wanted to be.


      Our post-sex conversations were completely mundane, forgettable. I wanted to talk about the rules again, but she turned things around and made it seem like my problem, so I quit bringing it up.


      I also had Mom and Susan’s questions in the back of my mind. I thought Kendall would want to talk about our future, but I was wrong.


      “I can’t think about anything until I finish medical school,” she said. “That’s the most important thing in my life right now. It has to be. Don’t you see?”


      I did see, but I had the crazy idea that I should be a priority every once in a while. I didn’t expect to be the center of her world, but I wanted to feel like I was part of it. Since I still had to finish my degree, plus three years of internship, I wanted to discuss our plans for the future.


      She shut me down without even trying. Her exact words were: “I don’t see why you need to plan things out, Paul. All you have to do is plod along and they’ll hand you a degree.”


      I was furious, but she tried to placate me with explanations: she wasn’t talking about me, she wasn’t thinking when she said it, she was under a lot of stress, and so on. I eventually calmed down, but her comment—completely offhand—was pretty revealing.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Freddie and I worked together on Saturday mornings. He didn’t like it, but I began to see improvement in his work. Even better, I had to stay one step ahead of him, which helped my own work.


      Kendall and I went to one football game together, but then the team had an open date followed by an away game. She had a psychology study group on Saturdays, so I spent most of my time in the design lab. Gracie Fisher was there, as well as most of the serious students from our design class.


      Trip had to work on marketing projects for another class, and I rarely saw him on Saturdays. Wren had taken the same class, so they spent a lot of time together in the library. Christy usually joined me in the lab after Freddie fled. Sometimes she sketched me, or the other people, but mostly she drew sculptures for my buildings.


      One day, I sketched a Beaux-Arts building and included plinths for statues at each end of the arcade. Christy flashed a smile when she saw what I’d done, so I added a pedestal and fountain in front of the building. She reached for one of my pens and quickly roughed in a statue of three nymphs.


      I made room for her at the table—she was small enough to stand in front of me, and I could draw around her—and we began drawing together. I finished the portico while she refined her water nymphs. We nearly jumped in surprise when someone spoke from behind us.


      “That’s very good, Mr. Hughes,” Joska said. “You have an excellent grasp of the style.”


      “Thank you, sir.” I didn’t even think to ask why he was in the lab on a Saturday—he just was.


      “Have you thought about adding wings to balance the central arcade? Your colonnade is fairly tall, on top of the vaulted foundation structure, and that creates a disproportionate façade.”


      I looked at my drawing, a little nonplussed. Then I felt sheepish. “Um… the paper isn’t big enough.”


      “Excuse me?” he said.


      “The paper isn’t big enough,” I tried to explain. “The building is bigger in my head, but I had to narrow my field of vision to include room for Christy’s fountain and arcade statues.”


      “Ah, yes,” Joska said. Then he looked at Christy. “And you are…? Miss…?”


      “Carmichael,” she said smoothly.


      Joska could be haughty and supercilious, but he was all charm when she smiled at him.


      “I’ve seen you in here with Mr. Hughes,” he said, “but…”


      She picked up the cue. “I’m an artist, one of Siobhan O’Riordan’s sculpture students.”


      “Ah!” he said in surprise. “So you’re that Miss Carmichael.”


      She actually blushed.


      “Professor O’Riordan speaks very highly of you,” he said.


      “Thank you,” Christy said politely. “I’m very lucky to study with her.”


      Joska’s gray eyes actually twinkled, and then he smiled.


      I was nearly beside myself—she had charmed him! Five minutes after meeting him, and he was smiling like a schoolboy!


      There ain’t no justice.


      His smile lingered as he gave our drawing another once-over. “Excellent work, Mr. Hughes. You too, Miss Carmichael.” He looked at me, but I preempted him.


      “I know,” I said wearily, “I’ll have to do better.”


      “I couldn’t have said it better myself,” he said. Then he actually chuckled as he walked off.


      I looked at Christy and shook my head in silent wonder. Maybe he wasn’t such a hardass after all. All it took was a girlish smile and bright blue eyes.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Sundays were the one day I could relax, although I still had things to do, like clean the apartment and do laundry. Christy went to Mass early, but then she and Wren did their laundry with Trip and me.


      The four of us spent the afternoon in the girls’ apartment, relaxing and shooting the breeze. Trip usually brought his guitar, and played songs in the background. Sometimes he played ones he’d written, or worked on new ones. He was really good, and the girls enjoyed the music.


      Kendall had a study group with other pre-med students on Sunday evenings, so Trip and I went to the HPER building to work out together. The weight machines were across the floor from Christy and Wren’s aerobics class, so we enjoyed the sight of girls in leotards, legwarmers, and little else.


      Much to my surprise (and delight), Wren actually looked better in a skintight leotard. It covered her completely, but revealed a lot at the same time, and my imagination filled in the details.


      Christy looked just as good—she’d been a gymnast and diver in high school—although her body was a lot curvier than I expected. Her breasts were fairly small, but firm and round, and her slim waist flared to narrow hips.


      The girls usually hung around after their class, waiting for Trip and me to finish our workout. Then we headed back to the apartment, high on adrenaline and brimming with things to talk about.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      September passed in a blur of routine, and I never called Earl Walker to arrange flying lessons. I told myself it was because I was busy, but the real reason was that I wanted to avoid an argument with Kendall.


      We still connected in bed, but neither of us were happy. Not really. I’d hoped that spending time with her would fix things, but we ended up having sex more than talking. When I mentioned it, things changed for a couple of days, but we slowly went back to our old routine.


      In many ways, we led two separate lives. I spent more time with Wren than Kendall (which Wren was “kind” enough to point out). I tried saying no to sex, but Kendall was sullen and irritable when I did. Besides, I wanted it as much as she did, and I didn’t like playing mind games with her.


      I didn’t know what else to do, but I was running out of patience.


      Stacy came to the rescue when she called about her wedding. It was on a Saturday, but Kendall and I needed to be there by Thursday. I had a tux fitting, and Kendall needed to meet the dressmaker for final alterations. We also had to be at the rehearsal, as well as dinner afterward.


      “But the real fun starts later,” Stacy finished.


      Kendall and I were standing with our heads together, the phone between us. We pulled back and looked at each other, but then almost knocked our heads together in a rush to listen to the rest.


      “Susan offered to let us have our bachelor-bachelorette party at camp,” Stacy continued. “We’re using the hot tub and clubhouse, as well as the rooms across the road.”


      “Sounds like fun,” I said. I didn’t want to jump to any conclusions, but I was practically holding my breath in anticipation.


      “We invited Kara and Victor, but they can’t make it till Friday. Everyone else will be there, though. My maid of honor and the best man—they’re a couple—as well as two other couples in our group here.”


      Kendall and I exchanged a look at the last phrase. We knew what she meant—we hoped we knew, at least—but we were both on tenterhooks.


      “Counting Jason and me, and you two, that makes ten of us. I haven’t told the others about you, since I wanted to speak to you first, but I think you’ll like our group. I’ll let you talk it over, but I think it’ll be fun. I hope you’ll join us.”


      “Absolutely!” “Of course we will.”


      “Well,” Stacy said, amused, “I guess that was an easy decision.” Her voice turned warm. “I’m really looking forward to seeing you. Jason too. We can’t wait.”


      “Us too,” Kendall said, and I nodded.


      “Great! I’ll have your room ready when you get to camp, and we’ll have food in the kitchen.”


      “Sounds good.”


      “Okay, then. We’ll see you next week.”


      “See you next week,” Kendall and I said together.


      We hung up and looked at each other.


      “Are you as excited as I am?” she said.


      It was a rhetorical question, but I nodded anyway. Heartily.


      “I know we’ve had our problems lately,” she said, “but we’ve both been so busy.”


      I nodded again.


      “This’ll be a good time to rekindle our relationship.” She dithered for a moment, but then met my eyes. In a soft voice, she said, “Paul, will you make love to me tonight?”


      “Of course,” I said, and pulled her into my arms.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      To be continued…
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         ►

        INTRODUCTION

      


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


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


      The Epilogue in So Long, Summer Camp (book 8 in the Christy series) will wrap up the whole saga and answer the two big questions from the very beginning—who’s the wife and who died?


      - Nick


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      CHAPTER 9


      I made the mistake of calculating the flight time from Knoxville to South Carolina: less than two hours. I wanted to grumble about Kendall’s fear of flying, but it wouldn’t do any good.


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


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


      “Thank you for driving,” she said.


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


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


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


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


      “So?”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


      “Can we sixty-nine?”


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


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


      “If you say so.”


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


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


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


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


      My brow creased.


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


      I still didn’t get it.


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


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


      “Would you pick up hitchhikers?”


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


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


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


      “What?”


      “Show me some skin,” I said.


      “Some skin?”


      “Yeah. Show me your tits.”


      “Do I have to?”


      “You want a ride, don’t you?”


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


      “Your pussy, too,” I said.


      She lifted her skirt.


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


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


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


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


      “Time to earn your ride.”


      “Oh, no! I couldn’t possibly—”


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


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


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


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


      “You like that?” I said.


      She nodded, her lips still tight around my shaft.


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


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


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


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


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


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


      She wasn’t going to convince me anytime soon, but I didn’t mind her trying.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      The trip seemed quicker than it really was, especially since Kendall was horny for most of it. Her road trips in the RV with her family had inspired a lot of fantasies. In addition to her “earn her ride” one, another involved truckers fucking her in a dive bar. In yet another, she had to suck their dicks through a “glory hole,” whatever that was.


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


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


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


      Susan had made up our room, so Kendall and I unloaded the Cruiser, took a shower, and finally climbed into bed. I think I fell asleep the minute my head hit the pillow.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      We ate breakfast with Susan, but she had errands in town, so we made small talk until she was ready to leave. We had our own errands, but Kendall volunteered us to make up the other guest rooms. We spent an hour making beds and tidying up the rooms before heading to town ourselves.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


      I faked a smile and we shook hands.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


      “Are we ready?” she said at last.


      “Hell yeah!” Steve whooped, louder than anyone else.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


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


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


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


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


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


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


      I shrugged. “Yeah, I guess.”


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


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


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


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


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


      I arched an eyebrow in question.


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


      “And what about you?”


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


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


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


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


      “Trade with me, Syd.”


      Sydney flashed me an amused grin and headed for Jason.


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


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


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


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


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


      I shrugged, but didn’t argue.


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


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


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


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


      “I also have a surprise,” Stacy said.


      “What kind of surprise?”


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


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


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


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


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


      “I’ll keep that in mind.”


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


      “Yes, ma’am.”


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


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


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


      “Whoo-hoo, yeah!”


      I gritted my teeth.


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


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


      “Yeah, she is.” I said.


      “Too bad she doesn’t like women.”


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


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


      Stacy frowned. “What was that about?”


      “You don’t wanna know.”


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


      “No and no.”


      She raised an eyebrow.


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


      “You sound upset,” Stacy said.


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


      “Oh?”


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


      “Are you sure?”


      I nodded.


      “Okay, some other time.”


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


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


      “Wow. That sounds like fun.”


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


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


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


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


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


      “A surprise and a treat.”


      “And a treat,” she agreed.


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


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


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


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


      I grinned as she began playing with my dick.


      “My surprise is a blowjob?” I teased.


      “No, smarty pants. You’ll see.”


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


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


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


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


      “Do what?”


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


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


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


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


      “Get ready,” I said.


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


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


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


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


      “Stacy! I’m gonna come!”


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


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


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


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


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


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


      “Surprise.”


      “But how…?”


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


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


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


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


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


      “You never complained before.”


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


      “In your trailer, way back when?”


      “Mmm hmm.”


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


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


      “Yeah.”


      “A lot of things have changed since then.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


      I snorted. “The happiest widow I know!”


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


      “What?”


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


      “But he did some pretty awful things.”


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


      “The whole world is better off without him.”


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


      He deserved to be gang-raped in prison.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


      “What?”


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


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


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


      “Sure!”


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


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


      I nodded.


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


      I raised an eyebrow.


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


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


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


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


      “What’s so funny?”


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


      “No, tell me.”


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


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


      I laughed, and she waved a fist at me.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


      “Oh, yes,” she hissed.


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


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


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


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


      “A little faster,” she said at last.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


      I kissed her lightly on the cheek.


      She smiled and closed her eyes as she savored the moment.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      “So, what’s up with you and Kendall?” Stacy said as we took turns lathering under the spray of the shower. “Problems, obviously.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


      I forced a laugh. “No.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


      “What’s Maddy doing?” Stacy asked.


      “Just watching. She has a headache.”


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


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


      But… four guys at a time?


      Stacy frowned at my expression.


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


      “Did I interrupt something serious?” she asked.


      “Yes.” “No.”


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


      “Syd, wait.” “No, don’t go.”


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


      “Please stay, Syd,” Stacy said.


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


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


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


      “It’s about Kendall,” I explained.


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


      “About me and Kendall,” I said.


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


      Something snapped within me. “She said what?”


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


      I laughed, albeit with a hysterical edge.


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


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


      “You really don’t?” Sydney said.


      “I guess we do now!”


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


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


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


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


      Oh, the humanity.


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


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


      I shook my head. “Maybe later.”


      She nodded.


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


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


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


      “Huh?”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


      “Totally bodacious,” Dave said.


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


      “You gonna fuck her again?” Dave asked.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


      “Don’t lie to me, Steve.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


      “Um… yeah, sure.”


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


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


      Charlene giggled vacuously.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


      I stared at him for a moment, speechless.


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


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


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


      “I guess.”


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


      I simply nodded.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


      I turned away without a backward glance.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


      Stacy shot me a look as we said goodnight outside our rooms, but I merely shrugged. Too much had happened, and I simply didn’t care anymore.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Kendall was still asleep when I woke up. Worse, she was snoring softly, her mouth hanging open. Unless she had somehow caught a cold in the night, she was stuffed up because of the cocaine. What had Felicia called it? Coke nose?


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


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


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


      “Yeah, something like that.”


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


      “Um… what kind of help?”


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


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


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


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


      I almost laughed at her calm audacity.


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


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


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


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


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


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


      “Better?”


      I nodded gratefully.


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


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


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


      “Or… what?”


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


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


      “Breakfast sounds good,” I said.


      She smiled. “I was hoping you’d say that.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Stacy and Jason had plenty to do before the wedding, and they left after breakfast. Woody had to work, and Sydney had her own pre-wedding errands to run, so they left a little while later.


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


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


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


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


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


      “When I met Jack.”


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


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


      I nodded.


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


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


      She nodded.


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


      “Cocaine? At the party?”


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


      “Do I need to do anything about it?”


      “No. I took care of it.”


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


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


      “What makes you think that Kendall…?”


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


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


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


      “Oh?”


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


      “Oh?”


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


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


      “Does Kendall hide things from you?”


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


      Susan merely nodded.


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


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


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


      “What happened last night?”


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


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


      “It is?”


      “Yes.”


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


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


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


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


      “I guess.”


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


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


      “What are your options?”


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


      She laughed darkly at my succinct alliteration.


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


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


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


      “You probably know,” I said.


      “Perhaps. But do you know?”


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


      “Why not?”


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


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


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


      “Oh, dear.”


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


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


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


      She nodded.


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


      “Did you?”


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


      “With remarkable skill, it sounds like.”


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


      Susan fell silent in the face of my sarcasm.


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


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


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


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


      “But… why not?”


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


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


      “Have I ever?”


      “Sometimes,” I said, with plaintive bitterness.


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


      “Because I need to make this decision myself.”


      She nodded, silent and clearly miserable.


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


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


      “Yeah, I almost forgot. Greg.”


      She nodded.


      “Was it hard?”


      “The hardest thing I’ve ever done.”


      “Sucks, don’t it?” I said.


      “Yes, it does.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


      Not surprisingly, Kendall was horny after the reception. I didn’t think she was cocaine-horny, but she still managed to wear me out before she was ready to go to sleep. Part of my problem was that I just didn’t care anymore. I did my best, though, and I don’t think she noticed my lack of enthusiasm.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      We packed our things after lunch on Sunday. Steve, Dave, and their girlfriends had spent the night in town (they were too drunk after the reception), but Susan, Gunny, and Lenore came to see us off.


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


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


      “Okay, what is the matter?”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


      “She didn’t cheat on me.”


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


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


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


      “Gina never lied to me.”


      “And I have?” she practically shrieked.


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


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


      “Kendall, I’m not—”


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


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


      “You’re right about that!”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


      “I do not! That’s disgusting!”


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


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


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


      “Me? What about me? I never—”


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


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


      “Yeah, and that’s the problem.”


      “You never complained before!”


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


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


      “What are you talking about?”


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


      “What?”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


      That silenced her.


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


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


      “We’re together because that slut—”


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


      “Well, that makes two of us.”


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


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


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


      I blew a long, deep, sad breath.


      “What’s that supposed to mean?”


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


      “What?”


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


      “So that’s it?”


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


      “You’re breaking up with me?”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


      “Fucking prophetic,” I muttered.


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


      Relief.


      ✧ ✧ ✧
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        ◄ ►

        CHAPTER 10

      


      “I broke up with Kendall last night.”


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


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


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


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


      I gave them the abridged version.


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


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


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


      “Said she never wanted to see me again.”


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


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


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


      The table fell silent.


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


      Wren and Christy immediately shot her a look.


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


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


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


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


      I shrugged. “I have no idea.”


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


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


      “What? I just thought—”


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


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


      Everyone looked at me.


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


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


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


      “Wren!” Christy snapped.


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


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


      Christy’s eyes flashed.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


      Ash said, “I still say we should—”


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


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


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


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


      Everyone else chorused their agreement.


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


      Meredith snorted a laugh.


      “What?” Jeff said.


      “He’s not Mary Tyler Moore.”


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


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


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


      Christy squeezed my hand when she saw the faraway look in my eye. When I finally looked at her, she gave me a sad smile of sympathy. She didn’t say anything, but she didn’t need to.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      I made it through my first two classes, but I dreaded seeing Kendall at lunch. Part of me hoped she wouldn’t be there. Another part wanted to skip lunch altogether, to simply avoid the problem. The compassionate part of me—the part that still loved her—didn’t want to end our relationship on such a bitter note.


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


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


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


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


      “Sorry.”


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


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


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


      “Thanks.”


      “Are you going to meet her for lunch?”


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


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


      “Or cleanly,” I muttered.


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


      I managed an ironic laugh.


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


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


      “Don’t do anything you’ll regret,” she said at last, her gaze fixed on my chest. She turned away, and I watched her go, more confused than ever.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      “Christy told me to behave,” Wren said as she unfastened her bra.


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


      “I haven’t decided.”


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


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


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


      “Thanks, Wren. I—”


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


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


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


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


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


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


      “You’re unbelievable.”


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


      “Un-fucking-believable,” I muttered to myself. I couldn’t help but grin, which was what she wanted in the first place. I knew her well enough to realize that she wasn’t serious about trying to seduce me, but that didn’t stop me from thinking about it.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      At lunch, Kendall entered the cafeteria and looked around anxiously. She was wearing my favorite sweater, a form-fitting blue one that showed off her chest. It was a message, and hardly subtle.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


      “Yeah, I’m sorry too.”


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


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


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


      “Kendall…”


      She pressed her hips against me.


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


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


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


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


      “Yes, but…”


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


      “Kendall, no.”


      She pulled back, confused and uncertain.


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


      “Don’t you want to?”


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


      “But we can work them out.”


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


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


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


      She furrowed her brow.


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


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


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


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


      “Kendall, stop.”


      “But…”


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


      “What do you mean?”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


      “But…?”


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


      I swallowed the lump in my throat and turned to leave. She started crying as I shut the door. It cut off the sound, but it couldn’t erase the memory of her face.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      I stared at my drafting table as Professor Joska lectured. Unfortunately, I couldn’t get Kendall’s face out of my mind. I felt sorry for her, and I didn’t want—


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


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


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


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


      “Another.”


      “Site requirements.”


      “Such as?”


      “Lot shape. Topography. Environmental factors.”


      He scowled. “Another.”


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


      “See me after class, Mr. Hughes.”


      “Yes, sir.”


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


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


      “Oh, I’m so sorry.”


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


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


      I nodded and pocketed the slip.


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


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


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


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


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


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


      “Is this a dormitory, Mr. Hughes?”


      “No, sir.”


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


      “I wasn’t sleeping, sir.”


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


      “No, sir.”


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


      “It’s personal.”


      He merely arched an eyebrow, his lantern jaw set.


      I stared back, dead-eyed and unflinching.


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


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


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


      I kept my mouth shut.


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


      “Thank you, sir.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


      I clenched my fists. Hard.


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


      “Yes, sir.”


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


      “Yes, sir. Godly details.”


      “Are you being flippant with me?”


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


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


      “Your assignments will be waiting in my office,” he said at last. “Good evening.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Kendall and I didn’t see each other for two days, although she called and left messages, like everything was normal. I wasn’t quite avoiding her, but I spent a lot of time working on Joska’s extra assignments. On top of everything else, I had to study for midterms.


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


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


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


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


      “Kendall, I…”


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


      “I guess.”


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


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


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


      “Worse.”


      “What’d she say?”


      “She just doesn’t get it.”


      “You wanna talk about it?”


      “No. Yes. I don’t know.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


      “To get Paul drunk.”


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


      “I’m sayin’ so now, aren’t I?”


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


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


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


      “It means we gonna have a good time tonight!”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


      “W-what do you mean?”


      “It’s over. We’re over.”


      “Paul… you don’t mean that!”


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


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


      The cirrus clouds were beautiful in their own way, but I knew what they meant. I hunched my shoulders and thought back to Kendall’s expression. A storm was coming, in more ways than one.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Kendall broke before the thunderstorm did, but not by much. Her parents had driven up for the football game, and she wanted me to come to their RV with her.


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


      “Why not?”


      “Kendall, c’mon. You know why.”


      “No, tell me,” she snapped.


      “Because we broke up.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


      “Well?” she said.


      “What do you want me to say?”


      “Is that it?”


      “Is what it, Kendall?”


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


      “Do you want me to get angry?”


      “I want you to show some emotion!”


      “I guess I’m past that.”


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


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


      Thunder rolled over the building as the first drops of rain struck the window.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Kendall showed up at breakfast Monday morning. The entire table fell silent, and I braced for an assault.


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


      She seemed calm enough, so I agreed.


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


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


      We walked in silence.


      “I miss you,” she said at last.


      “I miss you too.”


      “I… I don’t want it to end.”


      “We tried to fix things.”


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


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


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


      “I know what you mean.”


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


      Yes! “We probably shouldn’t.”


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


      We fell silent, awkward and uncertain.


      “I want to fix things,” she said.


      “We tried.”


      “We could try again. Please, Paul.”


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


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


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


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


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


      “We’ve made it work before.”


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


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


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


      “We can make time for each other.”


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


      “But we’ll have to do it.”


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


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


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


      “I’m sorry,” I said at last.


      “But… what does that mean?”


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


      “What about what I want?”


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


      “Make love to me, Paul. Please.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


      “Then back to your apartment?”


      “W… will you join me?”


      “I… No.”


      “Please, Paul. I love you.”


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


      She started crying, and people on the sidewalk turned as she ran off. I ignored their stares and watched until I couldn’t see her anymore.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      I don’t remember my first class. I know I was there, because I took notes, but I don’t remember writing them, or even leaving when it was over. I was still preoccupied when I reached the computer lab, so Gracie rolled toward me, her knee touching mine where our chairs met.


      “Are you okay?”


      I shrugged.


      “Is there something I can do?”


      I shook my head.


      “Seriously.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


      “Um… sure.”


      Christy and I began walking, but she was quiet.


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


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


      I shrugged. “She’s upset.”


      “Did you have another argument?”


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


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


      “Yeah, probably.”


      “What did you say?”


      “That it wasn’t a good idea.”


      “Probably for the best.”


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


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


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


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


      It was her turn to look confused.


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


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


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


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


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


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


      I smiled, but it was tight.


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


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


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


      “She told you that?”


      “More or less,” she hedged. “It’s more complicated than that, but…” The bell saved her from more, and she flashed a sad, wry smile at the timing. “Gotta go. Sorry. See you after class. Don’t worry, I’ll talk to Wren.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      I fell back on routine after midterms. I felt guilty that I didn’t really miss Kendall’s company, but we hadn’t spent a lot of quality time together before the break-up. On the other hand, I really missed the sex, but I felt guilty about that too.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


      “We?”


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


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


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


      “So you’re keeping tabs on me?”


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


      I mumbled something about nosy mothers and aunts.


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


      “Thanks,” I said, and meant it.


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


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


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


      “Paul…?”


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


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


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


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


      “She said you do a lot.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


      “Um… not exactly.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


      “Paul, stop.”


      I fell silent, confused.


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


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


      “Paul, stop.”


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


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


      “Exactly! That’s what I’m tal—”


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


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


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


      “I guess.”


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


      “Don’t remind me.”


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


      “Because of Regan?”


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


      “Regan…?”


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


      “She did?”


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


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


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


      “I’m pretty focused too.”


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


      “It’s ’cause Joska makes me.”


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


      “But… I mean… Freddie hates it.”


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


      “Emmett Carstairs.” The arrogant prick.


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


      “Well, yeah, but—”


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


      “I dunno about that,” I grumbled.


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


      “Huh?”


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


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


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


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


      “I bet you never thought you’d hear that from me, did you?”


      “No.”


      “Maybe I’ve grown up a little,” she said. “I guess we both have.”


      “Yeah.”


      “Too bad we didn’t do it sooner, huh?”


      “No kidding.”


      “Maybe then…”


      “Yeah, maybe.”


      “Don’t you dare make me cry,” she said with a teary half-laugh.


      “Sorry,” I said, but then we fell silent.


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


      “I love you too.”


      “I’m sorry about Kendall, but…”


      “Life goes on.”


      “It has a way of doing that,” she said, “doesn’t it?”


      We shared a laugh, but it was sad.


      “Now I’m going to be all puffy-eyed,” she accused. “And I have a party tonight. Ugh! Of all days to call and make me remember why we were together.”


      “Um… sorry?”


      “You are not,” she said.


      I changed the subject. “What’s the party?”


      “It’s a Halloween party for the sorority, and the pledges have to wear baby pajamas.”


      “Yeah, we have a party tonight too,” I said. “The departments in the A&A building are doing it.”


      “Are you going with someone?”


      “Um… yeah.”


      “Who?”


      “Wren.”


      “The one you model with? Something going on with her?”


      “We’re friends,” I said.


      “You said that pretty quickly.”


      “No I didn’t.”


      “Did too.”


      “We’re just friends, Gina.”


      “You like her, don’t you? I can tell. I know you, remember?”


      “I guess,” I said, “but we’re just friends.” It was technically true, although it felt like a lie. For whatever reason, I didn’t want to tell Gina how I really felt.


      “You want more, though.”


      “I don’t know what I want,” I said, which was the complete truth.


      She fell silent for a moment. “Yeah, I know what you mean. Life’s pretty confusing sometimes, isn’t it?”


      “Especially relationships.”


      “Especially relationships,” she echoed. We fell silent, but then she said, “I need to go, Paul. I’m on the party committee, so…”


      “What’s your costume?” I half-blurted.


      “A little devil,” she said.


      “Ha! That’s perfect.”


      “I even have a tail.”


      “Sounds cute.”


      “It is. I’ll send you pictures. What’re you going as?”


      “I haven’t decided yet. Wren wants to go in togas, but I think they’re kinda cheesy. You know, like Animal House or something.”


      “No, they’re fun.”


      “You think so?”


      “Yeah! We had a toga party for rush this year and it was totally cool.”


      “Okay. Maybe I’ll give ’em a try.”


      “You’ll have fun. Trust me. But… I really need to go. It’s been great talking to you.”


      “Same here. Have fun tonight.”


      “You too. And I’ll call you next time,” she said. “Okay?”


      “Sure.”


      “Love you,” she said.


      “Love you too.”


      “Bye.”


      I spent the next hour reliving the conversation in my mind. Was she serious when she said “Love you,” or was it just an old habit? I felt a flutter in my stomach like it hadn’t been just a habit. Then again, maybe I was reading too much into it.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      I was still thinking about Gina when Wren called.


      “Have you decided what we’re going to wear?” she asked.


      “Um… yeah.”


      “Were you going to tell me, Mr. Mysterious?”


      I smiled at her tone. “The togas.”


      “Cool! Do you want to come down? I can get ’em ready in a couple of minutes, and you can see what I’m wearing under mine.”


      “Yeah, sure.”


      “Oh!” she said. “Bring some tighty-whitey underwear.”


      “Why?”


      “Plaid boxers will look funny under a toga, don’t you think?”


      “No one’s going to see under the toga,” I said.


      “I am. Besides, I bet you look cute in tighty-whiteys.”


      “Whatever. I’ll be right down.”


      I arrived at their door five minutes later. Wren grinned as I held up a pair of white underwear.


      “Perfect! C’mon in.”


      I followed her to her bedroom, and waved as Christy looked up from her bed. She was already dressed in her cheerleader’s outfit, with a matching bow in her blonde hair.


      “You look cute,” I said.


      She stood and pirouetted. Her pleated skirt showed off her legs, and her sweater hugged her torso, accenting her firm breasts.


      “Wren said you finally decided on the togas,” she said. “Good choice. Simple. Classic. Elegant.”


      “Not to mention easy to get into and out of,” Wren said.


      “You promised to be nice,” Christy said. “Remember?”


      “That was weeks ago.”


      “Do you two need to… you know?” I teased. “I don’t mind. I’ll even stay if you want me to.”


      “Wouldn’t you like that,” Christy said, but she wasn’t offended. Instead, she moved close, until I was acutely aware of her lithe body. Her finger traced a line down my chest as she smiled up at me with hooded eyes.


      I had to steady myself at the sudden rush of blood from the big head to the little one.


      “No,” Christy said, her voice sultry and smooth, “we’d need a big, strong, handsome man to handle both of us.” Without missing a beat, she turned to Wren. “Trip’s available, isn’t he?”


      “Oh, that hurts,” I groaned, and they broke into giggles.


      “I’ll let you two change,” Christy said, smiling as she closed the door behind her.


      “She’s as bad as you are,” I said to Wren.


      “Worse, actually. She just has more control than I do.” She pulled her sweater over her head and folded it neatly. “C’mon,” she said as she unfastened her bra, “I wanna see you in your toga.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      The evening had turned blustery and cold, and my underwear did little to keep me warm. Wren had the same problem, with only white cotton panties between her nether parts and frostbite. We had the good sense to wear coats, but they didn’t stop the wind from blowing under the togas.


      Christy was almost as exposed, but her coat was longer than ours. Trip’s football uniform looked warm enough, and Freddie was dressed as a mobster in a slick Italian suit. Ash wore a long cashmere coat over her outfit—she was dressed as Gráinne, a mythical Irish princess (which she had to explain). Zoë and Peter completed our little group, as the couple from Wood’s American Gothic.


      When we finally reached the stifling heat of the A&A building, I was glad I’d worn the toga. We left our coats on two big tables by the door, and Ash brandished her camera. She wiped condensation from the cold lens and then started taking pictures. We posed for couples’ shots before she snagged another photography student to take some group shots.


      After the impromptu photo session, we threaded our way into the atrium itself. The DJ had set up his equipment on the second floor balcony, and was blasting away at full volume. He even had several banks of lights, which flashed and pulsed with the beat.


      We stopped at the edge of the crowd and surveyed the scene. The people were a mix of students from several departments, and I almost laughed at the differences between them. The architecture students had “normal” costumes, like pirates, cowboys, and robots, while the artists were more creative, and far more eclectic.


      One guy wore a suit like Magritte’s Son of Man, complete with a green plastic apple hanging from his bowler hat. Wren pointed to an artist dressed as Vermeer’s Girl with a Pearl Earring, and Christy spotted a guy in a bodysuit that made him look like Rodin’s Thinker. We even saw a group dressed as Renoir’s Luncheon of the Boating Party—all of them, at least a dozen people.


      Trip pointed to another artist. “Who’s he supposed to be?”


      The guy wore a white suit with an irregular black grid, which had random squares of color. We stared at him in confusion, but then it hit me.


      “He’s a Mondrian,” I said with a laugh. “Composition with Yellow, Blue, and Red.”


      “I’ll have to take your word for it,” Trip said.


      We spotted two Mona Lisas, Whistler’s Mother, Van Gogh, Albrecht Dürer, and Andy Warhol, whose date was dressed as a Campbell’s Tomato Soup can. The other costumes ranged from creative (a couple dressed as paintbrush and palette) to just plain weird (a guy wearing only a gold lamé Speedo, with a dollar sign painted on his chest).


      Trip finally broke the spell of people and costumes. “So, who wants to dance?”


      Christy smiled and offered her hand, and Wren pulled me after them. Zoë and Peter followed in our wake, and Ash managed to coax Freddie onto the dance floor. He was smart enough to do what she wanted, even though she’d made it clear they were just friends.


      We danced through a dozen songs before we called a break and headed for the refreshments. Someone had spiked the punch, and Christy coughed after she tasted it.


      “I thought Catholics could hold their liquor,” Wren teased.


      “We can,” Christy shot back, “but I’m not used to moonshine.”


      We talked and mingled before heading back to the dance floor, and spent the rest of the night drinking and dancing, until things officially ended at midnight. The DJ played for another hour as people cleaned up, but then we had to leave.


      “Hey, yo, look what I got,” Freddie said as we tumbled out of the building. He held up a bottle. “There was half a case left, and I grabbed this before some art fag got his hands on it. I mean, me versus that flamer? Fuggedaboutit!”


      We laughed and staggered across campus, warm and loose from the punch.


      “You guys wanna come back to our place?” Christy asked.


      “Oh, please, please, please,” Wren begged me drunkenly. She stumbled and almost fell, but I caught her. She hiccupped and giggled. “My knight in shining armor.”


      “Someone’s had too much to drink,” I said, and scooped her into my arms.


      “I’m completely sober!” She hiccupped again. “Well, maybe not completely…”


      “Hey,” Freddie said all of a sudden, “this isn’t vodka. It’s Everclear!”


      Pure grain alcohol, 190 proof.


      “That explains this one,” I said, hoisting Wren to make my point.


      She hung her arm around my neck and yawned.


      “She’s not the only one,” Zoë said. She sagged against Peter, and he supported her with an arm.


      We made it to the girls’ apartment without anyone falling over. Freddie found some orange juice in the refrigerator and mixed drinks. Wren raised her head and gestured for a cup, but I scowled him away.


      “Hey, I’m a big girl,” she complained.


      “You’ll thank me in the morning,” I said.


      The rest of us hoisted our cups in a silent toast. Then we drank.


      “Jesus, Freddie,” Trip gasped, “are you trying to poison us?”


      I felt my throat burn at the amount of alcohol in the drink.


      “Me?” Freddie said innocently. “Poison you? Fuggedaboutit!”


      “Why’s he keep saying that?” Wren mumbled drowsily.


      “I might poison the slave driver, though,” Freddie said, pointing at me. “No offense.”


      “None taken,” I said with a laugh.


      We talked for an hour, laughing and sipping our drinks, until Wren started snoring softly.


      “That’s probably our cue to let y’all go to bed,” I said. I picked her up and carried her to her bedroom.


      “Wha’s goin’ on?” she mumbled.


      I shushed her and set her on her feet. She stood docilely as I unbelted her toga.


      “Spen’ th’ night?” she asked.


      “Maybe some other time.”


      “C’mon. I don’ bite.” She tried to take off her panties and almost fell over. I caught her and she slumped in my arms, her limp body warm against my skin. “S’okay,” she said. “’M all right.”


      I gently lowered her to the bed and swung her legs under the covers. I sat next to her and said, “Roll over and I’ll rub your back.”


      “Rub my front instead.”


      “Maybe when you’re not so drunk.”


      “’M not drunk.”


      “Are too,” Christy said from behind me. I hadn’t even heard her come in. “She okay?”


      “Just drunk. And horny. You know, the usual.”


      “Got that right,” Wren mumbled, but she rolled to her stomach. “He won’t spen’ the night ’cause he says I’m too drunk.”


      “He’s a gentleman,” Christy said.


      “How are you?” I asked her as I began rubbing Wren’s back.


      Christy shrugged. “Pretty drunk. But my metabolism…” She yawned. “’Scuse me. Takes a lot to get me drunk. Good Catholic, too, so… you know, grew up drinkin’.” She smiled. “You’re a nice guy.” She staggered and caught herself on the door jamb. Then she noticed that my toga had ridden up. “Nice legs.” With a giggle, she added, “Nice butt, too. Very sexy.”


      “Um… thanks,” I said.


      “Don’ mention it.”


      Wren began snoring softly, and I bent down to kiss her cheek. Then I covered her with the sheet and stood. “You need some help?” I asked Christy.


      She tried to look shocked, but it was an act. “You jus’ wanna see me naked. But I’m engaged. Lucky me, huh? I’m gonna be married… to… um… whatshisname.”


      “Simon,” I said.


      “Yep! He’s the one.”


      I didn’t know what to say, so I smiled and started to leave.


      She caught my arm and spoke precisely. “Thanks for being such a nice guy. To Wren, I mean.”


      “It’s the least I could do.”


      She stood on tiptoe, and I had to duck my head to let her kiss my cheek. “Mmm, nice guy,” she murmured. “Def’nitely a keeper.”


      Back in the living room, Trip and Freddie were ready to leave. Peter was saying goodbye to Zoë, and Ash had already disappeared into her bedroom.


      Trip nodded toward Wren’s bedroom. “She okay?”


      “Yeah. Just drunk.”


      “Paul was a complete gentleman,” Christy said.


      We finished our goodbyes and Christy locked the door behind us.


      Trip looked at Peter when we reached the elevators. “You get to Morrill on your own?”


      “Yeah,” Peter said, “I’m cool.”


      “How ’bout you?” Trip asked Freddie, who lived in Hess Hall, across campus.


      “Fuggedaboutit,” Freddie slurred. He was using the wall to hold himself up, but then he collapsed into a boneless heap.


      Trip and I hoisted him to his feet.


      “C’mon,” I said, “you can crash at our place.”


      “Need any help?” Peter asked.


      “Nah, we got it.”


      “Had fun, guys,” Peter said as his elevator dinged. “Take it easy.”


      Upstairs, we poured Freddie onto the couch and told him not to puke on the carpet.


      “Hey, fuggedaboutit,” he mumbled.


      Trip and I rolled our eyes and headed for our bedroom. He managed to shrug out of his football uniform, and I was glad I simply had to pull my toga over my head. I flopped into bed, bone tired, but my mind was still going.


      My thoughts wandered back to the conversation with Gina. “Love you,” she’d said. Not “I love you,” but simply “love you.” I obsessed over that pronoun for what seemed like hours. Then I began reliving events from our time together: Susan’s glade, the quarry, and more.


      Trip had long since gone to sleep, so I pulled off my too-tight underwear and flung it at the hamper. With my eyes closed, I imagined Gina’s body, curvy and soft. She smiled and gestured to me, her dark eyes full of warmth.


      I imagined her breasts, dark nipples puckered with arousal. My fantasy slid to her small triangle of pubic hair, jet black and wispy, her smooth labia visible below. She beckoned again, and I reached for my stiffening shaft.


      In my fantasy, she sank to her knees and kissed the tip of my cock. Then she tasted me and moaned softly, her lips a tight “O” around my glans.


      I began stroking myself in earnest as I imagined her sucking me, making love to my cock. In real life, she couldn’t swallow more than a few inches, but Fantasy-Gina took me deeper. She pulled back slowly, her fingers light on my balls as her taut lips caressed me. She plunged again and I fought not to groan in real life.


      I wanted to fuck her before I came, so the fantasy suddenly shifted to her bed in her house in Atlanta. She lay back and spread her legs, and I positioned myself over her as she guided my shaft to her opening.


      I slid into her and she closed her eyes, and then moaned softly when I hit bottom. I began thrusting, my hand working over my shaft in the real world. After so many weeks without sex, I knew I wouldn’t last long. Fantasy-Gina arched with pleasure beneath me.


      I pounded into her until she begged me to come in her mouth, so the fantasy shifted and she knelt before me. Pleasure exploded in my loins as imaginary semen gushed down her throat. The real thing splattered my chest, and I pumped until the spurts turned to gushes.


      When my breathing slowed and I finally relaxed, I went to the bathroom and cleaned up. I stood for a long time and simply stared at myself in the mirror.


      Was the fantasy just a fantasy, or was it more? Did I want to get back together with her? Would she want to get back together with me? And what about Wren? How did I feel about her? I wanted to be more than just friends, but what if I still had feelings for Gina?


      Some naïve part of me had thought life after Kendall would be simple.


      “Yeah, right,” I said to my reflection.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      I wrote a long letter to Gina the next day. I poured my heart into it and told her I still loved her. Then I crumpled it up and threw it away. I pulled it out of the trash and stared at it, but then tossed it for good. I didn’t know how she felt, and I didn’t want to make a fool of myself.


      I agonized about it for a couple of days, until I received a letter from her. It was the usual stuff about her life, but I analyzed every word. Unfortunately, I didn’t come up with any revelations.


      She’d sent Polaroids from the party—her hair was cut short and permed, and she looked fantastic in her skin-tight devil suit—but the pictures didn’t give any clues. She’d posed by herself, and with Regan (dressed in a tuxedo as Marlene Dietrich, with her wavy blonde hair spilling from under a silk top hat), and with a crowd of sorority sisters.


      Was Gina dating anyone? Did she have a serious boyfriend? She never mentioned anyone, but that could’ve been out of sensitivity for my feelings. I wanted to ask her, but I couldn’t think of a way to do it without sounding desperate, so I decided to play it cool instead.


      I asked Ash for a group photo from the A&A party, and she gave it to me at dinner. I wrote a letter to Gina—the usual stuff about my life—but added the picture, with “Halloween with friends, 1982” written on the back. I wanted to underline the word “friends,” but decided against it (too obvious).


      I felt guilty after I mailed the letter. Wren was more than just a friend, and she deserved better. I didn’t want to string her along and then disappoint her, but I didn’t want to cut her loose, either. I felt like a cad either way, and I hated being so calculating about it. It made me feel dishonest, almost dirty.


      Wren knew that I was preoccupied, and she finally asked me about it after modeling one day.


      “I guess I’m just busy with Joska’s extra assignments,” I lied. “Sorry.”


      “That’s okay. I thought you were mad at me for getting drunk last weekend.”


      “Mad? No, of course not.”


      “Oh, okay. Good.” She smiled as we finished dressing, and I felt like an even bigger cad.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      I bent over my drafting table and put the finishing touches on the elevation plan. Then I slid the drafting machine out of the way and scrutinized my work, searching for little flaws that could mean the difference between an A and an A-. I didn’t spot anything, which meant I’d have to go over it again and again, until I was sure.


      “That looks good,” Christy said from beside me.


      I turned and smiled. As usual, I’d been in my own little world, so I hadn’t heard her cross from her table to mine.


      “What do you think of this?” she said, and handed me a sketch of a powerful man holding a stylized flame. The man’s physique was less realistic than her usual sketches, more slab-sided and angular.


      “Who is it?”


      “Prometheus. I thought it would go well with your modern building. You know, the one with the glass façade. The statue will have to be stainless steel, of course. I can’t create it yet, but I will someday.”


      I pulled the drawing from my carrying tube and spread it on the table. Christy picked up one of my pencils and sketched the figure of Prometheus.


      “I know you were thinking about a fountain for the plaza,” she said, “but I think the sculpture works better. Of course I think that, but Prometheus is a symbol of progress, which is exactly what you want for a modern glass building. So… what do you think?”


      “I like it,” I said.


      Her eyes shone with excitement. “Let me know when you do the watercolor drawing. I’ll help you add the statue.”


      “Thanks.”


      “In the meantime,” she said, “we need to go. I want to wash my hands”—she waved smudged fingers at me—“and change clothes before the football game.”


      We gathered our things and chatted as we walked back to Andy Holt. Back at my apartment, the phone rang as soon as I opened the door. I scooped the receiver off the cradle.


      “Hello?”


      “Hi,” Gina said. “It’s Gina.”


      “Duh,” I teased. “How’re you?”


      “Good, thanks. How are you?”


      “Better now.”


      “You’re so sweet,” she said. “I got your letter and picture. You all look cute, especially you and Wren.”


      “Thanks.” I dumped my things in my study cubicle and sank into my desk chair.


      “Trip and Christy look cute too. Are they dating?”


      “No, just friends.”


      “Who are the others?”


      “Ash and Freddie,” I said, describing them by their costumes, “and Zoë and Peter.”


      “Oh yeah. Ash and Zoë are Wren’s roommates, right? They’re artists?”


      “Zoë’s a painter, but Ash is a photographer. Well, I guess photography’s an art form too. I mean, she makes it look so easy, and her pictures are really good.”


      “Half the guys out here think they’re photographers,” Gina said, “but they just want to get your clothes off. The other half want to be Hollywood directors, ready to cast their next leading lady. It’s unreal, Paul. The people out here…”


      “Anyone special?” I asked without thinking, and immediately wanted to kick myself.


      She laughed. “You sound jealous.”


      “No! What gave you that idea?”


      “You are jealous. Like, totally.”


      “Of course not.”


      “Are too.”


      “Am not.”


      She laughed again, bright and genuine. “Oh, Paul, I miss you sometimes.”


      “You have a funny way of showing it.”


      “That’s because you’re a goof. Now, tell me about the party. Did you have a band? What were some of the other costumes?”


      We fell into conversation, talking about our parties. In some ways they were the same—lots of drinking and music—but the similarities ended there. Hers was at a big hotel near UCLA, with “party suites” upstairs. They even had a video crew.


      “They had lights and everything, Paul. I think it was someone from the film school. A couple of Beta guys were doing it, so I’m not sure. But wow! The parties here are nothing like the ones we used to have at UT.”


      “They sound fun.”


      “They are, but they’re different. People here are kind of superficial sometimes. They all worry about how they look, and who they’re with. It’s totally shallow.”


      “That’s too bad.”


      “Yeah. But there are lots of good things too. I mean, I was the charity case in Chi O at UT, the token non-white girl so the sorority wouldn’t be accused of being racist. They were racist, but that didn’t matter as long as they could point to me and deny it.


      “It’s totally different out here,” she went on. “I mean, I’m one of two Indian girls—can you believe that?—and we have a Japanese girl, a Persian girl, and the most beautiful Jamaican girl I’ve ever seen. But everyone treats us the same, just like we’re white.”


      “Well, you’re half-white,” I said.


      “I know, but I don’t look it. I’ve never been ashamed of who I am, but you know how things are in the South. Like, you remember what happened after the Iranian Hostage Crisis. I couldn’t go anywhere without people staring at me. It’s not like that here. It’s totally cool, with all kinds of people.”


      “Sounds like you’re really happy.”


      “I am, Paul. I hate the traffic, and some of the people are totally phony, but I love everything else. You should come out sometime. We’ll do lunch.” She laughed. “That’s what they say out here, ‘do lunch.’ It’s so weird sometimes.”


      “Sure,” I said. “We could ‘do lunch.’”


      “Oh, that reminds me,” she said all of a sudden. “I’m flying home for Thanksgiving. My mom was talking about having it with your family. Are you coming home?”


      I am now! “Of course.”


      “Great! I can’t wait to see you.”


      The apartment door opened and I felt the phone cord jiggle as someone stepped over it.


      “Hey,” Trip said absently. “We need to head out if we wanna— Oh, sorry,” he said. “I thought you were Luke, talking to… Who’s he dating this week? Never mind. Who’re you talking to?”


      “Gina,” I said.


      She answered, “Yes?”


      “Sorry,” I told her. “I was talking to Trip.”


      “Trip? Oh, say hi to him for me.”


      “She says hi,” I said.


      “Cool,” he said. “Say hi to her.” To me, he said, “We need to meet the others for dinner before the game. You’re still going, right?”


      “Um…”


      “Do you need to go?” Gina said.


      “No. I mean… yeah… sorta.”


      She laughed. “That’s okay. I have a bunch of stuff I need to do anyway.”


      Trip silently waited for an answer, and I met his eyes and nodded.


      “It was good talking to you,” Gina said. “I can’t wait to see you.”


      “Me too.”


      “Love you.”


      I silently growled at the missing “I”. “Love you too,” I said aloud. “Bye.”


      I hung up and found Trip in our room.


      “That sounded good,” he said. “You getting back together?”


      “I dunno. Maybe. We’re just friends for now, though.”


      “Uh-huh,” he said with a goofy grin. “But hey, we need to go.” He donned a UT sweatshirt over his turtleneck. “Wren said it’s supposed to be cold tonight, so…”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      The next two weeks passed in the blink of an eon. I had more than enough to keep me busy—with advising and registration on top of everything else—but time still seemed to drag, and I found myself counting the days until Thanksgiving.


      I couldn’t stop thinking about Gina, but I didn’t have the guts to call her. I was convinced that she’d hear the longing in my voice, and I was afraid of rejection. We traded two more letters, but I still couldn’t tell if she wanted to be more than just friends.


      In a perverse way, I was glad to have Joska’s extra assignments. I was even happy to work with Freddie, although he’d grown to hate my constant refrain of “You can do better.”


      He stopped grumbling when he saw the new class standings, where he rose more than a dozen places. I, on the other hand, had a death grip on second place, which thoroughly irked me. My test scores were nearly perfect, as good as Gracie’s, but I couldn’t match her flair for design, no matter how hard I tried.


      Fortunately, I had solid grades in the rest of my classes, and I knew I’d make the Dean’s List. I still had final exams, but I wasn’t really worried about them.


      My personal life wasn’t so simple. In addition to my Gina dilemma, I didn’t know how to act around Wren. I felt like a creep for leading her on, or a jerk for being distant. She misinterpreted my schizoid behavior, which made me feel even worse.


      “You don’t want anything serious right now,” she said one day. “I understand. You were with Kendall for what, three years?”


      “Four.”


      “Yeah, that’s a long time.”


      “Tell me about it,” I mumbled.


      “So it’s good that we’re just friends.”


      “Thanks,” I said. Creep!


      “Except when I’m drunk,” she teased. “Then you should forget all that ‘friends’ stuff and just give me what I want. Okay?”


      I actually laughed. “Sure. No problem.”


      “I knew you’d see it my way. I’m totally irresistible, you know.”


      “Believe me, I know.”


      She smiled and leaned against me. I hugged her and silently called myself a creep. Again.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      The week of Thanksgiving finally arrived, and I decided to fly home instead of driving. I debated whether or not to offer Wren a ride—Creep or Jerk?—and finally decided to make the offer. I was still her friend, no matter what internal struggle I was going through.


      “Sure,” she said. “I’d love to. I’ve never been in a little plane before. Besides, we can take Christy to the airport and then just leave from there.”


      “Well, it’s a different part of the airport,” I said, “but yeah, that works.”


      “Do you want to get together after Thanksgiving?” she asked. “We could hang out or something.”


      “Maybe,” I hedged. “We usually have a lot of family stuff.” Jerk.


      “Oh. Okay. I understand.”


      “But maybe, yeah.” Creep.


      She tried to hide her confusion, and I felt like an even bigger creep. Or was I a jerk? I couldn’t remember the difference anymore.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Wren enjoyed the flight home, but I didn’t, which was my own fault. I hated being duplicitous. I hated being distant. And I hated having to watch everything I said. I felt like a creep, a jerk, a cad, and a heel, all rolled into one.


      My parents had left the airport car for us, but I fell into a gloomy silence when we reached it. Wren wasn’t an idiot—she knew something was wrong—and I felt even worse when she hugged me goodbye at her house.


      “Call me if you wanna hang out,” she said hopefully.


      “Sure. Sounds good. But I’d better get going.”


      She put on a brave face as I walked back to the car.


      I don’t remember the drive home. Erin and Mom came from the kitchen when they heard the front door, so I tried to hide my melancholy mood. After hugs and greetings—no mention of the break-up—I threw my backpack into my old bedroom and went looking for Dad. He was in the garage, working on the Corvette, so I pulled up a low stool.


      “Welcome home,” he said from under the car.


      “Thanks.”


      “Do me a favor,” he said, pointing. “Hand me that pan.”


      I slid the battered pan to him and heard the stream of draining oil.


      “Thanks.”


      “Hey, Dad…?”


      “Yeah?”


      “Have you ever been interested in two girls at once?”


      He slid from under the car on his creeper. “Sounds serious,” he said as he stood and wiped his oily hands.


      “It is, and it’s killing me.”


      “Girls at school?”


      “One is. The other is… um…”


      “Ah,” he said. “I see.”


      “Um… yeah.”


      “I take it you’re not going to date both?”


      “Oh, no,” I said quickly. “Learned my lesson the first time, thank you very much.”


      He chuckled. “Good man.”


      “So, what should I do?”


      “I can’t really tell you, now can I?”


      “But… why not?”


      “Because I’m me and you’re you,” he said. “Besides, I don’t have to live with the consequences.”


      I laughed, but it was rueful.


      “It’s a choice you have to make, son. It’s part of being an adult.”


      “How come you never told me how hard it is?”


      He actually laughed. “Would it have made a difference?”


      “No,” I said peevishly.


      He laughed again and tossed me the oily rag. “Let me change the filter, and then you can add the oil.”


      “That’s your solution?” I said.


      “Life’s hard when you have to make your own choices.”


      “But you’re supposed to have all the answers,” I complained.


      “And lemme tell you,” he said as he returned to the creeper, “it’s a cryin’ shame that I don’t.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      On Thanksgiving Day our family headed to the Coulters’ house. Leah beamed when she answered the door. She ushered us into the warmth of the house and then hung back as I brought up the rear with the basket of rolls. Mom and Erin went to the kitchen, while Dad headed toward the TV room.


      “Congratulations,” Leah said in a low voice.


      I looked a question at her.


      “For dumping the cow. Gina said I should be nice, but I’m not sorry to see her go.” She looked around. “Don’t tell my mom I said that. She’ll give me a lecture. You know how she is.”


      “Yeah,” I deadpanned.


      Gina stuck her head out of the kitchen, and her eyes lit up when she saw me. Leah followed my glance and then looked back at me.


      “Oh, fine,” she huffed angrily, and stalked away.


      Gina composed herself and intercepted Leah before she reached the kitchen.


      “Oh, never mind me,” Leah said to her petulantly. “Nobody’s ever happy to see me.”


      “That’s not true, Leah,” Gina said, and shot me an apologetic glance as they disappeared through the doorway.


      Elizabeth’s voice came from the kitchen: “What’s all this, then?”


      “Mom, Gina’s already hogging Paul.”


      “Oh, I very much doubt it,” Elizabeth said, gently chiding. “Besides, he’s not a trinket to squabble over.”


      I rounded the corner and smiled sheepishly.


      “Hello, Paul,” she said. “Welcome home. Here, hand those to me.”


      I handed over the basket of rolls. With a conscious effort, I avoided Gina’s glance and turned to Leah. “Hey,” I said, “don’t I get a hug or something?”


      “Now you’re just patronizing me,” she said. “You don’t mean it.”


      Elizabeth cleared her throat.


      “God, Mom,” Leah huffed, “I wasn’t being rude. It’s not fair!” She stormed off.


      “Young lady!” Elizabeth called after her.


      “I’ll talk to her, Mom,” Gina said.


      “Um…,” I said, and everyone stopped. “Maybe I should…”


      “Are you sure?” Elizabeth said.


      I nodded.


      Gina’s dark eyes sparkled, and she started to speak, but then Leah’s bedroom door slammed upstairs.


      “Better let him go,” Elizabeth said.


      Gina’s expression said we’d talk later.


      “I swear,” Elizabeth said to my mom as I left, “she’s going to turn my hair gray.”


      I smiled to myself and bounded up the stairs. Gina’s smile lingered in my memory, but I composed myself before I knocked on Leah’s door.


      “Go away!”


      “Oh, sorry,” I said. It was a calculated move, since she probably expected her mother or sister. When she heard my voice instead—


      She yanked the door open. “Oh, it’s you,” she said, a little breathless.


      I suppressed a smile. “Can I come in?”


      “I guess.”


      Her room had changed—the posters of Shaun Cassidy and Leif Garrett were gone, replaced by Billy Idol and Adam Ant. She’d decorated the mirror over her dressing table with more pictures of men: ads for cologne, swimwear, sunglasses, and more. Her corkboard even sported a collage of Calvin Klein underwear ads, with models who made me feel inadequate.


      She defiantly followed my roaming gaze, so I chuckled to break the tension.


      “What?” she half-snapped.


      “Just looking around.”


      “What about it?”


      “For starters,” I said calmly, “it’s different.”


      “So?”


      “I guess you’re not a girl anymore.” I gestured at the hunks on the walls and mirror. “It’s more like a young woman’s room.”


      “Of course it is, and I’m sick of being treated—”


      “Whoa,” I said, “hold on. I came to apologize.”


      “—like a child! I’m not— Huh? Apologize for what?”


      “I’m sorry I was rude,” I said. “I didn’t mean to ignore you when we got here.”


      “You—? I mean… What are you talking about?”


      “It’s just that I haven’t seen Gina in a while, and I couldn’t help but glance at her when she stuck her head out of the kitchen.”


      “I saw how you looked at her. I’m not an idiot.”


      “Well, we’re still friends.”


      “That was more than friends.”


      “I still came to apologize.”


      “You still love her, don’t you?” It was an accusation.


      “Of course I do,” I said gently. “I always will. But that doesn’t change the fact that I’m here.” I gestured at the space between us. “I mean, I barely even said hi to Gina before I came up here… to talk to you. I mean, we’re friends, right?”


      Her face fell.


      “What’s the matter?”


      “‘Friends,’ huh?”


      My brow knitted. “Um… yeah?”


      “God! It’s not fair!”


      “What’s—?”


      “Gina always gets what she wants, and I never get anything. It’s not fair.” She began crying angrily.


      I tried to pull her into my arms. She fought me at first, but then gave in. I held her for several minutes, until the worst passed. Unfortunately, I laughed when she hiccupped.


      “It’s n… hic… not funny!”


      I laughed again, full and genuine. “Sorry, it is.”


      “Hic… is not.”


      I couldn’t tell her that Gina used to do the same thing, so I simply held her instead.


      She eventually calmed down, but she didn’t stop hiccupping.


      “You want some sugar?” I said at last.


      “Yes, please. Hic.”


      “Be right back.”


      The women in the kitchen fell silent when I returned. Elizabeth took one look at my damp shirt and understood immediately.


      “Is she all right?” she asked.


      “She’s okay. Just some tears.” I chuckled at the irony. “I’ve caused a lot of ’em, so you’d think I’d be used to it by now.”


      Gina met my eyes and smiled a bit sadly.


      I fetched the sugar bowl from Elizabeth’s tea service. “Be right back.”


      Back in Leah’s room, I offered her a spoonful of sugar. She tilted her head back and let it dissolve on her tongue. We sat on the bed, and I put my arm around her.


      “I’m sorry,” I said. “It’s just that… I guess I’m not ready for anything more than friendship.” The lies were getting easier, which I really, really didn’t like. “So, can we still be friends?”


      She shrugged and hummed something unintelligible. Then she swallowed and said, “I guess so.”


      I kissed her forehead. “Thanks. That really means a lot.”


      We sat and talked for a few minutes, until she was ready to go back downstairs. She hung her head when we entered the kitchen.


      “Sorry,” she mumbled.


      “That’s all right,” Elizabeth said. “We all need a good cry from time to time.”


      “C’mon,” Gina said to her sister, “let’s set the table together.”


      Erin jumped up. “I’ll help.”


      “Thank you,” Elizabeth said to me when the girls had gone. “That was very mature.”


      I almost believed her. Unfortunately, I knew the truth about my motives: I was trying to look good for Gina.


      “It’s good to see you,” Elizabeth said.


      “Thanks, it’s good to see you too.” I wanted to change the subject, so I asked about Kara.


      “She and Victor are at his parents’ house.”


      “Have they made it official yet?” Mom asked.


      “They’ve talked about it,” Elizabeth said, “but he hasn’t popped the question. They’re spending New Year’s with his family, and I think he plans to do it then.”


      “Um… I think I’ll go find Chris and Dad,” I said. “You know, male bonding.”


      “They’re in the TV room,” Elizabeth said, “watching the monstrosity.”


      “Monstrosity?”


      “You’ll see.”


      Indeed I did. The “monstrosity” was a projection TV, with a screen wider than I could span with both arms.


      “Hey, look who’s here,” Chris said as he stood. “You like my new toy?”


      He started talking about the TV, but I didn’t really pay attention. My thoughts were filled with Gina instead.


      And Leah. And Wren, I thought moodily. Oh, what a tangled web we weave…


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      “I… am… stuffed,” Chris said after dinner.


      “That’s because you devoured an entire turkey,” Elizabeth said.


      “To be fair,” my dad said, “I helped.”


      “I did my part,” I added.


      “But you’re a strapping young man,” Elizabeth said, “whereas these two…” She trailed off with an affectionate grimace.


      She stood and lifted the platter with the skeletal remains of the turkey.


      “Here,” Mom said, “I’ll help.”


      “Leah…?” Elizabeth prompted.


      “Yes, ma’am,” Leah said sullenly, and picked up two serving bowls.


      Erin stood and began gathering plates and silverware.


      Gina and I helped, and we quickly cleared the table. Dad and Chris went off to watch football, while Elizabeth, Mom, and the younger girls put away leftovers.


      “You wanna go for a walk?” I asked Gina.


      “Sure. Let me get my coat.”


      I helped her put it on, and then donned my own.


      At the front door, she called toward the kitchen: “Paul and I are going for a walk.”


      The night was frosty and clear, and our breath steamed the air.


      “I forgot how cold it gets here,” she said, donning a pair of woolen gloves.


      “I’ll keep you warm.”


      She smiled, her dark eyes sparkling in the porch light.


      “Sorry about earlier,” I said as we started down the walk. “With Leah, I mean.”


      “I saw it coming. I tried to head it off, but…” She shrugged. “She gets so emotional sometimes. I guess I was the same at her age.”


      “Listen to you,” I teased, “worldly and wise at nineteen.”


      She punched me playfully. “You know what I mean.”


      “Yeah.”


      “Thanks for talking to her,” she said.


      “No problem.”


      “I guess she thought it was her turn or something, like you’re some prize.”


      “Oh, I’m no prize,” I said.


      “You are for someone,” Gina said, and flashed a smile.


      “Um… thanks.”


      We walked in silence, simply enjoying each other’s company.


      “It’s so pretty here,” she said at last. “You can actually see the stars.”


      I stopped and gazed at the sky. “You should make a wish.”


      “Did you see a shooting star?”


      “No, but that doesn’t mean you can’t make a wish.”


      “Of course it does, silly. You can’t make a wish on any ol’ star.”


      “Sure you can.” I pointed at one. “I’m going to wish on that one.” I closed my eyes and concentrated.


      “What did you wish for?”


      “I can’t tell you. It wouldn’t come true.” Besides, you’re my wish.


      “Okay,” she said, “then I’m going to make a wish, and I’m not going to tell you.” She gazed upward and closed her eyes. She looked so lovely that I felt a sudden pang of longing. “There,” she said at last, and opened her eyes slowly.


      “I’ll tell you mine if you tell me yours,” I said.


      “Okay. You first.”


      My heart suddenly hammered in my chest. I had rehearsed the moment a thousand times in my head, but I still felt nervous. She looked up expectantly, and I kissed her, tender and lingering. When I finally pulled back, I gazed down at her and gathered my courage.


      “I miss you,” I said softly, “and I love you.”


      She opened her eyes.


      “I want you back,” I said, and held my breath.


      ✧ ✧ ✧
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        ◄ ►

        CHAPTER 11

      


      “I don’t know what to say,” Gina said.


      My heart skipped a beat. “Say yes.”


      “It… it’s not that simple.”


      “Why…?” I cleared my throat and tried to swallow past the lump. “Why not?”


      “Because I’m seeing someone.”


      “It’s not serious, is it?”


      “I don’t know.”


      “What do you mean you don’t know?” I blurted. “You’re not sleeping with him, are you?” Her expression hardened, and I wanted to kick myself. “Sorry,” I said immediately. “It’s none of my business.”


      She accepted the apology with a curt nod.


      “But if it’s not serious…”


      “It’s more than that, Paul. For one thing, I live in California.”


      “So?” I said. “We made it work when you lived in Charleston.”


      “No, we didn’t,” she said. “Remember?”


      I started to argue, but then remembered the truth: Amy Lassiter. “So we’ll make it work this time,” I said instead.


      “Can’t we just be friends?”


      “But… I thought you loved me,” I said, and hated the plaintive sound of my voice.


      “I do, but it’s not that simple.”


      “Then I don’t get it.” I didn’t want to get it, either.


      “I…,” she began, but trailed off. “I’ll always love you,” she said at last. “But…”—her dark eyes willed me to understand—“not like you want me to.”


      I felt like someone had cut my strings.


      “Are you okay?”


      “Yeah, sure,” I said, as glibly as I could. “It was just a thought. But if you’re seeing someone…”


      “Paul… I…” She fell silent for a moment. “I don’t know what to say. I… I’m sorry.”


      “Don’t be. It was just a thought.”


      We fell silent for a long, uncomfortable moment, but then we both spoke at the same time: “We should head back.” “Do you want to keep walking?”


      “Yeah, okay,” I said. “I guess we can keep walking.”


      “No,” she said softly, “you’re right. We should probably head back.”


      We turned and walked back the way we’d come, awkward and silent.


      We managed to survive the rest of the evening, but we were both on edge. Chris wanted to show off his new TV, so we watched a movie on Betamax. Gina and I sat next to each other, but we seemed miles apart.


      To make things even more awkward, I had to deal with Leah, too. I wanted to avoid her altogether, but I couldn’t do it without being obvious. She caught my eye whenever I looked her way, but I felt like a complete jerk for even smiling at her.


      I think our moms understood what had happened. Mine pretended to be tired after the movie, so we didn’t linger, and Elizabeth asked Leah to help fix leftovers for us to take home.


      Gina and I hugged goodbye, but I felt the hesitation in her shoulders. I tried to mask the dejection in mine, but I couldn’t, and her dark eyes filled with tears as I turned away.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Mom and Erin went shopping with the Coulters on Friday, so Dad offered to go on a cross-country flight with me, to practice emergency procedures. He was trying to keep my mind off Gina, which I definitely appreciated, but it wasn’t that simple.


      I spent most of the flight in a funk, either brooding about Gina’s rejection or berating myself for some screw-up because I was preoccupied. Dad tried to keep me focused, but we would’ve been in trouble if I’d had to deal with real emergencies.


      I called Wren on Saturday morning, but only because I’d promised to. Still, she sounded relieved to hear my voice, and asked about my Thanksgiving.


      “The usual,” I said. “Yours?”


      “Pretty good. Scarlett and her family came over. She asked about you, by the way. I told her you might wanna hang out, but…”


      I knew my cue when I heard it. “Are you busy this afternoon?”


      “I’d love to!”


      “Um… okay. What do you feel like doing?”


      “I dunno. Do you wanna see a movie or something?”


      “I guess,” I said, and we made plans.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Scarlett and Mitch joined us for the movie, along with Scarlett’s sixteen-year-old sister, Suellen, and her boyfriend.


      In a whisper, Wren explained, “Aunt Margaret sort of has a thing for Gone with the Wind.”


      “Do they have a sister named Careen?” I whispered back.


      Wren blushed. “Um… no.”


      “But…?”


      “Their brother’s name is Ashley. He’s thirteen.”


      I actually laughed aloud, the first time in days.


      “What’s so funny?” Scarlett said as they returned with popcorn.


      “Nothing,” I lied.


      “All right, then c’mon,” Scarlett said. “I don’t wanna miss the previews.”


      Wren and I shared a grin, but then I had a sudden thought of Gina. I tried to keep my face from falling, but Wren saw. She didn’t hide her reaction any better, so I felt like a heel. Again.


      We saw The Man from Snowy River, but I watched half-heartedly, and Wren sat woodenly beside me. She didn’t know what to do any more than I did, and I hated myself for being so messed up. For the umpteenth time, I wondered if I was a creep or a jerk.


      Then again, did it make any difference?


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Gina called on Sunday morning. She was packing to fly back to L.A., but she wanted to see me before she left.


      “Sure,” I said unenthusiastically. “You want me to come over?”


      “Um… I’d better come to your house.”


      “Because of Leah?”


      She paused. “She really likes you, you know. You could—”


      “I don’t want Leah,” I said, a bit tersely. I left the rest unspoken, but Gina understood.


      “I know, Paul, and I’m sorry.”


      “Yeah, me too.”


      “But I want to talk before I go,” she said. “It’s important.”


      “Do I have a choice?”


      “Of course you do. And I’ll understand if you don’t want to.”


      “I can’t change the way I feel,” I said. “About you, I mean.”


      “Neither can I,” she said softly, sadly.


      “Yeah, and that’s the problem.”


      “Paul, don’t be like that.”


      “Sorry,” I said, but I couldn’t bring myself to sound convincing.


      “I mean it,” she said. “If I could make you happy, I would, but…”


      “But you’re seeing someone,” I said, and frowned at the bitterness in my voice.


      “It’s not that, and you know it,” she said. “Hold on.” She covered the phone, but came back after a few seconds. “I’ll be there in ten minutes. Okay?”


      “Yeah, sure.”


      We said goodbye and I hung up.


      I watched the clock for an eternity, and almost jumped at the sound of the doorbell. Gina forced a smile when I opened the door, but she looked like she’d been crying. I gestured for her to come in, and we headed to my room. She sat on the edge of the bed and waited until I closed the door.


      “I wish I could make you happy,” she said, “but I can’t. You don’t want me. You—”


      “Yes I do,” I blurted.


      “You don’t,” she said flatly. “You want what we used to have.” She stared at her hands and wrung them silently. “Paul,” she said after a moment, “you’re my best friend, but I don’t want to hurt you again, and I know I will.”


      “But—”


      “Just hear me out,” she said. “I still love you, Paul—you have to believe that—but I’m not the girl I was when we first started dating. I’m a woman now, and I know what I want.”


      “And you don’t want me,” I rasped.


      “I didn’t mean it like that,” she said, and looked up, her dark eyes filled with tears. “I’m a different person now. Besides, you wouldn’t be happy with me.”


      “But I’d like the chance.”


      “No, you wouldn’t.”


      “How do you know?”


      “Would you move to L.A.?” she asked, but it was rhetorical. “Change schools? Leave Professor Joska?”


      My stomach lurched, but I ignored it. “In a heartbeat.”


      “Would you really?” she said. “Think about it, Paul. Leave Professor Joska? He’s the best thing that ever happened to you, and you know it. You might not admit it, but you know it’s true.”


      “I don’t love him.”


      “You don’t think so?”


      I shook my head stubbornly.


      “You love what he represents. I know you, remember?” She paused to let her words sink in. “And what about Trip?” she continued. “Would you leave him? Trade your business for me?” She laughed, but it was a scornful sound.


      “I would,” I swore.


      “Well, you shouldn’t. Besides, you’re not like that.”


      “So what should I do? Tell me, and I’ll do it.”


      “I need friends more than anything,” she said softly, and wiped her cheeks.


      “Is it the other guy?”


      “This has nothing to do with… him,” she said impatiently.


      “How come you didn’t tell me about him? Does he even exist?”


      “Does he—? Have I ever lied to you?”


      “No,” I said, albeit reluctantly.


      “He’s a first-year medical student,” she said. “We met at the hospital over the summer.”


      “Does he—?”


      “I’m not going to talk about him, Paul. That’s not what I came here for. Besides, you have lots of women in your life.” She ticked them off on her fingers. “Wren. Christy. Leah.”


      “Hold on,” I said abruptly. “What makes you think I’m interested in Christy?”


      “I can read between the lines, Paul. I’m not stupid. You draw with her… what? Every Saturday? And you hang out all the time? Your letters are full of things like ‘Christy said this,’ and ‘Christy said that.’”


      “Because she’s my friend.”


      “Then what about Wren? Or Leah?”


      “They’re just friends. Besides, what about the Coulter sisters’ rule?”


      “Paul, you’re one of the few men who’s slept with all three of us, so the normal rules don’t apply to you. If you and Leah want to—”


      “I told you,” I said, “I want you. Not Leah. Not Kara. You.”


      “And I want a friend. I need a friend, Paul.”


      “So that’s my only choice? Friendship or nothing?”


      She folded her hands in her lap. “I guess it is. I hope…” She paused and swallowed hard. “I mean, I want…” She looked around the room, as if it had the answers. “I know what I want, Paul.”


      I saw the steel in her dark, tear-filled eyes, and knew I had to make a choice. Was her happiness more important than my own? I knew the answer, but I didn’t want to face it. I hung my head and pressed a finger and thumb to my eyes. I pressed hard and felt moisture between my lashes.


      “Please, Paul,” she whispered, a ragged edge of tears in her voice. “Please.”


      I felt like a hole had opened in my heart, but I willed myself to open my eyes and look at her. I swallowed hard and blinked to clear my eyes. Finally, I nodded.


      She stood and fidgeted, uncertain what to do. I could read her body language—she wanted to hug me, but she didn’t want to send the wrong signal. I almost laughed at her predicament.


      Instead, I pulled her into my arms and hugged her. She relaxed and squeezed me tight, completely familiar, yet completely beyond my reach.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Wren was quiet during the flight home. I wasn’t in a talkative mood myself, so I hardly noticed. I returned the plane keys and log book to the FBO, and we walked out to the Cruiser. Then we drove to short-term parking at the main terminal.


      Christy’s flight wasn’t due for another half-hour, so we waited in the deserted gate area. Wren sat silently, lost in thought, while I stared into space and replayed my conversation with Gina.


      “You saw her this weekend,” Wren said at last. “Didn’t you?”


      “Saw who?”


      “Do you think I’m an idiot?”


      “What?”


      “You know who. Gina. You saw her, didn’t you?”


      I thought about lying, but I was sick of it all. Still, I couldn’t bring myself to speak.


      She read my silence for the admission it was. “That’s what I thought.”


      I kept my mouth shut.


      “You still have feelings for her, don’t you?” She waited as I wrestled with my conscience. “Well?” she said.


      “What do you want me to say?”


      “I want you to tell me the truth,” she said, her voice raw with emotion. “You still have feelings for her, don’t you?”


      “Yes.”


      She let out a breath like someone had punched her. “Well,” she said at last, “at least I know where I stand.”


      “It’s not like that, Wren.”


      “Then what is it like?”


      “I… I don’t know.”


      She laughed scornfully. “So now you’re going to be honest?”


      I wouldn’t have thought it possible, but I felt even lower than before.


      “I knew what was going on,” she said, to herself as much as me, “but I kept telling myself that you’d never do that. Did you think you could have two girlfriends? Like before?”


      “No.”


      “Then… what?” she said sarcastically.


      I leapt to my feet. “What am I supposed to say? That I’m a lying scumbag? A jerk? A creep?”


      “Well, you are.”


      “You think I don’t know that?” I half-shouted. “You think I don’t know what I am? What?” I practically screamed. “You think I don’t know that?”


      She fell silent in the face of my tirade.


      I looked around, suddenly conscious of my surroundings, but the gate was still empty.


      “Then why’d you do it?” she said.


      “Because I’m an idiot,” I said harshly. “Because I don’t know when something’s over. Because I don’t know a good thing”—I gestured at her—“when I see it.”


      “So she turned you down?” Wren said.


      “Of course she did,” I spat. “Wouldn’t you?” I wanted to clench my fists and howl in frustration. “What was I thinking?” I rounded on her. “I’ll tell you what it was. ‘Go for the sure thing, instead of taking a chance—’”


      “‘Taking a chance’?” she cried. “You knew how I felt and you still treated me like a back-up plan?”


      I bit off an angry response and threw myself into the chair instead. “Pretty stupid,” I said sullenly, “huh?”


      “Incredibly stupid,” she said, but without much heat.


      We fell into an uncomfortable silence.


      “For what it’s worth,” I said at last, “I’m sorry.” I shrugged, angry at myself more than anything. “If you never want to speak to me again, I’ll—”


      “What is it with you and melodrama?” she said harshly. “Do you need it to survive or something?”


      I blinked in confusion.


      “Everything’s so totally black and white with you.” She made a simpering face and mocked me, “‘If you never want to speak to me again, I’ll understand.’ Blah, blah, blah. Total melodrama! Like I’m that simple. Ugh!”


      I didn’t understand, and my expression said so. Loud and clear.


      She scoffed. “I’ve dated bigger jerks than you.” When I still didn’t understand, she rolled her eyes. “God! How dense can you be?”


      “Very, evidently,” I muttered.


      “You got that right.”


      “So… what?” I said, still confused. “You’re not upset?”


      “Oh, I’m upset all right.”


      “But you still want to be friends?”


      “Not at the moment,” she said flatly, “but I’m not that shallow.”


      “Then… I don’t get it.”


      “And you never have, apparently.”


      Anything I said would make me look worse than I already did (hard to believe, I know), so I kept my mouth shut.


      She stood and paced. “I’m not some consolation prize,” she said. “You don’t get to hop into bed with me when your ex-girlfriend turns you down.”


      I shot to my feet. “You think I’m that shallow?”


      “Yeah, right,” she said sarcastically.


      “Now you don’t get it.”


      “Like I’m supposed to believe you.”


      “Oh, get off your high horse,” I snapped. “You don’t have all the answers. Not any more than I do. If you think it’s just about sex, then you’re the shallow one.” I paused to let my words sink in. “I like you, Wren, and I thought you liked me.”


      “So it wasn’t about getting laid?” she said, but she couldn’t bring herself to believe it. “And you want me to believe you actually like me?” She shook her head in annoyance. “Wait! Can you even tell the difference?”


      “Better than you,” I shot back.


      She blinked as if I’d slapped her.


      “Of course I like you,” I said irritably. “Why do you think I feel like such a miserable jerk?”


      “Because you are a miserable jerk?”


      “At least we agree on something,” I said sarcastically, although part of me really meant it.


      Christy’s flight had arrived, but we ignored the first passengers as they emerged from the jetway.


      “So, what do we do now?” I said at last.


      “Hey,” Christy said from close by.


      Wren and I turned at the same time.


      “What’s going on?” Christy said.


      Wren and I looked at each other. Her mask of defiance slipped, but not much. “We’re having a fight,” she said at last.


      “Oh?” Christy said as another passenger jostled her. “Who started it?”


      “I did,” I said.


      “Hold on,” Christy said, “you’re serious? You’re really having a fight? Do you want me to give you a minute?” After we both ignored her and continued to stare at each other, she said, “Okay, what happened?”


      “I saw Gina this weekend,” I said. “I wanted to get back together, but—”


      “That was dumb,” Christy said.


      “—she turned me down,” I finished. I broke eye contact with Wren and looked at Christy. “Yeah, it was dumb,” I said, annoyed, “but I’m only human, and I do dumb things sometimes. Okay?”


      “Hey,” Christy said, “don’t get mad at me.”


      I huffed and looked away. “Yeah, sorry. I guess I’m being a jerk to everyone today.” I turned back to Wren. “I really do like you. A lot. And I hope you still want to be friends, but I’ll understand if—”


      “God!” Wren cried. “Not the melodrama again! I can’t stand it when you get all gloom and doom, like it’s the end of the world or something.”


      “So that means…?”


      She rolled her eyes. “I don’t dump my friends just because they’re jerks sometimes.”


      Christy tried to deflect some of Wren’s anger. “I’m a jerk sometimes,” she said, “and she’s still friends with me.”


      Wren looked at her dubiously.


      “Okay, so I’m not really a jerk,” Christy admitted, “but I do dumb things sometimes. Like, I can’t even balance my own checkbook. I had to ask my brother to help. We found a bunch of money, though. I’d missed a decimal place. Or two.” She brightened. “Good thing, too, ’cause I wrote a couple of big checks on Friday. You should see what I got, though! They had a sale at…” She saw our expressions and trailed off. “What?”


      Wren gave her a look that said, “What do you think? You’re chattering.”


      “But it was Bullocks Wilshire,” Christy said feebly. “You don’t understand. Besides, you’re not going to stop being friends because he’s a jerk. You’ve dated guys who were bigger jerks.”


      Wren didn’t look away, but she tried to keep a stony expression as I laughed at the irony.


      “Well, she has,” Christy said to me. “You’re just an amateur jerk. She’s known some real pros. She has this bad habit of falling for them.” She pretended to look surprised at the idea. “Maybe that’s why she likes you.”


      “Maybe,” I said ruefully. Then I looked at Wren. “Still friends?”


      She threw her hands in the air. “Ugh!”


      “That’s a yes,” Christy stage-whispered.


      Wren stormed away, and we hurried to catch up.


      “You owe me,” Christy said quietly, in a real whisper instead of a stage one.


      “Yeah, thanks,” I said.


      “Just don’t do anything stupid.” She shot me a quick glance. “Anything else, I mean.” She shook her head in disbelief. “You wanted to get back together with Gina? Sometimes I think…” She shook her head again. “You really don’t understand women, do you?”


      “I thought I did,” I muttered.


      “Well, you don’t.”


      Evidently not.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Our usual group ate breakfast together on Monday, and we talked about our weekends. I was subdued, so Christy drew a caricature of me as a dour statue, complete with pigeons roosting on my head. She took my bleak smile as a challenge, and began adding caricatures of the other people around the table.


      Wren was an old woman feeding the pigeons, while Trip was a goofy businessman with a pair of birds nesting in his hat. Jeff and Meredith were star-struck lovers, oblivious to the squirrels mocking them with a spot-on imitation. Ash was an eager photographer who was trying to shoot everything at once.


      “Okay, Miss Smarty Pants,” Wren finally snapped, “where are you?”


      Christy feigned innocence. “Me?”


      “Yes, you!”


      Christy thought about it for a second and smirked. With a few quick strokes, she added something to the picture and then turned it to show us. She’d drawn an artist’s hand with a pencil, which was adding the finishing touches to the base of the statue. “There,” she said with satisfaction.


      Meredith and Jeff actually applauded, while Ash just smiled. Wren tried to look sour, but Trip nudged her and grinned.


      “It is kinda funny,” he said.


      “You weren’t an old woman,” Wren said.


      He shrugged. “I had birds in my hat.” He gathered his things. “Anyway, we’d better get a move on. It’s almost eight o’clock.” He looked at Wren. “You coming? Or do you need a cane?”


      “I don’t need a cane,” she said, and stood abruptly.


      She looked so indignant that the rest of us laughed, even me.


      “I’ll get you for this,” she said to Christy. She didn’t mean it, of course, but she still tried to look menacing.


      Trip crowed in a falsetto, “And your little dog too!”


      The others roared with laughter, and Wren huffed and stormed off.


      Trip merely grinned and jogged to catch up with her.


      Jeff and Meredith took their leave outside, and Christy, Ash, and I headed toward the A&A building.


      “Sorry about the caricatures,” Christy said to us, “but the mood was a little heavy.”


      “I thought it was a cute picture,” Ash said. “I wish I could draw like that.”


      “And I wish I could take pictures like you,” Christy said.


      “Really?”


      “Absolutely. You’re really good.”


      Ash beamed. “Wow, thanks!” She waved and headed toward the photography studios.


      “My job here is done,” Christy said smugly, but then gave me a sly look. “Except for you, of course.”


      “Me?”


      “Mmm hmm. Wren was right—you are all gloom and doom.” Her blue eyes twinkled as she smiled. Then she feigned a pout. “So serious.”


      I rolled my eyes.


      “You’re more handsome when you smile.”


      “I don’t have much to smile about.”


      “Nonsense. You have everything to smile about.”


      “Oh yeah? Like what?”


      “Like me,” she said with a girlish shrug.


      I arched an eyebrow.


      “If you can’t smile about me,” she said, undaunted, “you can’t smile about anything.” The bell rang for class, and she grinned. “Saved again.”


      I actually laughed as she twirled and hurried away. She grinned at me over her shoulder, and I felt my mood lighten. I still didn’t have much to smile about, but for the moment I did, so I enjoyed it.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Wren and I slowly grew more comfortable around each other. We didn’t have much choice, since we spent so much time together. Along with Trip and Christy, we ate together, studied together, and even went to the gym together.


      I told Trip about Gina, and the blow-up with Wren. He knew how I felt, so he tried to keep me occupied (to keep me from brooding). Christy did the same with Wren, and they quickly drove us crazy with their relentless good moods.


      “She’s like a psycho cheerleader,” Wren complained one morning.


      “Tell me about it,” I said. “Trip won’t let me have a moment’s peace.”


      “I guess it’s ’cause they care, but still… I wish they’d just leave us alone.”


      I barked a laugh. “Fat chance of that.”


      “Still…”


      “Yeah.”


      We walked in silence for a minute, each of us lost in thought, until she asked, “When we first met, did you ever think we’d end up like this?”


      “Like what?” I said. “Awkward and uncertain? Annoyed by our best friends? Totally confused?”


      She laughed. “No. Well… maybe the last.”


      I shrugged.


      “I’m still angry with you,” she said.


      “I probably still deserve it.”


      “Eh, maybe. I think I’m angry with myself, too.”


      I looked a question at her, and she shrugged.


      “I knew what was going on,” she said, “but I lied to myself as much as you did.”


      “Sorry ’bout that.”


      She shrugged again and we walked in silence for a moment. “I still think about you a lot,” she said softly, “but it’s different now.”


      “Different?”


      “I can’t explain it. I still think about… you know…” She gave me a furtive glance and blushed. “But I like hanging out with you, too. I guess I’m getting to know you better, flaws and all.”


      “Yeah, well, I have enough of ’em.”


      “We all do, but that’s not what I meant.” She struggled for words. “I guess I’m getting to know the real you, not the guy I thought I knew.”


      “I know what you mean,” I said. “It’s like we’ve had our share of drama, so now we’re moving on to friendship. Real friendship, I mean. Like…” I cleared my throat and took a gamble. “Like Gina and me.”


      She stiffened at the name, but then forced herself to relax. “Have you talked to her? Since… you know?”


      I shook my head.


      “Are you still friends?”


      “I hope so,” I said softly.


      She considered for a moment. “I hope so too.”


      “But… why?”


      “I dunno. I guess because of what it says about you. You know? Maybe we’ll always be friends too. We never really dated, but—”


      “Not yet at least.” I shot her a comically hopeful glance.


      “Don’t get ahead of yourself,” she said, but suppressed a grin.


      I shrugged and half-hid a grin of my own.


      “But you know what I mean,” she continued. “You and Gina went through a lot, but you’re still friends.” She shrugged. “I hope it’s the same for us.”


      “Me too,” I said.


      “Do you think you’ll ever be friends with Kendall again?” she asked.


      “I don’t know. I think it’ll take a long time for her to get over me.”


      “Listen to you,” Wren teased.


      “That’s not what I meant,” I said. “It’s not like I’m God’s gift to women or something.”


      “You can say that again.”


      “But you know what I mean,” I continued. “I’m the one who broke up with her, so I’m not still in shock.” I shrugged. “I don’t think Kendall realized things were so bad. She said she did, but I think she was just placating me. You know? We tried, but we always went back to the way things were.”


      Wren nodded quietly.


      “Even after we broke up, she kept trying to fix things, to get me back.” I shrugged and thought back to my breakup with Gina. “I guess I did the same with Gina. So I know what Kendall’s going through. I mean, it took me a long time to get over Gina.”


      “I’ll say,” Wren said softly, a bit ruefully.


      “Yeah, sorry. I guess I fall hard when I fall in love.”


      “As long as you fall for the right person.”


      “Yeah, and Kendall wasn’t her,” I said. “Gina isn’t either, but I don’t think I’m entirely convinced.” I shot a glance at Wren. “I know that’s not what you want to hear, but I guess you deserve the truth. For a change.”


      She smiled, but it was tinged with sadness.


      “I guess I don’t know what I want,” I said at last. I shot her a sidelong glance and felt my hopes rise. I covered it with a rueful snort. “I want to get laid, of course—”


      “Tell me about it!”


      “—but that would probably make things even more complicated. You know?”


      She nodded.


      “So I guess it’s good that I screwed things up with you and me.”


      “You sure have a weird idea of good.”


      “Yeah, maybe,” I said, “but would you really want to find out that your hypothetical boyfriend still had feelings for his old flame? Or would you rather find out before things got that far? Between you and me, I mean.”


      “Yeah, I see what you mean.”


      “So it’s a good thing. Except for the lying and stuff. That wasn’t good.”


      She shook her head in agreement.


      “So I promise not to do it again.”


      “Good. And I promise not to lie to myself.”


      I nodded and ventured a smile.


      She returned it, and we finished our walk in a comfortable silence.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      On Sunday, I took a break from studying to call Erin and wish her a happy birthday. She and a group of friends were going to the mall, so she couldn’t talk long. She thanked me for calling, but I could hear her friends in the background, so I said goodbye and hung up.


      I tried to go back to studying, but I couldn’t keep my mind on what I was reading. My thoughts wandered to Gina and stubbornly refused to move on. After twenty minutes of re-reading the same paragraph, I took a chance and called her. She sounded surprised to hear from me, but she also sounded relieved.


      “I thought after… you know,” she said, and I could almost hear her shrug.


      “Yeah, I know.”


      “I really am sor—”


      “Can we move on?” I said, too abruptly. “I mean, my ego is bruised enough, and it doesn’t help when you remind me.”


      “Sorry,” she said softly. “We’ll talk about something else.”


      “Thanks.”


      “So… um…,” she said, “what should we talk about?”


      “To tell you the truth,” I said, “I just wanted to hear your voice.”


      “Yeah, I’m glad to hear yours too.”


      “So, what are you up to?” I said, and we began a tentative conversation.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      I survived exams and turned in my final projects, and was pretty sure I’d made the Dean’s List. Gracie Fisher was still atop the second-year design standings, but she was gracious about it. Still, I was only two points behind her, and I knew how hard she had to work to stay ahead of me.


      Trip had slipped to number twenty, but he was philosophical about it. On the other hand, Freddie had managed to claw his way to 51st, and even thanked me for helping him. He tried to seem casual about it, but I could sense the genuine emotion behind his words.


      The weather had turned cold and blustery during exam week, typical for Knoxville in December, so most of us were glad to pack our things for the holidays. Unlike the dorms, the apartments stayed open through the break (although the dining halls were closed), but all of us planned to go home.


      Trip left on Wednesday morning, and Wren drove Christy to the airport after lunch. I followed in the Cruiser, and went inside to see her to the gate. She hugged us both, and promised to call Wren when she got home.


      Wren and I talked about the holidays as we walked out to our cars, but we didn’t make any definite plans. I still felt the spark of attraction, but neither of us were ready for serious flirting.


      She smiled as she got into her car, and then followed as we made our way to the interstate. The drive home was uneventful, and she honked and waved as she took the Dunwoody exit. I waved in return and headed toward my parents’ house.


      The next week passed slowly, since I didn’t know what to do with myself. I had a reading list from Joska, but I didn’t feel like spending the holidays with my nose in a book. I took a couple of cross-country flights just to log the flight time, but felt even more alone during the long stretches in the cockpit. Wren and I talked on the phone a couple of times, but nothing too serious or memorable.


      I wanted to call Gina— she was still in L.A., volunteering at the hospital during the break—but I decided not to. I didn’t want to seem too eager or desperate, especially before the ski trip. I spent a lot of time daydreaming about it, though, and how I wanted to act around her. I still had dreams of getting back together, and I imagined it a thousand different ways.


      Unfortunately, the rational part of me knew that I needed to get over her and move on, so I was glad for the distraction when Trip called.


      “What’s goin’ on?” he said.


      “Nothin’ much,” I said. “Just bored.”


      “Huh? I thought you and Wren would be… you know… hanging out, at least. You patched things up, right?”


      “Yes and no. We’re cool, but we’re just friends.”


      “Oh, okay. That’s cool.”


      “Besides,” I added, “I’ve been thinking about Gina a lot.”


      “I thought…”


      “Yeah, I know,” I said in resignation, “but I just can’t get her out of my mind. I feel like Tantalus.”


      “Who?”


      “The guy from the myth. He… never mind.” The Tantalus comment was a very “Gina” thing to say, and I wondered why I’d thought of it.


      “Like… tantalized?” he said. “Yeah, I think I get it.”


      “I figured you would. Anyway, I’ll see her for Christmas, and we’ll be together for a week afterward, so…” I shrugged.


      “So you and Wren aren’t…?”


      “We’re just friends,” I said again. I knew how I felt about Wren, and it was a lot more than friendship, but I didn’t want to take her for granted.


      “Oh,” Trip said. “Sorry to hear that. I guess. I mean… you know.”


      He sounded as confused as I felt, so I changed the subject: “So, what’s up with you?”


      “I need some help,” he said.


      “Sure. Shoot.”


      “My dad and Darlene want to take us to Florida after Christmas, but they’ve already done the Disney World thing. It’s kinda last-minute, so we can’t decide where to go. Somewhere on the beach obviously, but the places we called were either booked solid or closed for the season.”


      I nodded silently. We had a standing reservation for the chalet in Utah, but the resorts were usually booked months in advance. It was probably the same in Florida.


      “I know your grandparents live down there,” Trip continued, “so I thought maybe you could help us out.”


      “Actually,” I said, “my grandparents don’t live anywhere near the beach. Well, an hour away, but still…”


      “Oh. Okay.”


      “You need to talk to Wren,” I suggested. “Her family has a condo in Destin. She can probably help you out. Do you want her phone number?”


      “Um… yeah,” he said. “If you don’t mind.”


      “Nah, why would I mind?” I gave him the number and we talked a few more minutes before hanging up. I called Wren to let her know he’d be calling, but her line was busy.


      Probably beat me to the punch, I thought with a grin, and set the phone back on the cradle.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      The next days passed slowly. I finished my Christmas shopping, and even started my Joska reading, but the hours trickled past like melting ice. I must have looked at my watch a hundred times a day.


      Dad was on a week-long trip, and Mom and Erin were out shopping most of the time, so I had the house to myself, which made things worse. I thought about Gina and the ski trip all the time—fantasized, more like it—and my poor dick was sore from jerking off so much.


      I finally decided to get out of the house, so I grabbed my car keys, shrugged into my coat, and left a note for Mom and Erin. I drove aimlessly: around the neighborhood, past the high school, around my old hangouts, and back again.


      I wanted to keep my mind off Gina, so I looked at houses. Most of them were old, with big yards and mature landscaping. I almost chuckled at my critical, almost professional appraisals. I spotted a few for sale, and even stopped at one to pick up a flyer.


      The basement rancher had been empty since October, so I pulled around to the garage and decided to peek in the windows. An empty pool sat forlornly in the back yard, its bottom covered with pine needles and leaves from woods that bordered the yard on two sides. The neighboring house had a thick hedge, which blocked the view of their yard.


      Suburban Atlanta could be surprisingly idyllic in places, especially the older neighborhoods, where the houses had been built by different contractors. I studied the rancher for a moment and decided that it was probably thirty years old. It was run-down and dated, but it had good bones.


      I folded the flyer and stuffed it in my pocket as I returned to the Cruiser. I could hear the faint noise of a major street nearby, but only because the wind carried the sound. At night, with the sound of crickets in the woods and the breeze through the trees, the house would seem almost rural.


      With one last look, I backed out of the driveway and headed home. Mom and Erin were cooking dinner when I returned, and asked where I’d been.


      “Just out,” I said. “Driving around. Looking at houses. Nothing much.”


      Mom searched my eyes for a moment, but then nodded in understanding. She always knew more than she let on, so I gave her a slight nod in reply.


      It was the kind of silent conversation she had with Susan, which made me think of how simple my life had been when I didn’t understand the meaning behind their expressions. I almost sighed with melancholy.


      “Will you set the table?” Mom asked, breaking the spell before it had a chance to take hold.


      I gave her a jaded smile, but I opened the cabinet and began taking out plates.


      “Erin and I were at Lenox today…,” she began, but I listened with half an ear. I appreciated what she was trying to do, but I wasn’t in the mood to be distracted.


      Unfortunately, I didn’t know what I was in the mood for.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Christmas finally arrived, and my family spent the morning opening presents. Most of my gifts were clothes and money, which suited me fine. I guess I’d become a clothes horse over the years. For some reason, I found it amusing, especially for a nudist.


      Erin and I called our grandparents to thank them for our gifts, and then got ready for lunch at the Coulters’. I wanted to act cool and confident when I saw Gina—like anything but a love-struck imbecile—but I felt jittery and nervous instead. I took a deep breath and reminded myself that we’d been friends for years. She knew my darkest secrets (most of them, at least), and I knew hers.


      During the short ride to her house, I thought about what I wanted to say. Chris answered the door, and ushered us into the house. Gina stood in the living room, but my heart lurched when our eyes met and she gnawed her lip. She tried to cover it with a quick smile, but I knew her too well.


      She’s just happy to see me, I told myself, although I knew better, deep down.


      “Hey,” she said nervously. “Merry Christmas.”


      “Um… yeah, Merry Christmas.”


      “So, how’re you?”


      “Good. You?”


      “Fine! Great!” she said, too quickly. Before I could say anything else, Elizabeth came to her rescue.


      “Hello, Paul,” she said, cheerful and bright. “Merry Christmas.” She gave me a hug and a kiss on the cheek.


      “Merry Christmas.”


      She lingered with an arm around my waist, so I kept one around her. “Was Father Christmas good to you?” she asked.


      Gina seemed to relax as Elizabeth and I talked about mundane things, which was probably the whole point. Maybe I gave Elizabeth too much credit, but then again, maybe not. As soon as Gina looked more sure of herself, Elizabeth smiled warmly and excused herself to talk with Mom and Erin.


      I shot a wry look at Gina. “What was that about?”


      “Um… we need to talk.”


      A chill ran down my spine. “About what?”


      We moved into the privacy of the dining room, where she dithered for a moment.


      “I guess there’s no easy way to say this,” she said at last, “so I’ll come right out with it.” She took a deep breath. “I’m not going to Utah.”


      “Why not?”


      “Brock asked me to spend the week at his parents’ cabin in Tahoe.”


      “Brock? Who’s—?” My eyes narrowed. So you’re dating a guy named “Brock”? It was an oh-so-typical California name, and I hated him at once. My voice turned flinty. “He did, huh?”


      “Don’t be upset, Paul.”


      Ha! Fat chance of that. “I’m not,” I lied.


      “This is our first trip away together, and—”


      “So you’re ditching your family for him?”


      “I’m not ditching anyone,” she shot back. “I hoped you’d be—”


      “Happy for you?” I finished incredulously. “Why should I be?”


      “I thought we settled this,” she said in a tense whisper. “I’m not your girlfriend anymore.”


      “So? You think that means I don’t care? If you’re off in Tahoe sleeping with some guy you just met—”


      “I didn’t just meet him, Paul,” she hissed. “Not that it’s any of your business anyway!”


      “It is my business!”


      “Oh?” she said, almost sweetly. “And what makes you think that?”


      “Because I—” I shut my mouth. Unfortunately, Gina knew how my mind worked.


      “Because you want to sleep with me?” she mocked. “You—!” She stepped back and huffed in frustration. “This isn’t what I wanted,” she said, to herself as much as me.


      My heart still hammered in my chest, but the anger disappeared with a shock that left me cold. What was I doing? Trying to win her back by being a jackass?


      “I knew you wouldn’t be thrilled,” she mused aloud, “but…” She shrugged in resignation and looked at me. “What am I supposed to do, Paul? Never move on? Lie about it?” She paused, but it was rhetorical. “Tell me. I’m serious. I don’t want to hurt you, but… I mean, what do you want from me?”


      “I don’t know,” I said, and blinked back tears of frustration. “I just can’t…”


      “I know,” she said softly, almost tenderly.


      “I mean, how am I supposed to feel? I want you back.” I held up a hand. “I know, I need to move on, but it’s not that easy.”


      “I don’t want to hurt you.”


      “And I don’t want to make your life difficult—I really don’t—but…” I fell silent and shrugged.


      “You don’t make my life difficult,” she said gently. “You make it… interesting.”


      “Humph.”


      “Challenging… frustrating, sometimes.” She forced a smile, although it was melancholy. “But never difficult.”


      “I’m happy for you,” I said at last. “I really mean that. But…” I met her eyes, and something within me snapped as I blurted, “Do you think we’ll ever get back together?”


      She hesitated. “Maybe. Who knows? But for now…?”


      “Yeah, I know. We’re just friends.” I snorted at a memory.


      “What?”


      “I’ve been saying that a lot lately.”


      “Oh?”


      “About Wren and me.”


      “Is it true? That you’re just friends, I mean?”


      “I don’t know,” I said earnestly, and rubbed my eyes again. “I don’t know anything anymore.”


      “You know that I love you.”


      I snorted. Yeah, but not like I want you to.


      “Are there so many women telling you that,” she asked gently, “that you don’t need to hear it from me?”


      “No, but…”


      “I know, it’s not what you want to hear.”


      “No.”


      “So things didn’t work out with you and Wren?” she asked, changing the subject.


      I gave her an “I know what you just did” look, but she didn’t back down. “No,” I said at last. “Well, not yet. They might. Maybe. I don’t know.” I shrugged. “I knew I’d be spending a week with you, so I didn’t want to move too fast with her.”


      “I’m sorry,” she said, and meant it.


      “That’s because you’re a better person than I am.”


      “Not better,” she said. “Just different.”


      “Yeah, I know.”


      “Do you think it’s too late for you and Wren?”


      “I don’t know,” I said. “I mean, I was telling the truth when I said we were just friends.”


      Gina smiled. “I wouldn’t worry about that. You usually get what you want.”


      Except you.


      She read me perfectly, but she didn’t say anything, so I forced a smile.


      “I’ll survive,” I said at last.


      “I know,” she said gently. “And I’m glad.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      We opened presents and then ate our usual Christmas dinner. I sat between Gina and Leah, and tried to act like I was enjoying myself. I wasn’t, but I didn’t want to ruin everyone’s evening, so I followed the conversation around me, and even managed a smile when Mom silently asked how I was doing.


      I glanced across the table and saw Elizabeth waiting for the same answer. Not surprisingly, they were in cahoots, and already a step or two ahead of me. I shrugged and feigned a “que sera, sera” expression.


      Fortunately, we didn’t make a late evening of it, since we had to get ready for the trip in the morning. Trips, actually, because Gina had to leave too, even though she wasn’t going with us.


      Mom stopped by my room as I was packing my things.


      “Are you all right?” she asked.


      I shrugged.


      “Do you want to talk about it?”


      Another shrug.


      “Are you sure?” She wasn’t going to leave me alone until I gave her a better answer, so I met her eyes.


      “Would it do any good?” I said.


      “Probably not,” she said, with unexpected honesty, “but it’ll make me feel better to know you’re all right.”


      “I’m all right, Mom. I’m just… disappointed.”


      She nodded and let the silence linger. “Have you talked to Leah?” she said at last. “She still has a crush on you, you know.”


      “Yeah, I know.”


      “Elizabeth and I thought—”


      “What? That Leah could be my girlfriend or something?”


      “Not girlfriend, but—”


      “But… what?” I didn’t wait for her to answer. “Mom, I like Leah—I really do—but…”


      “Have you told her how you feel?”


      “Not really,” I admitted.


      Mom paused and decided to change tack. “Since Sean is coming with us,” she said, “Erin will be occupied most of the time. And since Gina won’t be there, we thought…”


      “Are you and Elizabeth matchmaking again?” I scoffed. “I should’ve known.”


      “That’s not fair, Paul. We want you to be happy. Both of you. Besides, Leah’s… very lonely… right now.”


      “Very horny, you mean.”


      “And you’re not?” Mom shot back. “Or did you buy stock in Kleenex?”


      My face grew hot.


      “That’s what I thought.” She drove her point home with a long silence. “If you’re both frustrated,” she said at last, sounding reasonable, “and you want the same thing…”


      But we didn’t want the same thing. I didn’t want a girlfriend who wasn’t Gina. Besides, Leah was still in high school. She was a nice girl, but she wasn’t what I wanted.


      “I don’t need you to set me up with Leah.”


      Mom closed her eyes and tried to hide her frustration.


      I wasn’t trying to be difficult, but I couldn’t change the way I felt.


      “All right,” she said at last, but then took a deep breath, as if steeling herself for an argument. “I didn’t want to bring this up now, but I hoped…” She gestured at the air. “Well, you know what I hoped.”


      I met her gaze, but I didn’t flinch, which seemed to decide things for her.


      “Your father and I talked with the Coulters…,” she began. “Sean knows we’re swingers, but he doesn’t know about the swinging between generations, and we’d like to keep it that way.”


      I could sense where she was going, but I didn’t want to believe it. Were they cutting me off completely?


      “We don’t think it’s a good idea for the parents to swing with the teens while we’re in Utah.” She read my expression perfectly. “No, it’s not a punishment. It’s a… precaution. Sean doesn’t understand our family.”


      “So what you’re saying,” I said, outwardly calm despite my boiling frustration, “is that my options are Leah or nothing?”


      “I wouldn’t put it that way, but—”


      I bit off a sarcastic reply. Getting angry wouldn’t help, and I knew it. In fact, it would probably earn me a decidedly one-sided “conversation” with my father, so I kept a lid on my temper and took a deep breath.


      “Can’t I choose to be one of the adults instead of the kids?” I said at last.


      “No, Paul. I’m sorry.”


      My anger boiled to the surface. “So basically,” I snapped, “I’m screwed.”


      “No, you’re—”


      “No, I get it. Leah or nothing. Fine. Whatever.” I didn’t trust myself to say more, so I flopped on the bed and stared at the ceiling. The conversation was over.


      Life just wasn’t fair.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      We loaded the station wagon and drove to the Coulters’ the next morning. Gina’s flight to Reno left twenty minutes after ours, so she rode to the airport with her family. We checked our skis and bags, and then made our way through security to the gates.


      I tried not to look sullen as I hugged Gina goodbye, but she could sense my mood. I felt like a jerk when tears filled her eyes, but she forced a smile.


      “Have fun,” I said, but I didn’t mean it. “Don’t break anything.”


      “You too,” she managed, and then said goodbye to her parents.


      Erin’s boyfriend, Sean, had taken an early flight from Charlotte to Atlanta, so he was waiting for us at the gate. Erin nearly knocked him over when she rushed into his arms, and he greeted the rest of us a bit abashedly. I smiled tightly as we shook hands, but I was glad when he turned to the others.


      I quit trying to hide my feelings shortly after that. I knew I was acting like a child, but I was too angry to stop myself. When we boarded the plane, Leah sat beside me and tried to strike up a conversation, but I stared out the window and ignored her.


      As soon as the pilot turned off the seatbelt sign, Leah left in a huff. She took an empty seat next to Erin and Sean. I glanced at her, but she glared back and turned up the volume on her Walkman.


      I stuck my nose in my book and wished the world would go away.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      At the Salt Lake City airport, we picked up our rental cars (two Jeep Cherokees), and loaded our things. Park City was about an hour away, and Mom “volunteered” me to ride with the Coulters so Sean could ride with Erin.


      Leah hadn’t said a word to me since Atlanta, and I wasn’t feeling much friendlier myself, so I heaved my bags in the back of the Jeep and closed the lift gate. I spent the entire drive brooding. Leah huffed occasionally, but I ignored her and stared at the scenery.


      The sky was dark when we arrived at the chalet, and a light snow had begun to fall. We carried our things inside, and went to our usual rooms. The Coulters and my parents took the big bedrooms on the second floor, while the rest of us had rooms on the third.


      Sean had probably told his parents he’d be sharing a room with me, but he and Erin planned to sleep in the bigger bedroom, since it had a queen size bed (which had been Gina’s and mine the year before).


      That left Leah and me with the smallest bedroom. Fortunately, it had a twin and two bunk beds, so I wouldn’t have to explain why I didn’t want to sleep with her. One of us could have slept on the fold-out couch in the great room, but our parents would have asked too many questions, so we silently—albeit frostily—agreed to share the room.


      As we unpacked our things, I thought about why I didn’t think of Leah as girlfriend material: she was like my kid sister in too many ways. Worse, she reminded me of Gina, which was a blessing and a curse.


      In reality, I did want to sleep with her, but I didn’t know how I’d deal with the fact that she wasn’t Gina. Besides, without Gina in the picture to prevent her from expecting more, I didn’t want to risk it.


      It was a bad situation, and neither of us were happy about it, but I didn’t have a better alternative. I probably should’ve taken Mom’s advice and actually talked to Leah about it, but I didn’t know where to begin. Still, I had to say something to her—we couldn’t ignore each other all week—so I started with an apology.


      “Hey,” I said, “I’m sorry I was a jerk on the flight.” She didn’t say anything, so I swallowed my pride and continued. “I guess I’m still hung up on Gina, and I took it out on you. I shouldn’t have, and I’m sorry.”


      She didn’t react.


      “Leah…?”


      She whirled and gave me a cold, furious look. Her nostrils flared, but she didn’t say anything. Her dark eyes blazed with hate.


      Guilt surged within me. “C’mon, Leah, I don’t want things to be like this between us.”


      She slammed her suitcase, turned on her heel, and left without a word.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      I woke up the next morning with my usual hard-on. Leah was still asleep, but I didn’t want to jerk off with her in the room—what if she caught me? how awkward would that be?—so I slipped out of the lower bunk and padded to the bathroom.


      Unfortunately, I couldn’t even enjoy myself as I whacked off in the shower. Someone knocked on the door and didn’t wait for an answer before they came in.


      “Sorry,” Erin said. “I really have to go.”


      Listening to her pee was anything but arousing, so I abandoned my dick and angrily squirted shampoo into my palm. I lathered my hair with enough force to make my scalp sting, and finished my shower in a truly foul mood.


      My balls had already begun to ache, but I could hear other people moving around, so I knew I wouldn’t have time (or privacy) to finish what I’d started. In the hallway Leah jumped in surprise when I yanked open the bathroom door. She started to say something, but I cut her off.


      “What, no cold shoulder?” I sneered. “Never mind. Go ahead and give it to me. I’m pretty much immune by now.”


      Her expression went from humble to hostile in a heartbeat, and I wanted to kick myself. She’d been about to extend an olive branch, but I’d bitten her head off. My cheeks colored from more than the hot shower, and I brushed past her in a guilty rush.


      I ate breakfast in a funk, and Leah pointedly ignored me. Sean and Erin had a sugary argument about who loved the other more, which made me want to retch. Mom and Elizabeth tried to tease me into a better mood, but they quit when I gave them a flat stare that was practically hostile.


      I couldn’t wait to hit the slopes, where I could lose myself in physical exertion. I wanted to forget Leah’s hurt expression outside the bathroom. I wanted to forget Gina’s teary goodbye. I wanted to forget the way she said another guy’s name. I wanted to forget how stupid I’d been for thinking she’d want me back. I wanted… a lot of things I wasn’t going to get.


      My cereal bowl clattered into the sink, and I grabbed my snow parka. Without a word, I zipped it up and headed for the mud room downstairs.


      “Wait up,” my dad said. “Chris and I’ll go with you.”


      I turned and snapped, “Then hurry up. I’m ready to go.” I regretted it immediately.


      His eyes tightened, and Mom shot him a wary look, but he forced a smile and grabbed his own parka from the back of the couch. Chris joined him, and we left in a tense silence.


      Outside, our breath steamed in the crisp morning air. I feverishly tried to think of a way to apologize, but I was too late. Dad’s big hand descended on the back of the neck, and his grip was anything but gentle.


      Chris made a show of checking his skis, which gave us the illusion of privacy.


      “Lighten up,” Dad said, deceptively calm, “and lose the attitude. Okay?”


      “Yes, sir,” I said immediately.


      “We’re here to have fun. I know you’ve got a lot on your mind, but that’s no excuse.”


      “I’m sorry, Dad,” I said, and meant it. “I shouldn’t’ve snapped at you.”


      “Oh,” he said lightly, “I’m not worried about me. I’ve dealt with worse attitudes than yours. But your mom didn’t deserve the look you gave her earlier.”


      “Yes, sir. I know better.”


      “Good. Then act like it.”


      “I will,” I promised. “Should I go apologize?”


      He shook his head. “I think she’ll be okay. Elizabeth too. Just don’t let it happen again.” Then he patted me on the shoulder and turned to Chris, his entire mood relaxed. “Ready to hit the slopes?”


      “Absolutely,” Chris said, as if he hadn’t overheard the whole conversation.


      “You think you can keep up with us?” Dad teased him.


      “What’s this ‘us’ stuff, old man?” I said. I must have been high on adrenaline, because I never mocked him like that, even in jest. He merely laughed it off. I think he understood how nervous I was, and how hard I was trying to get back in his good graces.


      “What,” he challenged instead, “you think you can out-ski us?”


      I started breathing again. “Any day of the week.”


      “Oh really?”


      “I guess we’ll have to show him the error of his ways,” Chris said as we snapped into our skis.


      I pushed off and coasted down the hill toward the main ski trails, and the older men followed in my wake. Several inches of fresh powder had fallen the night before, and the woods were quiet as we glided through them. I reached the nearest resort trail and skied around the “Private Property” sign.


      We took the main lift to the summit, where I waited for Dad and Chris, who were a couple of chairs behind me. Then I headed for the face of the mountain, where powder-eights from earlier skiers hid the moguls underneath. It was the toughest run on the mountain, one of the few double-diamond trails.


      “Are you sure you’re up for this?” I asked them.


      Dad laughed, pure bravado. “You’re not chickening out, are you?”


      I shook my head and lowered my goggles. Then I shoved hard and plunged down the mountain. I probably shouldn’t have tried the face on my first run of the season, but I managed to make it without falling. Dad took one spill, and Chris fell twice, but they both made it to where I was waiting.


      “Piece of cake,” Dad said, sporting the same stupid grin as mine. (At least I came by it honestly.)


      “Yeah,” Chris panted.


      They were both lying, and we all knew it. I was the best skier among us, and the run had challenged me, twenty years younger and in top condition.


      “Race you to the bottom?” Dad taunted.


      “You’re on!” I said, but he was already moving.


      Chris yelped and followed, but I tucked my skis together and arrowed for Dad. I skied on the very edge of recklessness, in control, but not far from losing it. I made it to the bottom nearly a minute before they did, and had time to catch my breath before they schussed to a stop beside me.


      “All right,” Chris gasped as he leaned on his poles, “you win.”


      Even Dad knew he couldn’t keep up with me, but he wasn’t ready to give up. I almost chuckled when I realized that I came by my stubbornness honestly too.


      “Ready to go again?” he said, still breathing heavy.


      I knew in my heart that he’d race me all day. I also knew that I’d beat him every time. I suppressed a wolfish grin at the thought of doing just that, but then I thought about what Mom would do if I wore him out. She probably had plans for him, and they didn’t include Ben-Gay or a trip to the emergency room.


      “I guess,” I said at last. “But I wanna hit that black run off the shoulder. You know the one that turns into a blue trail that flattens out before it turns?”


      Dad concentrated and pictured it in his head (another trait I came by honestly). “Yeah, I remember. It’s good and fast.”


      “And it won’t kill us,” Chris muttered.


      Dad laughed. “Speed is life!”


      “Lunatic,” Chris said.


      “Geezer.”


      “C’mon,” I laughed, and set out for the lift line. “You guys are slowin’ me down.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      I didn’t kill Dad or Chris, but they probably wished I had. We skied hard all morning, and grabbed a quick lunch at the base lodge. We saw the others a couple of times, and waved as we flew past, but they were always on the easy trails.


      To his credit, Dad kept up with me all day, although I stopped pushing hard after lunch. He never complained, but I could tell how tired he was, and Chris was going on guts alone. I missed skiing with someone at my level, but I had fun relaxing with the older men. They probably didn’t think it was relaxing, but they never quit, and it was dark by the time we returned to the chalet.


      “We were wondering what happened to you all,” Mom said from the kitchen. She and Elizabeth were working on dinner.


      “You didn’t wear them out, did you, Paul?” Elizabeth asked.


      “I tried not to, but they’re not as young as they used to be.”


      “Tell me about it,” she teased.


      Chris sagged against the nearest couch. “How ’bout a little sympathy here?”


      Elizabeth rushed to him and pretended to fawn. “Oh, you poor dear, tell me where it hurts.”


      “Everywhere.”


      “How’re you?” Mom asked Dad quietly.


      “I’m good,” he lied. “Piece of cake.”


      She managed to look both sympathetic and amused at the same time.


      I merely grinned and went upstairs to change into regular clothes. I stripped off my ski bibs and thermal underwear, and hung them in the closet to air out. Then I donned a pair of jeans and a turtleneck. Dad and Chris were just groaning up the stairs as I bounded down again, and I flashed a smile at them.


      I volunteered to set the table, and recruited Sean with a glance. He reluctantly left Erin, and we began setting out plates. Erin and Leah fixed drinks for everyone, while Mom and Elizabeth finished the food. Dad and Chris arrived as the women set the last serving bowl on the table.


      “Perfect timing,” Dad said.


      “Cook!” Chris called. “Where’s my hasenpfeffer?”


      We all grinned, except Elizabeth, who merely arched an eyebrow.


      “So you’ll be preparing supper tomorrow?” she said, her British accent tart and teasing. “Hasenpfeffer is it?”


      “Sure,” Dad said, “we’ll fix dinner tomorrow. Right, Chris?”


      “Absolutely. How ’bout that new restaurant on Main Street?”


      “You are incorrigible,” Elizabeth said, but then smiled. “Now, let’s eat, shall we?”


      Dinner was tasty and filling—beef stroganoff—and I ate two helpings. I wanted more, but I was still trying to watch my weight.


      We talked about our day on the slopes, although Leah was quiet and sullen. She’d been with Erin and Sean all day, and I guessed she was feeling a little resentful.


      I felt guilty about how I’d treated her that morning, so I tried to draw her into conversation. She merely glared, so I backed off and tried again a few minutes later. She threw her napkin on her half-eaten plate. Elizabeth shot her a warning look, which she ignored.


      “May I be excused?” she said. Without waiting for an answer, she stood and stormed upstairs.


      “Oh, dear,” Elizabeth said into the silence. “I’ll go talk to her.” She sounded resigned.


      I started to say something, but Mom caught my eye and warned me off.


      The conversation resumed slowly, and we pretended not to hear Elizabeth and Leah arguing upstairs. We couldn’t tell what they were saying, but the volume definitely reached us.


      When Elizabeth finally returned, she looked as flustered as I’d ever seen. She flashed a tight smile that didn’t fool anyone, and went to open a bottle of wine. She poured a glass and downed half in one long gulp. None of us said a word as she stared into space and finished the glass. Then she poured it half full again.


      “Would anyone like some?” she asked, as if she were hosting a party.


      Much to my surprise, my mom said, “Yes, please,” and crossed to her friend.


      “C’mon,” Erin said quietly to Sean, “let’s clear the table.”


      “I’ll help,” I said.


      Dad and Chris joined the women, who had moved to the couches. Erin, Sean, and I talked in low tones as we washed and dried the dishes. I felt guilty for being a jerk to Leah, but Erin shook her head.


      “It’s not just about you,” she said. “They’ve been arguing a lot lately.”


      “About what?” I said.


      Erin shrugged and demurred. “Lots of things.”


      “Such as…?”


      “The usual stuff.” She handed a bowl to Sean for him to put away, and gave me a pointed look while his back was turned.


      I Got It, and changed the subject. “So, what’re you two gonna do tonight? Big plans? A dance club or something?”


      Park City had several, despite the Mormon taboo against alcohol. The drinking age was twenty-one, but most of the local clubs weren’t too strict about checking IDs. It was a resort town, after all, and they made a lot of money selling sin.


      “Actually,” Erin said, with a characteristic blush, “we’re gonna stay in.” They shared a knowing look.


      I rolled my eyes and felt a stab of frustration. “Is that all you ever do?”


      “You should try it some time,” Erin teased. She grinned for a moment, but then turned sober. “Maybe Leah—”


      “C’mon, Erin, not you too!”


      “Hey, I’m just saying…”


      “God!” I blurted. “You sound just like Mom.” I turned and headed upstairs.


      “Maybe that’s ’cause we’re both right!”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Leah looked up when I stormed into the room. Her eyes were red from crying, although they hardened with fierce anger. Her music was loud enough to hear (Billy Idol), but I ignored her and scooped up my own Walkman. I wasn’t feeling particularly angry toward her, but her glare was enough to fan the flames of my own resentment.


      I threw her a spiteful smile, donned my headphones, and left. I thudded down the stairs to the entrance foyer, where I laced on my boots and snatched my parka from the peg.


      “I’m going for a walk!” I shouted to the main level, and left without waiting for a reply.


      Outside, the packed snow crunched beneath my feet as I jammed my hands in my pockets. More snow had begun to fall, and the flakes fell thick around me. I tugged my hat from my pocket and pulled it over my head.


      I didn’t know where I was going, but I had to get away from my family’s incessant advice. Everyone thought they knew what I should do, but no one bothered to ask me.


      I didn’t want Leah as a girlfriend. I wanted Gina. But no one cared what I wanted. They just wanted to play matchmaker, as if I could somehow duplicate what I’d had with Gina in the first place. I couldn’t, but they didn’t understand.


      I strode down the driveway to the main road, which wound down the mountain to Park City proper. With my mind still whirling like the snow around me, I started running, my arms and legs working into a rhythm. The hiking boots weren’t the most comfortable running shoes, but they gripped the snow and kept me from skidding down the road.


      I ran until my mind cleared, but then I began to feel sorry for Leah. I understood exactly what she was feeling—frustrated, horny, sullen, and more—and why she was upset. We both wanted something we couldn’t have, and were sick and tired of everyone around us trying to fix things. Our families meant well, but they didn’t understand.


      What really bothered me was that Leah and I had always been friends. I hated not being able to talk to her, especially since Erin and Sean were joined at the hip. So I was lonely on top of everything else.


      Leah probably felt the same way, and for the same reasons. We should have been able to talk about it, but I didn’t want to give her the wrong idea about how I felt about her. I loved her like a sister, but I definitely wasn’t in love with her.


      I ran until my legs started to ache. I wasn’t used to the altitude, either, and my breath came in huge gulps. I turned and started back up the mountain, but then I discovered the real problem with my non-plan: I had to run back uphill.


      With a snort at my own stupidity, I put my head down, gritted my teeth, and began jogging back up the mountain. By the time I reached the chalet’s driveway, I had a stitch in my side and my legs felt like jelly. I leaned against one of the Jeeps until I caught my breath and the pain in my side eased. Then I pushed myself upright and lurched toward the door.


      “Feel better?” someone said.


      I turned, surprised, and saw my dad under the awning that covered the firewood. The snow fell silently around us, completely unconcerned with my emotions.


      “I almost came looking for you when you weren’t back after thirty minutes,” he continued, “but I figured you needed the time alone.”


      I didn’t know what to say, so I shrugged.


      “That’s okay,” he said philosophically. “How was your run?”


      “Long,” I said after a moment.


      “You aren’t cold?”


      “No. Why?”


      Much to my surprise, he gestured at my hat.


      I pulled it off amid a shower of snow. I had another inch of the stuff piled on my shoulders, although I hadn’t even noticed.


      “I guess you were thinking,” he said. Then he chuckled at a memory. “I did the same thing during SERE training.” He paused to make sure I understood what he was talking about—military survival training—before he went on.


      “We were up in Maine, and it was cold as hell,” he said. “The instructors dropped me in the middle of nowhere at zero dark thirty, and I had to make it to a set of map coordinates by a certain time. It was snowing, of course, and I didn’t have much time, so I had to run almost flat-out.”


      He laughed again, his eyes in the past. “I made it in time, but I showed up with a couple of inches of snow on my head and shoulders. I was so warm that I hadn’t noticed.” He fell silent as he relived the memory.


      Then he turned sober. “Son,” he said, “I understand you’re not real happy, but that’s too bad.” He paused to let me complain, but I kept my mouth shut. He looked surprised, although he didn’t relent. “Sometimes being an adult means you have to grin and bear it. Life isn’t fair, and being rude to your mom and Erin won’t change things.”


      I hadn’t been rude to Mom—recently, at least—but I wasn’t going to argue the point.


      “Do you have anything to say for yourself?”


      “No excuse, sir,” I said. It was a standard military answer, but I wasn’t being entirely ironic, which he understood.


      “Then what are you going to do about it?” he said.


      “Honestly?”


      He nodded.


      “Dad, I have no fucking clue.”


      My language didn’t surprise him, but my candor did, although he hid it well.


      “I understand how Leah feels,” I said at last, “and I tried to talk to her, but…”


      “She’s not in the best mood either,” he finished for me. “That might be different now.”


      “Oh?”


      “She and Elizabeth had a talk.”


      “She’s not in trouble, is she?”


      “Are you?” he said, and paused to let his meaning sink in. “Now, I let things slide most of the time, but it’s time to put a stop to this nonsense. I really don’t care what you and Leah do,” he went on. “Make up, ignore each other, whatever. But you need to start acting like a grown-up.”


      “Yes, sir.”


      “Good,” he said, and came out from under the shelter of the roof. “Now, I’m cold and tired. Someone ran my ass ragged today, and I have a hot tub waiting for me with two naked women.” He managed to look apologetic. “You’re welcome to join us, but… well, you know the rules.”


      Yeah, and the rules suck.


      “Sorry ’bout that,” he said, as if reading my mind.


      I didn’t want to think about Elizabeth naked in the hot tub, so I changed the subject.


      “Dad? When does being a grown-up get easier?”


      “When I find out, I’ll let you know.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Leah lay on her side, curled around herself. My heart nearly broke as I looked at her from the door. I wanted to say something, but I didn’t know what. I was the one person who understood how she felt, but I was the last person she wanted to hear it from.


      I stepped into the room and sat on the lower bunk. I clutched my damp hat, as if I could choke the words out of it. The snow in my hair began to melt, and cold trickles ran down my neck.


      “You wanna talk?” I said at last.


      She didn’t answer.


      “Leah?”


      “Just go away.”


      I started to argue, but then shut my mouth and nodded in resignation.


      I didn’t go away entirely, but I did leave her alone. I took a long shower, and felt a guilty pleasure in using all the hot water. When I returned to the bedroom, Leah hadn’t moved, and I felt doubly sorry for her.


      I didn’t want to make an offer I knew she’d refuse, so I stretched out on the bed and grabbed my current book. I read De Architectura for an hour before Leah stirred. She knew I was there, of course, but she hadn’t said a word the entire time.


      She didn’t look at me as she stood on shaky legs and walked out. I thought about following her, until I heard the bathroom door close. She came back a few minutes later, but still wouldn’t meet my eyes. Instead, she pulled back the covers and climbed into bed, clothes and all.


      I read for another hour before I turned off the light and climbed under the covers. I lay quietly for a while, listening to the soft sounds of the chalet. Somehow, I knew that Leah wasn’t asleep. I didn’t think she was still angry—more like exhausted and miserable.


      “If it makes you feel any better,” I said at last, “I know how you feel.”


      She didn’t respond, but she didn’t cut me off, either.


      “I feel the same way, I guess.” I paused. “It sucks, I know. I wish things were different, but…”


      She still hadn’t moved, but I could feel her listening to me.


      “Anyway,” I finished lamely, “I’m sorry.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      I woke up late the next morning. Leah was already awake, but she hadn’t moved. Instead, she was staring at the ceiling, one arm resting on her forehead.


      I had to wait for the bathroom, but I could hear Erin and Sean finishing up. They looked disgustingly happy (and sated) when they came out, but I barely spared them a glance. Once I closed the door, I stood over the toilet and waited for my dick to soften. I thought about jerking off to solve the problem, but I wasn’t in the mood.


      My bladder eventually sent a message to my hormones, and my erection subsided enough to pee. When I returned to the bedroom, Leah hadn’t moved, so I decided to make another attempt at conversation.


      “You skiing with Erin and Sean today?”


      Silence.


      “Wanna hit some trails with me?” I didn’t want to spend the day on the bunny slopes, but I wasn’t going to give up that easily.


      More silence.


      “I think I’ll take it easy today,” I said as I made my bed. “I mean, I’m still worn out from yesterday.”


      Erin and Sean headed downstairs, giggling and teasing one another.


      Leah’s eyes flicked in irritation, her first reaction all morning.


      “You wanna shower first?” I asked.


      Nothing.


      “You sure? Bathroom’s all yours if you want it.”


      Still nothing.


      “Okay, I’ll go first.”


      More silence, so I pulled out the big guns.


      “Wanna join me?” I didn’t know what would happen if we showered together, but I was willing to risk it, if only she’d respond.


      “No,” she said coldly.


      It’s a start. “But I need someone to wash my back.”


      She rolled away from me.


      Whatever, I thought, and shook my head in resignation.


      When I finished my shower, I dressed slowly and tried to talk to her one last time. She merely pulled the covers tighter around herself, so I gave up and headed downstairs.


      “Is Leah coming down?” Elizabeth asked. When I shrugged, she frowned and headed upstairs. She returned a few minutes later and forced a smile. “She’ll be right down.”


      As if to prove her point, we heard the shower upstairs.


      My dad changed the subject: “So, you want to ski with us today, Paul?”


      “Thanks,” I said, “but I’m gonna see if Leah wants company.”


      “Good luck,” Elizabeth muttered, uncharacteristically cynical. She picked up her spoon, but took one look at her soft-boiled egg and pushed it away. “I give up,” she said. She wasn’t talking about breakfast.


      Chris tried to comfort her. “Still wanna move to Jamaica?”


      “That’s not funny,” she said.


      “We don’t have to tell the girls.”


      “Don’t tempt me.”


      We finished breakfast in an uncomfortable silence. Erin and Sean said goodbye and fled for the slopes. I felt even more awkward than before, so I stood and came to a decision.


      “Why don’t you all head out,” I suggested. “I’ll wait for Leah.”


      “You don’t have to do that,” Elizabeth said.


      “No, I’m fine. Go on. We’ll meet you for lunch. Noon at the main lodge?”


      “Really, Paul,” Elizabeth said, “I need to talk to her.”


      All of a sudden, my mom said, “No, Paul’s right. Let’s go enjoy ourselves. This is supposed to be a vacation, right?”


      “Some vacation,” Elizabeth said, but Chris ushered her downstairs to don her boots and parka.


      I listened to them go with half my attention, the other half focused on the sounds from upstairs. Leah came down ten minutes later, to find me cooking eggs.


      “Mornin’,” I said. “Over easy, or hard?”


      She ignored me and looked for the others.


      “They headed out already,” I said. “Toast?”


      Once again, she ignored me, but she looked a little shocked that everyone had left without her.


      “You want orange juice?” I slid the eggs onto the plate and buttered the toast. Then I poured a glass of orange juice and set everything on the table. “Breakfast…,” I said theatrically, “is served.”


      I’d already had my cereal, but I poured myself a glass of juice, if only to be sociable.


      Leah ignored the food and merely glared at me.


      I gestured at her plate, unperturbed. “It’s gonna get cold.”


      Her stare turned flinty, and she stalked toward the landing. She stomped around in the mud room for a minute or two, and I belatedly realized that she was getting ready to leave. I jumped up and ran downstairs.


      I caught her on the trail to the main slopes. She looked back, saw me, and poled forward. At the main lift line, she entered the singles lane and I followed. She glared when she realized her mistake: she couldn’t get away without ducking under the guide rope, and we’d probably end up in the same chair anyway.


      On the ride up the mountain, she threw up an icy wall of silence, but I chatted blithely. I even pointed out Dad and Chris when they zoomed beneath us. At the summit Leah tried to get away before I could lower my goggles and get a grip on my poles.


      I didn’t need them to catch her, so I skied after her and settled them on the move. She threw a glance over her shoulder, and her expression drew into a defiant line. Then she turned away from me, and…


      …went over the face!


      I pushed hard with my outside ski and crested the ridge in time to see her go flying. The fresh blanket of snow cushioned her fall, and she picked herself up before the cloud of white had time to settle. I plunged after her, my legs absorbing the shocks as I took the moguls.


      She fell again, and I shot past her before I could stop myself. As I turned to look back up at her, she stood and doggedly skied past me. She almost fell a third time before we reached the bottom of the run.


      Our only options down the mountain were another black diamond trail, or a difficult blue one. Both were beyond her ability, although she could manage the blue trail if she stayed in a wedge. She surprised me again when she turned down the black trail.


      I followed and caught her easily. “What’re you doing?” I shouted.


      She glared. Then she lost her balance and plowed into the snow.


      My skis threw up a shower of white as I turned hard to brake my speed. Note to self: don’t talk to her when she needs to be skiing.


      She picked herself up and started down the hill again. I followed at a safe distance, but I never let her out of my sight. She eventually worked her way back to the easy trails on the side of the mountain, and I breathed a sigh of relief.


      Unfortunately, she wasn’t done yet. With a furtive look over her shoulder, she took an abrupt turn onto the trail that led to our chalet. She probably thought I’d shoot past the opening, but I was a much better skier than she was. I carved a turn to follow, and used my speed to coast back up the gentle hill.


      I turned into the private trail in time to see her dart another glance over her shoulder. She frowned when she saw me following, but pulled herself together and took a hard right turn, straight into the woods.


      I shook my head in disbelief—the deep snow usually hid some nasty surprises. Sure enough, Leah plowed into something about forty feet from the trail. She went flying, and landed in the soft, virgin snow. I followed in her tracks and stopped before I hit the same fallen log.


      She had managed to roll to her back, but she couldn’t get enough leverage to pull herself out of the deep powder. Instead, she lay there panting in frustration, with one ski still attached to her boot.


      I deliberately took my time as I popped my bindings and stepped out of my skis. Then I climbed over the log and stood looking down at her. She swung her leg with the ski, and the tip nearly clocked me. My face grew hot with anger as I snatched her leg. I wrenched the ski from her boot and tossed it aside.


      With a look of pure hatred, she tried to stab me with her pole. I jerked back in surprise, and my foot caught on the log. I flailed my arms and almost managed to stay upright, but the snow had trapped my boots.


      Leah’s eyes flew wide as I fell toward her. I managed to shove her pole aside, but I couldn’t catch myself before my full weight hit her. I ended up between her legs, face to face and breathing hard.


      I pushed up, raised my goggles, and stared at her. “What the hell did you do that for?”


      “Get off me,” she grunted, and bucked her hips.


      A fresh surge of anger made me growl.


      She tried to push me away, but I was too heavy. “I said get off me!” She swung a fist at my head, so I caught her arm and pinned it to the snow. Then I grabbed the other arm—the one with the pole—for good measure. The air between us fogged as we panted in anger.


      “What’s your problem, Leah?” I said at last.


      She set her jaw and glared.


      “Oh, gimme a break,” I snapped. “I’m trying to be nice to you.”


      “I don’t need your charity,” she said, dripping sarcasm.


      My temper flared again. “It’s not charity, you—!” I caught myself before I said something I’d regret, and took a deep breath instead. When I felt calm enough, I looked her square in the face. “What do you want from me?”


      “Nothing!”


      “Bullshit.”


      She squirmed again. “I said get off me!”


      I was acutely conscious of her groin rubbing against mine, but I pushed the thought aside. “Not until you tell me what’s wrong.”


      She stared back defiantly, but I waited, my weight safely pinning her down.


      “Well…?”


      Her dark eyes flashed. “You!” she said at last. “That’s what’s wrong.”


      Like I didn’t know. “Okay,” I said, as calmly as I could. “What about me?”


      “All I wanted was a little attention. But no! You wouldn’t give me the time of day.” She dared me to deny it.


      “Leah, I’m really sorry. I know what you want, but I can’t give it to you. I’m sorry. I just don’t feel that way about you.”


      “You think that’s what this is about?” she said. “That I’m in love with you or something? Ha!” She tried to throw me again, but my hips were planted squarely between her legs.


      I ignored her thrashing. “Then what do you want from me?”


      “I just wanted to be friends. But no! You—”


      “Hold on,” I blurted. “You don’t want a relationship?”


      Her eyes widened in genuine surprise. “Why would I want that? What kind of idiot do you think I am?”


      “Then…” I shook my head in bewilderment. “Then what do you want?”


      “Weren’t you listening? I want things the way they used to be, when we were friends. But y—”


      “You just wanna be friends?” I said, a hysterical note in my voice. “You’re kidding. That’s all?” The anger sluiced out of me like someone had opened a floodgate, and I snorted in self-reproach. “Jeez, Leah, I’m sorry.”


      She blinked, and her anger slowly turned to confusion. Guarded confusion, but confusion nonetheless. The silence stretched between us, although it was better than the tension from before. Finally, her defiance crumbled, and she looked up at me with a mixture of hurt, fear, and morbid curiosity.


      “Am I so repulsive that you don’t want anything to do with me?” she asked.


      “No! Nothing like that.”


      “Then… what?”


      I hung my head and realized how stupid I’d been.


      ✧ ✧ ✧
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        ◄ ►

        CHAPTER 12

      


      “I’m so sorry,” I said at last, and met Leah’s dark eyes. “I thought… I mean…” I looked away and puffed in frustration. When had I become such a self-centered jerk? June 6, 1963, came to mind, but I brushed it aside with an angry headshake.


      “I know you still love Gina,” Leah said, defiant through unshed tears.


      “I do, but…”


      “I know you don’t want me, s—”


      “Hold on,” I interrupted. “What makes you think I don’t want you?”


      She blinked, and a tear ran down her temple. I belatedly realized that I still held her pinned to the snow, so I released her arms.


      “You said so,” she said.


      I scowled and tried to remember. “When?”


      “After Thanksgiving, when Gina left.”


      I frantically replayed the conversation, but Leah hadn’t even been there, and Gina wouldn’t have told her something like that. I started to deny it, but thought better of it. I didn’t want to argue, and I definitely didn’t want to put her on the defensive.


      “I was pretty upset,” I said instead, “and I said some stupid things, things I didn’t mean.”


      She managed to cram weeks of dejection into a single shrug. “Whatever. It’s okay.”


      “No, it’s not okay,” I said, although she wouldn’t meet my eyes. “You know I’d never do anything to hurt you.”


      “You didn’t know I was listening,” she said with a sniff. “I picked up the other line and—”


      Then it hit me: she hadn’t overheard the conversation in my bedroom. She couldn’t have! She’d been listening in on the phone call before that. I replayed that conversation, and felt something sag within me as I remembered my angry words.


      “—heard you. Gina caught me, though, and that’s when she went to your house.”


      I felt like such a heel.


      “It’s okay.” She shrugged again. “I know you don’t want me, but I guess I thought…”


      “Leah, it’s not that I don’t want you—I do—but… well…”


      She tried to suppress a look of hope. Fear of rejection made it easier. I wanted to laugh—hysterically—since I knew exactly how she felt.


      “I thought you wanted to be my girlfriend,” I said.


      “But you don’t want me. I know. It’s o—”


      “No,” I said, and hid my irritation (at myself more than anything). “You still don’t get it. It’s not that I don’t want you—I love you! How could I not? It’s just that I’m not in love with you.”


      “I know.”


      “I still have feelings for you, though.”


      “But—” Her brow creased. “You do?”


      “Of course I do!” I let the words sink in, but then frowned as the past few days rushed back. “It’s just that everyone’s been pushing us together, like…”


      “Like they know what we want,” she finished, and I nodded. “I’m so sick of being treated like a kid,” she went on. “And when my mom told me we couldn’t swing with the grown-ups, I nearly lost it.”


      “Tell me about it.”


      “It’s not fair. Everyone thinks they know what’s best for us.”


      “Like Gina…” I said.


      “And my mom…”


      “My mom…”


      “Erin…”


      “Everyone!” I finished.


      “Exactly. And I’m sick of it.”


      “Me too.”


      We looked at each other, a bit surprised by our sudden agreement.


      “Okay,” I said at last, “then what should we do?”


      She shrugged, uncertain again.


      “Do you still want to be friends?”


      Her eyes rolled with relief. “God, yes!”


      I laughed at her reaction, and she smiled for the first time in a long time. I studied her face for a moment, so much like Gina’s, but different. She was actually prettier in many ways, although I hadn’t noticed before.


      She frowned nervously. “What?”


      “I was just thinking how pretty you are.”


      “You’re just trying to make me feel better.”


      “Well, duh! But it’s true.”


      “I’m not Gina,” she said. “Remember?”


      “No,” I said deliberately. “Gina’s in Tahoe boffing her boyfriend, Brock.” The alliteration struck me as absurd, even as the words buried a fist in my gut. I feigned an ironic smile. “And unless this Brock guy is into three-way sex with his girlfriend and her ex-boyfriend, I’m pretty much outta luck. Besides, Gina doesn’t want me, remember? So I guess we’re both screwed.”


      Leah snorted in agreement.


      “But we can still be friends,” I said.


      She stirred beneath me, and the movement brought a surge of desire. Part of me knew I should have left it at that, since sex would only complicate things. But another part of me—the part that hadn’t felt anything but my hand in months, that had more built-up pressure than a fire hose, that was currently pressed against her crotch, yes, that part—wanted to kiss her.


      I thought about it for a microsecond.


      An eternal microsecond.


      Months of desire and loneliness and screw-ups and heartache, all compressed into a teeny, tiny, wafer-thin microsecond.


      I closed my eyes and moved in. Her lips met mine in a hungry kiss, and the world faded away. I felt her breathing on my cheek, her gloved hands on my head, her body against mine. My own breathing grew rapid, and the cold air stung my nostrils.


      We broke the kiss long enough to fumble with our clothes. I jerked off my gloves as she flung hers aside. Her zipper hissed as I yanked it down. Then I unbuckled her ski bibs and unceremoniously tugged them down her body.


      She lifted her hips so I could catch her thermals and panties. In one quick motion I peeled her from the waist down. Everything bunched at her ankles, but she spread her knees and sat up.


      I tore off my coat as she reached for the zipper on my ski bibs. It hissed open and she burrowed through my layered clothes. After a little fumbling, she reached into my thermals. Her fingers gripped my shaft and nearly bent it in half as she dragged it free.


      I held myself above her as she guided my cock to her opening. I sank into her in one long plunge, and we groaned together when I hit bottom. Her pussy was soft and silky, hot and wet, and tighter than anything I could remember. I held myself deep inside her, lightheaded from the sudden pleasure.


      When I finally came to my senses and began thrusting, Leah closed her eyes and arched her back, her hands on my sides. After less than a dozen strokes, the spark at the base of my cock turned into an arc of current, and I buried myself completely. A live wire connected my brain and my dick, and the jolts of pleasure made me cry out.


      I finally collapsed against her, panting hard. Her own breathing gusted in my ear, and her chest heaved beneath mine. I blinked and tried to focus, but the world had gone white. With a laugh, I realized that I was face-down in the hollow of her neck, with snow a few inches from my eyes. I reluctantly pushed myself up and gazed down at her.


      I half-expected her to be a dream, or for her to frown and tell me to get off. Instead, her eyelids drooped with pleasure. When she realized I was looking at her, she rewarded me with a languid smile.


      “God, I needed that,” she said.


      “Me too.”


      I kissed her, soft and tender, without the rush from earlier. Her lips parted as I probed with my tongue. I was still hard within her, so I began rocking my hips, but she pushed me away.


      A tingle of adrenaline raced up my spine. “What? Are you okay?”


      “Yes. But not really.”


      I blinked.


      “My butt is freezing,” she said, and I almost laughed as I raised my body to look between us.


      I was still wearing most of my ski clothes, although my hands were cold from the snow, but Leah had been bottomless the whole time.


      “Um… can we continue this somewhere else?” she said.


      Reluctantly—oh-so-reluctantly—I pulled out of her. Then I stood and helped her to her feet. While she brushed snow from her butt and thighs, I crouched to untangle her panties and thermal underwear. They were damp and cold from melted snow.


      She pulled her bottoms into place and squirmed at the chill. I tried to re-buckle her ski bibs, but we had to take off her parka first, and she was shivering by the time we finished.


      I tucked my half-hard dick in my pants and re-zipped my own bibs. Then I slipped into my parka and gloves. I gathered our skis and poles and threw them over one shoulder.


      “Ready?” I said, and began trudging back the way we’d come.


      The snow was deep enough that we sank to our knees with each step, and it took several minutes to cover the forty feet back to the trail. The walk to the chalet wasn’t as bad, but it still took another ten minutes.


      Leah’s teeth were chattering by the time I dropped our skis in the rack under the deck. I led her upstairs to the deck, where I tugged the cover from the hot tub. The water steamed in silent invitation.


      She began fumbling with her parka, so I quickly shucked my gloves to help. My hands felt like blocks of ice, but Leah smiled gratefully when I helped her finish taking off her clothes. Then she practically leapt into the water.


      “Oh my God!” she gasped.


      I quickly shed my clothes and followed her. The water wasn’t very hot, but it felt like molten wax on my cold skin. We floated in the center of the tub, submerged to our necks as we slowly soaked up the warmth. When my hands finally stopped hurting, I turned on the heater and jets, and the water bubbled around us.


      For a moment I dithered about whether Leah was still in the mood. I didn’t want to ruin things by rushing her, but the sight of her bare neck made me think about the rest of her, which was just as bare.


      I should have known better. Her eyes shone with desire, and we floated into an embrace. When we broke the kiss, I stood and pulled her with me. She started to protest when I turned her around, but then she understood.


      I guided her toward one of the tub jets, and she gasped in pleasure as the bubbles hit her pussy. I bent her over and probed between her legs with my erection. She braced herself against the side of the tub and groaned softly as I rubbed the length of my cock along her slit.


      After teasing her for several heartbeats, I set the tip at her opening and slowly impaled her. She whimpered with pleasure as I began thrusting. I tweaked her nipples for good measure, but the tub jet and my cock did the real work.


      When she began whimpering with the first signs of orgasm, I gripped her waist and began thrusting for real. She moaned as my cock filled her, and her pussy tightened around me. I closed my eyes and powered through, trying to concentrate as my own pleasure mounted.


      Leah came with a low cry that turned into a shriek, and I didn’t last long after that. Her pussy gripped my shaft, trying to hold me inside or keep me out—I didn’t really care which.


      When I felt the first rush of impending orgasm, I arched my back and buried myself completely. The bubbles from the jet added their own pleasure, and the sensation finally pushed me over the edge.


      Leah groaned as she felt the spurts deep inside her. My climax seemed to last forever, although it was probably less than ten seconds. Still, I collapsed over her back and panted from the shock of it.


      When I finally came to my senses, we sank into the water. Still in a daze, I floated toward the nearest seat and settled her on my lap. We sat silently for a while, luxuriating in the warmth of the water, but then she turned sideways and scowled.


      I tried to look innocent. “What?”


      “That’s the second time you came inside me.”


      I was still a little fuzzy after my orgasm, so I panicked at my first thought. “But… I thought you were on the pill!”


      “I am,” she said indignantly.


      “Then…” My mind raced. “What?”


      “What do I like?” she asked rhetorically. “What do all of us like?”


      I relaxed with an almost palpable wave of relief. “Jeez, Leah, you scared me to death.”


      “What did you think I was talking about?”


      “Getting pregnant or something.”


      “Are you kidding?” she laughed. “I’d probably have a daughter like me!”


      “What, beautiful?”


      She blushed and lowered her eyes, but then looked at me through dark lashes. “You really think so?”


      “Absolutely,” I said quietly, and pulled her toward me for a kiss. It was tender and almost chaste, more intimate for not being passionate. When we separated, she pulled back and pretended to frown.


      “I mean it,” she said. “You came inside me twice.”


      “Sorry,” I said with a laugh. “But you know what?”


      “What?”


      I reached for her hand and guided it between my legs. “Feel those?” I said when her hand touched my balls.


      Her fingers tickled lightly, and she grinned at my reaction.


      “I make more all the time.” I smirked. “I have an endless supply.”


      Her grin turned hungry, and she began kneading my testicles.


      “Whoa there, darlin’,” I drawled. “The next batch won’t be ready for a while.”


      “So? I can get you worked up, can’t I?”


      “Just being with you is enough to do that.”


      Her cheeks turned rosy again.


      She looked more beautiful than ever, and I wondered what I saw in Gina that I didn’t see in her. Gina’s skin was darker, but both girls had the same jet black hair. They had the same eyes and smile, too. But where Gina was curvy, Leah was taller and slimmer, with a model’s body. They were both smart and sexy, so why was I in love with Gina, but not Leah?


      “See?” she said suddenly, breaking my reverie. “That’s why things would never work between us.”


      I blinked in confusion. “What?”


      “That,” she said. “That look in your eye.”


      “What look?”


      “You were just thinking about Gina, weren’t you?”


      I started to deny it, but then felt my cheeks heat with chagrin. “Was it that obvious?”


      She shrugged. “I can tell.” She started to climb off my lap, but I held her in place. “What?” she said, almost indignantly. “We had fun. I know you don’t want me, and to tell you the truth, I don’t really want you either. So let’s just be friends, and no—”


      “Leah, shut up,” I said, which startled her. “We’ll never be ‘just friends.’” She started to frown, but I cut her off. “You mean more than that. Yeah, you’re right, we’ll never be boyfriend-girlfriend, but you’re a lot more than just a friend.”


      “What if I don’t feel the same way?”


      “Then you’re lying to yourself.”


      Her silence proved my point.


      “I really do love you,” I said. “I may not be in love with you, but that doesn’t change how I feel. You’re like my sister, only better.” I grinned. “I get to have sex with you.”


      “So? You could have sex with Erin. She totally has a crush on you.”


      She was dodging the issue, and I wasn’t going to let her get away with it.


      “But what about you?” I asked.


      “Me? What about me?”


      “Do you have a crush on me?”


      She started to lie, but then closed her mouth and looked away. Her lips pressed into a line, and she fluttered her eyes to clear them.


      “That’s what I thought,” I said gently, and turned her to face me.


      She wouldn’t meet my eyes, but she didn’t look away. I almost laughed when she unconsciously gnawed the inside of her lip. It wasn’t overt, but it was so much like Gina that I felt a rush of affection.


      “What?” she snapped.


      “You.” I smiled. “You’re so much like Gina, but so… not like her.”


      She looked up in hopeful confusion.


      “Yes, you remind me of her. But in a good way. And no, I don’t wish she were here instead of you. I’m glad you’re here, and that she’s off wherever, doing… whatever… with whatshisname.”


      “Brock.”


      “I know his name,” I said, “but I don’t care.” It wasn’t true, but Leah couldn’t read me like Kendall used to. I shook off the thought and went on.


      “Leah, I love you for the same reasons I love Gina. You’re smart, sexy, and beautiful. You have the same smile and the same laugh. You even bite your lip when you’re nervous.” I smiled to take the sting out of my words.


      “But you’re different, too,” I went on. “And don’t tell her this, but you’re prettier.” She looked at me in surprise, and I nodded. “You are.”


      She blushed and looked down.


      “I mean it,” I said. “You’re beautiful… like a model. But you’re smart, too, and fun to be around—when we’re not fighting, that is.” That made her smile. “You’re also sexy.”


      I lifted her and turned her to face me squarely. She straddled my hips, and my eyes automatically darted to her dark nipples as they puckered in the cool air. When I met her eyes again, she looked uncertain and excited at the same time.


      We kissed, tenderly at first, but with a slow-growing heat. I cupped her ass and she rose from the water. When we finally broke the kiss, I captured one of her nipples and sucked gently. She gasped and held my head to her breast.


      I felt between her legs and stroked her pussy. She grew very still as I ran my fingertip along her slit. Then I switched nipples, sucking and nibbling as I slowly stroked her.


      “I want you to do something for me,” I said at last.


      “What?” she panted.


      “Shave your pussy.”


      “Oh, God… anything.” When I didn’t say anything else, she pulled back and looked down at me. “You mean… now?”


      I nodded. “I want to go down on you and—”


      She leapt to her feet. Water streamed down her body and steamed in the cold air.


      “Well?” she said as she climbed out of the tub. “What’re you waiting for?”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      The sound of the shower stopped, and I listened as Leah moved around the bathroom. The bathroom door opened a minute later, and I rolled to my feet. She appeared in the bedroom door, a towel wrapped around her body and another around her head.


      I smiled, and she returned it with a tentative one of her own. Then I moved close and pulled her into my arms. She tilted her head up for a kiss, and I tasted the mint of her toothpaste. When we separated, I loosened the towel around her body and let it fall to the floor.


      I used my body to turn us and push her toward the bed. She lay back and then sighed when I spread her legs with my own. I was impatient to see her shaved pussy, so I began kissing my way down her body.


      I shouldered her thighs apart and settled between them. Then I studied her smooth labia, marveling at the tender flesh. Her outer lips were dark with arousal, plump but still slim. I spread them open with a kiss, and felt the hot, damp skin against my cheeks. The scent of soap and desire mingled in my nostrils.


      Her inner lips were dark at the tips, almost the color of her cheeks when she blushed. I licked the sensitive fold between inner and outer labia, and tasted the tang of her arousal. When I moved to the other side, she rewarded me with a low sigh. It had been a long time since I’d gone down on a woman, so I decided to enjoy myself.


      Leah gasped when I circled her clit with my tongue, but I tried to avoid it so I could focus on the rest of her. I planted kisses along her inner thigh, and she ran her fingers through my hair. She tried to nudge me toward her clit again, but I simply grinned and skipped over it, kissing my way along her other thigh. She sighed with pent-up desire as I teased her gently.


      When she felt ready to explode, I pulled back and surveyed my handiwork. The pink pearl of her clit glistened at me, so I kissed it gently. She moaned and clutched my hair. I moved back to her slit and pressed my whole mouth against her, circling my tongue through her slippery folds.


      I licked and sucked and teased her for a long time, playing her like an instrument as she responded to my attention. Then I sat up and looked at her. Somewhere in all of her writhing, she’d lost the towel around her head. Her damp hair fanned out on the pillow, framing her face.


      She looked at me with eyes hooded from pleasure, her nostrils flaring as she tried to catch her breath. I smiled and scooted forward. My dick nudged her bare pussy, and she closed her eyes at the contact. I rubbed the glans along her slit, spreading her moisture and coating myself with it.


      When I teased her clit again, she arched her back and whimpered. With a grin, I lowered my aim and slid along her pussy until I felt her opening.


      I slid inside.


      She let out a groan, and I had to stifle one of my own as her heat washed over me. I pushed into her inch by inch, my cock disappearing between smooth, brown lips. When my dark pubic hair finally crushed against her bare mons, I began fucking her with long, slow, steady strokes.


      I wanted to look at the rest of her, but I couldn’t tear my eyes from the sight of her smooth pussy. I thought about coming inside her again, but I knew she wanted to taste me, so I paced myself. I had to stop twice, but when I couldn’t hold back any longer, I pulled out and straddled her chest.


      She licked the tip of my cock and moaned at the taste of pre-come mixed with her own juices. Then she captured the head with her lips, and I began stroking. I didn’t last long, and she clamped her lips around me as I filled her mouth with semen. When my orgasm finally subsided, she closed her eyes and swallowed.


      I braced myself on the wall above her and held my hips over her chest. She nursed my slowly deflating cock, milking it for all it was worth. I panted silently and then swallowed to wet my mouth.


      She still hadn’t come, so I stood and gestured for her to scoot toward the end of the bed. She understood what I wanted, and captured my semi-hard shaft as I straddled her head and pressed my face between her legs.


      She writhed under me as I slowly licked her toward her own climax. When it struck, she released my dick and shuddered as the first wave washed over her. Damp, heavy air filled my nostrils with each breath, but I didn’t stop licking.


      She finally went rigid and cried out. I didn’t want to over-stimulate her, so I planted gentle kisses on her smooth mons until her orgasm subsided. Then I rested my head on her thigh and let her juices dry on my face.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      We lay spooned together on her bed, our skin hot where we touched. I had pulled the bedspread from my bunk and covered us with it, but Leah had kicked her legs free. We’d dozed for a while, but I didn’t know how long. It felt like ten or fifteen minutes, although it could’ve been hours. She’d been awake for several minutes, although neither of us felt the need to speak.


      “So, what happens now?” she said at last.


      I took my time before answering. “I don’t know. What do you want to happen?”


      She shrugged.


      “Yeah, I know the feeling.”


      “I don’t want to be your girlfriend,” she said matter-of-factly.


      I laughed softly, ironically. “We’re more than just friends, though.”


      We fell silent again, until she pulled my arms tight around her. “I like this.”


      “What?”


      “Waking up with you. It’s… nice. It makes me feel…”


      “Loved?”


      “Mmmmm.”


      I kissed her silky hair, which was dry. Maybe it had been hours. “We’re not boyfriend-girlfriend,” I said at last, “and we’re not ‘friends,’ so what are we?”


      “Sex buddies?”


      “Fucking friends?”


      “Friends plus?”


      “Screwed up and uncertain?” I suggested, and she laughed. I hugged her gently, and she kissed my arm.


      “Everyone’s going to say, ‘We told you so.’”


      “Nah. They might want to, but I don’t think they’ll actually say it.”


      “Erin might.”


      I shook my head, but then a thought came to me. “Hold on… why didn’t you just have sex with her and Sean? I mean, if I was being a jerk, and you were so horny…?”


      Her answer surprised me: “Sean bugs the crap outta me.”


      “But… I thought you liked him.”


      She shrugged. “I like Erin, so I guess Sean is part of the package, but…”


      “What don’t you like?”


      “I dunno. I just don’t like him. I mean, I don’t hate him, but he gets on my nerves sometimes.”


      I nodded in understanding.


      “And Erin hadn’t seen him since August,” she added, “so I didn’t want to bother them.”


      “Ah.”


      She shrugged and we fell silent, each lost in thought.


      “So, what happens now?” she repeated after a while.


      “I guess we decide if we’re ‘sex buddies’ or ‘fucking friends.’”


      “No, you know what I mean.”


      “Yeah, I do.” I shrugged. “Why don’t we just try to be nice to each other?”


      She wiggled her butt against me. “I think we already did that.”


      “Yeah, but you know what I mean.”


      She nodded.


      “Our families’ll be happier.”


      “Tell me about it,” she said. “My mom threatened to put me on the next plane home.”


      “Ha!”


      She rolled in my arms and faced me. “You think that’s funny? She would’ve done it!”


      “Yeah, I know,” I said earnestly, which seemed to mollify her. “And then we both would’ve been screwed.”


      “Or not,” she said, and laughed softly. She paused a moment, deep in thought. “Can we just be friends? But with, you know, the sex too?”


      “Sure. I always liked being your friend. That’s what I really missed when we were fighting.”


      “You mean when you were being a jerk.”


      “Hey,” I said indignantly, only half teasing, “I had help.”


      She managed to look guilty and defiant at the same time.


      “Whatever,” I said with a smile. “Anyway, I’m sorry I was a jerk.”


      “I’m sorry I was a bitch. I just… I didn’t know what to say, and…”


      “Whenever you tried,” I finished, “I was a jerk.”


      “Uh-huh. And I guess I was angry ’cause everyone was having sex but us.”


      “Tell me about it! I was ready to explode.”


      “You did that anyway,” she said with a grin. “Three times.” She reached for my flaccid penis and began stroking it. “Can I taste number four?”


      I grinned and started to reply, but a sound from the hall cut me off.


      “What’s all this then?” Elizabeth said from the doorway.


      Leah and I sat up in surprise.


      “Did you find them?” Mom called from the second floor.


      Elizabeth turned and called down, “They’re up here, snug as bugs.”


      “Together?” Mom said as she came up the stairs.


      Elizabeth gestured. “See for yourself.”


      Leah and I managed to look self-conscious.


      “So you kissed and made up?” Elizabeth said when she faced us again.


      “It looks like they did more than kiss,” Mom teased, which made me blush even harder. Beside me, Leah was just as rosy, even through her darker complexion.


      We fell silent, but then my brow furrowed. “Um… why were you looking for us?”


      “You were supposed to meet us for lunch,” Mom said gently. “When you weren’t at the lodge, we came looking for you. It’s after one o’clock.” She tapped her watch. My own watch was probably still on the deck, exactly where I’d left it before I got into the hot tub.


      “We found your clothes,” Elizabeth continued, “and thought something might’ve happened to you.”


      “Whatever,” Leah said curtly. “We’re fine.”


      Elizabeth’s eyes narrowed, so I cut in, “What she means is, we’re sorry you had to come looking for us. I guess we lost track of time.”


      Elizabeth gave her daughter a pointed look.


      “It’s easy to do,” Mom said smoothly, “especially when you’re… um… preoccupied.”


      Leah and I glanced at each other and shared a guilty look.


      “So,” Mom continued, “you’re not fighting, obviously. And you haven’t been abducted by a flying saucer.” She looked at Elizabeth. “I guess we can call off the FBI.”


      “Indeed,” Elizabeth said dryly, and then turned back to us. “What are your plans for the rest of the day?”


      Leah started to answer hotly, but I cut her off.


      “Nothing, really,” I said. I glanced at Leah. “But… um… we haven’t really had a chance to talk about it.”


      “But you’ll be together?”


      Leah bristled. “Why do you—? Ow! That hurts.”


      I let go of her thigh and hoped she wouldn’t bruise. “Probably,” I answered Elizabeth, and ignored Leah’s venomous look. “If we don’t start fighting again.”


      “Don’t count on it,” Leah muttered.


      “Well, then,” Elizabeth said. “We’ll leave you to it.” She abruptly turned to go, and Mom shot me a questioning look. I shrugged slightly, and she nodded.


      “We’ll see you for dinner?” Mom said.


      “If we both survive,” I said, which was more prescient than I wanted to admit.


      Mom followed Elizabeth down the stairs, and I caught Leah before she could escape.


      “What was that about?” I said.


      “Let go of me.”


      “Not until you tell me what’s wrong.”


      “Ow! You’re hurting me.”


      “Then quit fighting me,” I said, and tugged her back to the bed. “Now, what the hell was that about?”


      “Just leave me alone!” She tried to get away again, but I caught her and pulled her down.


      “You were fine until your mom showed up,” I said.


      “What? Are you gonna give me a lecture too?”


      “I hadn’t planned on it,” I said evenly.


      “Oh?” she snapped. “So what are you planning?”


      “Well, I was gonna ask what’s going on. And then I thought I’d listen while you told me.” I paused to let my words sink in.


      “As if you really care,” she said sullenly.


      “I wouldn’t ask if I didn’t.”


      “Yeah, right.”


      “Why are you two snapping at each other?” I said. “I mean, you’re not still horny and frustrated. We pretty much took care of that.” I was trying to make a joke to lighten the mood, but Leah’s anger finally boiled over.


      “She’s always asking what I’m doing, where I’m going, who I’m with! Like she doesn’t have a life or anything.” She huffed with frustration. “And she’s always telling me what to do, like I’m some kid or something. Well, I’m not!”


      I fell silent in the face of her tirade, although I felt an odd sense of detachment. She wasn’t angry at me for a change, but I still couldn’t get worked up about her righteous indignation.


      Leah took a deep breath and scowled into space.


      “Okay, I lied,” I said at last. “I’m gonna give you a lecture after all.”


      “Oh, great! I knew you’d take her side!”


      “Will you quit jumping to conclusions?” I said. “I’m not taking her side. I just want to give you some advice.” I wanted to laugh at my paternal tone, but I kept my voice steady. “If you want her to treat you like an adult, you need to act like one.”


      “But—”


      “Uh-uh. I know what you’re gonna say, but that’s not how it works. They don’t treat us like adults and then expect us to act like them. We have to act like it, and then they’ll treat us like it.”


      “She wouldn’t do this if I was a boy.”


      “Ha! You think so?”


      She arched a skeptical eyebrow.


      “My dad had a talk with me last night about how I need to grow up,” I said. “So you’re not the only one, Miss Poor Little Me.”


      She frowned, at my words as much as my tone.


      “Life isn’t fair,” I went on, “and being rude to your mom won’t change things.” I snorted at the irony of repeating my father’s words.


      “What?” Leah said. “You think this is funny?”


      I sobered quickly. “No, it’s not. It’s just that… well… you and I are a lot alike. It took me a long time to start acting like an adult”—and I still don’t do it very often—“so I know how you feel. But trust me, our parents are pretty single-minded sometimes. I mean, they have to be. If they give in, they lose whatever control they might’ve had. Especially with kids our age.”


      “I’m not a kid,” Leah said sullenly.


      “Yeah, but you know what I mean. If you want your mom to treat you like an adult, then act like one. If she asks what you’re doing, just tell her. If she wants to know where you’re going and who you’re with, just tell her. What’s it matter if she knows? Jeez! She lets you do whatever you want.


      “Heck,” I said with a gesture at the two of us, “she lets you have sex with college guys. How many mothers do that? Hmm?”


      Leah looked away in glowering silence, which was an admission itself.


      “Exactly,” I said. “And how many mothers are as patient—?”


      “But she’s not! She’s…”


      I shot her a skeptical look. “Let me tell you something,” I said earnestly. “If I talked to my father like you do your mother, he’d kick my ass from here to Atlanta. And you don’t wanna know what he’d do if I talked to my mom that way.”


      Leah tried to look defiant, but she knew I was right.


      “So yeah,” I said, “your mom’s pretty patient.”


      “So?”


      “You want her to treat you like an adult?”


      “Duh.”


      “Then act like it,” I said flatly.


      “But I just get sick of it!”


      “You think she’s not?”


      “But she’s so nosy.”


      “Yeah,” I said sarcastically, “people who love you can be such a drag.” I pointed at myself. “Case in point.”


      She rolled her eyes.


      “Listen,” I said gently, the nineteen-year-old voice of experience, “she’s nosy because she loves you. She wouldn’t ask if she didn’t care.”


      “So?”


      “‘So?’ Do you think maybe, just maybe, she loves you?”


      “Of course she loves me. She—” She snorted softly, ruefully. “Yeah, I know.” She drew a deep breath and wiped away unshed tears. When she sighed, it was a sigh of defeat. “It’s just so hard.”


      “To act like an adult?”


      She nodded.


      I laughed in agreement and put my arm around her. We sat in silence for several long moments.


      “I guess I should apologize,” she said at last.


      “I dunno… if you think it’s what a grown-up would do.”


      She swatted at me, but I’d made my point.


      “In the meantime,” I said briskly, “I’m hungry. How ’bout some lunch? After all, someone I know didn’t eat breakfast.”


      “Yeah, I guess.”


      “And then maybe we can just hang out,” I said. “I’m not in the mood to ski today. Besides, I’m a little worn out from, ahem, our adventures.”


      “Worn out? I’m gonna have bruises!”


      “Hey,” I said, “it’s not my fault you tried to ski the Matterhorn today. What in God’s name were you thinking? Trying to ski the face…” I shook my head theatrically.


      “I was trying to get away from you.” She stood up and started rummaging for something to wear, but I waved her off.


      “Forget that,” I said, and held out a hand. “Just come downstairs. Let’s fix lunch and sit in the hot tub for a while. After that, I have plans for you.”


      “Oh, really?”


      I rewarded her with a smug grin. “Nefarious plans.”


      “Nefarious, huh?”


      “Salacious, too.”


      “Salacious?”


      “Ejaculous, even!”


      She finally laughed. “That’s not a real word.”


      “Sure it is,” I lied glibly. “I’ll show you…”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      The others returned around five o’clock. Leah and I were dressed, and had started fixing dinner. Mom and Elizabeth were the first to arrive. Elizabeth was a bit wary, but she looked relieved when Leah offered her a hesitant smile. Mom caught my eye and thanked me silently.


      I shrugged, as if to say that I hadn’t done anything special.


      She seemed to understand, and her eyes glistened as she smiled.


      Leah and Elizabeth talked quietly and then hugged, and both wiped their eyes when they separated.


      “Well,” Elizabeth said with deliberate cheer, “the men are supposed to take us to dinner tonight. Would you care to join us?”


      I glanced at Leah. She nodded eagerly, almost happily, even.


      “Sure,” I said. “We’d love to.”


      “Love to what?” Erin said from the landing. She and Sean took off their coats and hats and hung them on pegs.


      “Have dinner in town,” Mom said. “Would you like to join us?”


      “Sure!” Erin said, although Sean looked put out. He probably had plans, which didn’t include dinner with his girlfriend’s parents.


      I shared a grin with Leah, thankful for our afternoon together. Neither of us would be horny for at least a couple of hours, if not more. As the others went upstairs to shower and get ready, we put away the beginnings of dinner.


      Dad and Chris returned about twenty minutes later. They had obviously talked to Mom and Elizabeth, because they didn’t look surprised to see Leah and me together in the living room.


      “You’d better hurry,” I told them. “Everyone else went up to shower about twenty minutes ago.”


      “No hot water,” Chris complained.


      “It’s good for you,” Dad said as they took off their coats.


      “Oh,” I added, “Mom and Elizabeth invited us to dinner, if you don’t mind. Erin and Sean are going too.”


      “Sounds like a family affair,” Chris said.


      “That works,” Dad said. Then he nodded to Chris. “C’mon, let’s see if we can catch the girls before they get dressed.”


      They headed up the stairs at a much slower pace than I would have set, but they certainly didn’t dawdle. I grinned as I watched them go, and then turned to Leah.


      “We’d better change clothes if we’re going out.”


      She nodded, and we headed upstairs ourselves.


      “Why don’t you wear the white cashmere sweater?” I said as she opened the closet. “It makes you look really good.”


      “You mean it makes my boobs look good.”


      My face heated. Caught! “Well, that too.”


      “Then you wear your parachute pants,” she said. She brazenly stared at my crotch, mocking me. “They make you look really good.”


      I laughed. “You want me to go commando?”


      “I will if you will.”


      I imagined her sans panties, and my dick stiffened immediately, even after the day we’d had.


      “What the heck,” I said, and shucked my boxers. My semi-hard dick flopped as I stepped into the nylon pants, so I was careful to tuck it aside as I zipped up.


      Leah slid her panties down her long legs and donned a pair of stretchy black pants. Then she pulled the sweater over her head and belted it around her slender waist. She finished the outfit with a pair of silver-gray legwarmers, and stood for my approval.


      “Wow,” I said. “You look nice.”


      We met the others downstairs and donned our coats. Leah and I naturally went to the Jeep with Chris and Elizabeth. Inside, we shared a smile at the difference between this ride and the last one.


      We went to one of the nicer restaurants in town. Dad had reservations, but the hostess had to find a table for eight instead of four, so we waited in the lounge.


      Dad and Chris ordered vodka martinis, while Mom and Elizabeth asked for white wine. The waitress didn’t even flinch when Leah ordered a rum and Coke, so I swallowed my request for a regular Coke. I wanted to seem grown-up, so I ordered a vodka martini like the older men. Sean nervously ordered a beer, while Erin asked for a glass of white wine.


      “Remember to go slow,” my dad cautioned when our drinks arrived. “Alcohol hits you a lot harder at this altitude.”


      We all nodded, and then Chris said, “What should we toast to?”


      “Good friends and good times?” Mom suggested.


      “I was thinking hot tubs and hard liquor,” Chris said.


      “I love a hard licker,” Elizabeth teased, and everyone laughed.


      Leah beamed up at me and whispered, “Mmmmm, me too.”


      I felt my face heat, but no one else heard the exchange.


      “Sounds good to me,” Dad said, and raised his glass. “To hot tubs and hard lickers!”


      We laughed again and clinked our glasses.


      The restaurant was busy, even for a Tuesday night, so we had to wait a while for a large table. We were well into our second round of drinks when the hostess came to fetch us. Dad paid our bar tab and tipped the cocktail waitress, and then followed us to the big half-booth in the back of the restaurant.


      We had more drinks with dinner, and I was pretty buzzed by the time we finished. Leah leaned against me happily, and I draped an arm over her shoulder. Dad and Chris had coffee, but we were all tired, so we didn’t linger.


      Outside, the night was crisp and cold, with stars glittering in a cloudless sky. Leah hugged herself to my arm as we walked to the car. We were all quiet on the ride up the mountain, and it was after ten o’clock when we finally reached the chalet. Despite the flirting and alcohol at dinner, everyone headed upstairs to bed.


      Leah and I silently stripped off our clothes and then did a little dance as we tried to get past each other to reach our respective beds. I wanted to sleep with her, but I didn’t want to just assume that she wanted me to. She was probably thinking the same thing, and we shared an uncertain moment. Then I grinned and nodded at my bunk.


      “You wanna join me?”


      “Let’s sleep in mine,” she said. “I don’t want to bump my head if… you know,” she said, and I grinned.


      We climbed into bed and spooned together, her body warm against mine. I wrapped my arms around her and kissed her hair.


      “I’m glad we’re still friends,” I said softly.


      “Mmm, me too.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      We skied with Erin and Sean the next day. The girls were about the same level of ability, but Sean was a cautious beginner. I did my best to hide my frustration, but by lunchtime I was ready to ditch the others and ski on my own. I managed to contain myself until the sun finally—mercifully?—dipped behind the mountains.


      Leah and Erin could tell how exasperated I was, but Sean didn’t have a clue. I was actually glad he hadn’t noticed—after all, my bad attitude wasn’t his problem. It wasn’t his fault he couldn’t ski. It was his first time, and he wasn’t very athletic to begin with. Still, I was glad when we called it a day.


      “Thanks for staying with us,” Erin said quietly as we popped our bindings at the chalet.


      I shrugged and forced a tight smile. “I had fun. It was relaxing.”


      In reality, I’d been bored out of my mind, doing huge slaloms across the width of the easy trails. The few times I’d been able to tuck in and go flat out, a member of the ski patrol always seemed to pop up, so I had to slow down.


      “Maybe we can try some intermediate slopes tomorrow,” Leah suggested.


      “I dunno,” Sean said, oblivious to the undercurrent around him.


      Leah gave me a look that said, “See why I don’t like him?” and I shrugged.


      Erin apologized with her eyes, but I merely gave her a slight headshake: No need.


      “But hey,” Sean said, still clueless, “how ’bout tonight? Do y’all wanna go to a club?”


      That was the last thing I wanted to do, and Leah sensed my reluctance. I could’ve kissed her when she said she wanted to stay in. Sean gave her a knowing look, and I had to stifle a laugh as she fought to control her temper.


      “Not because of that,” she snapped. “I fell yesterday, and I’m still sore.”


      “Right,” he persisted, and gave Erin a sly wink.


      Leah’s eyes flared dangerously. “I have the bruises to prove it, you—!”


      “I’m kinda tired too,” I said quickly. “Besides, you and Erin probably want some time alone.”


      “Oh, yeah,” he said with a man-to-man kind of smugness.


      He was trying to act more grown-up than he was, but I’d probably done the same thing when I was seventeen, so I was willing to cut him some slack.


      “Yeah, I guess we’ll hit the clubs on our own,” he said, and Erin thanked me with a glance.


      No problem, I said with a nod, and she joined Sean as he headed into the mud room.


      “I’m gonna make sure everything’s squared away out here,” I said to their backs, and pulled the heavy door shut.


      Leah looked like she wanted to have an apoplectic fit, which made her eyes bug out. I barely suppressed a snort of laughter.


      “What’s so funny?” she flared, so I soothed her with a gesture. At a sound from inside, I gave her a warning nod toward the closed door. Sean and Erin could probably hear us, even through the thick wood. I waited until I heard them tromp up the stairs.


      “Relax,” I said at last.


      Leah’s eyes narrowed as she misunderstood.


      “Okay, he’s a dork,” I explained, “but he’s seventeen.”


      “I’m seventeen,” she said testily.


      “Yeah, but you’re a girl. Besides, you’re mature for your age.” I tossed my chin at the mud room. “He’s just… trying to act cool, but you…” I suppressed a grin as her eyes glittered dangerously. “Well, you’re just beautiful, especially when you’re angry.”


      She drew a breath for a waspish comeback, but then realized what I’d said.


      I let my grin widen, insufferably smug.


      “You!” she huffed. “You!” She screwed up her expression and tried to look angry. She looked adorable instead, and I fought not to laugh outright. “You’re incorrigible!” she said at last.


      “Guilty.” I pulled her into my arms. She struggled for a moment, but I was too strong. Besides, she wasn’t serious about getting away, so I laughed and kissed her forehead.


      “Relax,” I said again. “Sean isn’t worth getting worked up about.”


      “You did,” she accused, and she was right.


      “Yeah… well… I guess I’m still a bit immature myself. Sometimes, at least.”


      “Sometimes?”


      “Okay, maybe not, but at least I’m trying to get better.”


      “Try harder,” she said, although she was just being grouchy.


      I chuckled. “All right, but you have to also.”


      “Why?”


      “Because.”


      “Just because?”


      “Just because,” I assured her.


      “Whatever.”


      I chuckled again. “Sorry, Miss Coulter, but you’ll have to do better than that.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      We spent the evening in our room. We weren’t hiding out, exactly, but we’d had our fill of concerned parents and annoying boyfriends.


      Leah really was sore, and she had a couple of major bruises, but we still fooled around. She had a ready supply of semen, after all, and she wasn’t about to let a few aches and pains keep her from it. I was more than happy to oblige.


      Our parents came in from the hot tub about nine o’clock, and we heard them talking and laughing in the great room, but we decided to stay in the comfort of Leah’s rumpled bed.


      “So what’s going on with you and your mom?” I finally asked.


      “What do you mean? She’s been pretty cool since… you know.”


      “Yeah, but before that…” I stared into space and considered my next words carefully. “Look,” I said at last, “I’m not trying to compare you to Gina, but your mom did the same thing when we were in high school. I mean, she was always asking where we were, who we were with, et cetera.” I shrugged at the memory. “It never bothered Gina.”


      Leah sat up angrily. “Is that all you—?”


      “Oh, will you relax?” I said sharply. “I said I’m not comparing you to Gina. I’m just trying to understand. You and Gina and Kara are a lot alike. So why didn’t they freak out when your mom kept tabs on them? Seriously, that’s all I’m asking.”


      She scowled warily.


      “Honest,” I said, and held my hands up to prove it. “Maybe I can help. Maybe not, but it never hurts to talk about it.”


      “Oh, so you think you have all the answers?”


      “Of course not,” I shot back. “That’s why I’m asking all the questions.”


      She didn’t have a response to that, but she wasn’t ready to let go of her anger.


      “Seriously,” I soothed, “what’s the matter?”


      “Maybe I’m just different.”


      “Of course you’re different, in lots of ways, but not the major ones. You were raised the same. Trust me, I paid a lot of attention to you all when I was younger.” I laughed softly. “I still do, evidently.”


      She wouldn’t meet my smile, but she didn’t scowl either.


      “I guess what I’m trying to say is, what’s different between you and them?”


      She didn’t take the invitation to speak, so I went on.


      “Heck,” I said, “if anything, you have more freedom. Kara used to have to beg to drive to town when we were at camp, and your mom still didn’t let her go that often. Gina and I had to ask just to go to the quarry, at least when we were first dating. But you… you pretty much did whatever you wanted. So what gives? What’s different?”


      “Maybe she’s different,” Leah said. “Have you ever thought of that?”


      I shrugged. “Maybe, but I don’t think so.” I let the words hang in the air, and refused to look away as the silence stretched between us.


      “I just get so frustrated,” Leah said at last.


      “About what?”


      “Everything!”


      “Like…?”


      “You really wanna know?” she asked angrily, and I nodded. She gave me a “yeah, right” look, but I didn’t back down.


      “I hate it when she tells me what to do,” she said at last. “What classes to take, when to study, everything! She wants me to be a doctor, like Nana, but I hate science! Hate it, Paul. Biology made me sick. The labs stunk, the dissection stuff was gross, and I could care less about mitosis, meio… whatever, or any of that crap. Worse, I’m failing Chemistry!”


      I blinked in surprise. Leah might not have been as brilliant as Kara, or as determined and smart as Gina, but she wasn’t dumb—not even close.


      “Yeah,” she said, reading my expression. “Kara was valedictorian, Gina was a total honor student, and I can’t get water to boil without something going wrong. Don’t even ask me what a mole is, or the atomic weight of… stupidium!”


      I wanted to laugh, but I knew I shouldn’t. Still, I couldn’t keep a straight face.


      “Yeah, I bet you think it’s funny. You’re brilliant. You’re gonna be an architect.”


      I scoffed and paraphrased Michelangelo, “If people knew how hard I have to work, it wouldn’t seem brilliant at all.”


      “What’s that supposed to mean?”


      “It means,” I said calmly, “that nothing worthwhile is easy.”


      “Being a doctor isn’t worthwhile! Not for me, at least.”


      I kept my tone reasonable: “Then what do you want to do?”


      “I don’t know,” she said sullenly. “But I don’t wanna be a doctor.”


      “Okay, then what classes do you like?”


      She shrugged. “English is okay. American History. I liked World History last year. And I wanna take AP Government next year, but Mom thinks I should take AP Biology instead.” She rolled her eyes. “I barely made a C in Biology last year.” She scoffed derisively. “But you know what I really wanna do?”


      I silently prompted her.


      “You’ll think it’s dumb.”


      “I’ll think it’s dumb if you don’t tell me.”


      She searched my expression. “Promise you won’t laugh?”


      “Cross my heart,” I said, with a gesture to match.


      She dithered for a moment, and silently gnawed the inside of her lip. She realized it and stopped with a look of annoyance, but she didn’t stop staring at her hands. “They’re starting a TV station at school, and I wanna join the Broadcast Club.”


      “Then join.”


      She looked at me like I was an idiot, but I didn’t flinch. “Duh!” she said after a moment. “Mom’ll kill me.”


      “Have you talked to her about it?”


      “No,” she said sullenly.


      “Why not?”


      She rolled her eyes and gave me The Look again.


      “Seriously,” I said. “If that’s what you want to do, then do it. Your dad would support you.”


      Leah shook her head. “He’s always on Mom’s side.”


      “Not if you really want to,” I said.


      “But she’ll never let me.”


      “She won’t if you don’t ask!”


      “You don’t know her.”


      “No, you don’t know her,” I shot back, which made her pause. “She wants you to be happy. She always has. Yeah, she wants you to be a doctor, but only ’cause you haven’t told her otherwise.”


      “She won’t care.”


      “Bullshit.” I let the word hang in the air.


      “But you don’t know her,” she said weakly.


      “Oh, I know her. But the difference is, I’m not scared of her.”


      “Try growing up with her,” Leah muttered, and I had to suppress a smile. Elizabeth could be daunting and strong-willed, but she only wanted the best for her daughters.


      “Listen,” I said earnestly, “if you don’t want to be a doctor, tell her. She might not like it at first, but she’ll understand.”


      “That’s what you think.”


      “Then talk to your dad! He’ll know how to tell her. But if she thinks she’s doing what’s best, she won’t stop until she gets what she wants.” Gina came by her determination honestly, and it wasn’t hard to figure out which parent it had come from. “It’s up to you to tell her what you want,” I told Leah. “If you wanna take Government next year and join the Broadcast Club, then tell her. Jeez, Leah! That’s all it takes… a little communication.”


      Where was this voice of wisdom when I screwed up with Gina? I wondered darkly. Not to mention Wren. Or even Kendall? I wanted to laugh at myself and my own Johnny-come-lately maturity.


      “Easy for you to say,” Leah muttered sullenly.


      Ha! You think so? Walk a mile in my shoes. I learned this stuff the hard way.


      “Talk to your dad,” I said. “He’ll help. Heck, it sounds like you wanna follow in his footsteps, so he should be thrilled.”


      “You don’t know my mom. She tells him what to do.”


      “Oh,” I said, with a knowing air, “I think he can probably hold his own.” The silence stretched between us until I put my arm around her shoulders and pulled her close.


      She rested her head on my chest and said, “I still don’t think it’ll work.”


      “You won’t know till you try.”


      She sighed, and I knew I’d made my point. For now. I didn’t know if she’d have the guts to go through with it, but at least I’d planted the seed. We lay back and fell silent, both lost in thought.


      A few minutes later, she kissed my chest and reached for my dick at the same time. She was probably trying to distract me from another lecture, but it worked. I hugged her and used my other hand to caress her bare upper arm. She kissed me again as my penis began to respond to her gentle stroking.


      When I was hard enough, she straddled my hips and sank onto my shaft with a low sigh. Then she leaned forward, and her dark hair made a curtain around her face. She closed her eyes and our lips met in a kiss, soft at first, but with growing heat.


      We made love slowly, quietly, our lips hungry as our bodies moved together. I tried to hold off my release, but her pussy felt so good that I didn’t want to stop.


      “I’m gonna come,” I grunted at last.


      “Come inside me,” she whispered.


      I nodded silently and cupped her ass. She tensed against me as I began thrusting harder. Our bodies slid together, lubricated by a sheen of sweat, and she moaned as she felt my urgency. Then I rammed into her and arched my back as a geyser of pleasure burst from deep within me.


      “Oh, God,” she panted as I filled her.


      When I finished spurting, she planted frantic kisses over my face and neck. Lingering pleasure made it hard to focus, but I gripped her hips and ground her pussy against the base of my shaft. She cried out softly and rocked against me. My dick was still hard within her, so I humped again.


      She buried her face in the hollow of my neck and cried out with the force of her first spasm. Her pussy contracted around my shaft, and I felt a rush of heat. I ground my hips again, and she jerked at the sensation in her clit.


      When her orgasm finally subsided, she collapsed against me like a limp doll. I rubbed her back, and we lay together for a long time, just catching our breath and relaxing. Then she slowly climbed off and stretched languidly beside me.


      “Thanks,” she said through a yawn. “For everything.”


      “You’re welcome.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Erin and Sean slept late the next morning—they’d come home late, and were probably a little hung over—so Leah and I were happy to ski by ourselves. She wasn’t as tentative as Sean, but she wasn’t very confident either, so we mostly skied the intermediate trails on the near side of the mountain.


      We caught up with our parents around lunchtime, and ate with them at the summit lodge.


      “So,” Leah asked the group when we finished, “do y’all wanna split up after lunch? Guys and girls?”


      Mom and Elizabeth glanced at each other quickly, but then paused to consider it.


      “Paul’s been stuck with me for two days,” Leah said, “and—”


      “Whoa,” I said. “I haven’t been ‘stuck’ with anyone. I like skiing with you.”


      She arched an eyebrow and didn’t let me off the hook.


      “Do you want to ski with us?” Elizabeth asked, and Leah shrugged.


      “I guess.”


      “Sure,” Dad said at last. “We’ll ski with Paul. And you can spend the afternoon with Beth and your mom.”


      I shot Leah a reproachful look, but she didn’t bat an eye.


      “God, you’re such a goof,” she said, and I felt a sudden pang of loss for Gina. Leah saw immediately, and knew enough to understand my reaction. Her expression hardened as she looked away, forcefully reminded that she wasn’t Gina.


      I felt like a heel, but I didn’t know what I could have done differently.


      “Are you ready to go?” she said abruptly, and looked at the older women as she stood.


      “Um… all right,” Elizabeth said. For once, she wasn’t going to chide her daughter for being rude, and I silently thanked her.


      “You ready to go?” Dad said to Chris as we began to break up.


      “Yeah, sure.”


      “Wanna try the face again?” Dad suggested.


      “Oh, no,” Chris said. “Not again.”


      They bantered as we clomped out to the ski racks beside the lodge, but I couldn’t stop looking at Leah. I silently willed her to meet my eyes, but she never did. Mom flashed me a sympathetic look, but then she and Elizabeth started their own conversation in an attempt to ease the tension.


      I skied hard the rest of the day. I was mad at myself, and replayed the conversation in my head. I thought of a dozen things I could have done differently, but then had to remind myself that hindsight was like that.


      Toward the end of the day, I finally put things in perspective. I told myself I could do better, but words were cheap. I had to actually do something about it—not just “could” do better, but would. So I resolved to talk to Leah, to apologize and try to explain.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Back at the chalet, Erin and Sean wanted to go out to dinner. They’d spent the day inside, so they wanted a change of scenery. None of the grown-ups were interested, but Leah and I halfheartedly agreed.


      We were both quiet as we stripped off our ski clothes and hung them in the closet. She was more listless than upset, but I still felt guilty.


      “I’m sorry about earlier,” I said at last.


      She shrugged. “It’s okay. It’s my own fault.”


      “No, I shouldn’t have reacted like I did.”


      Another shrug. “Let’s just go out and have a good time tonight. Okay?”


      I nodded.


      “C’mon,” she said dully. “They probably didn’t leave us enough hot water for two showers.”


      I felt a surge of arousal as she bent over to turn on the water, but she obviously wasn’t in the mood for sex, so I suppressed the urge and ventured a smile when she glanced at me.


      We stepped into the shower, and I reached for the shampoo before she could grab it. She gave me a curious look, but turned docilely when I slid behind her. I lathered her thick hair and massaged her scalp. She groaned as my fingers worked their relaxing magic, so I moved to her shoulders.


      Steam rose around us as I rubbed the tension from her muscles. I forced myself to ignore her slippery body and concentrate on what I was doing, but my dick was half-hard by the time I pulled her under the stinging spray.


      She silently took the soap and lathered my chest as I washed my hair. Her slender body glistened from the spray, and I couldn’t keep my eyes off her. My dick jutted at an angle, hard but not stiff. When Leah’s hands reached my stomach, I thought about taking the soap from her and finishing the job myself, but I waited too long.


      Her eyes met mine when she felt how hard I was. She stroked experimentally, but her heart wasn’t in it. I probably could have taken things further, but I knew I’d feel guilty. I wanted a willing partner, not a dutiful one.


      “Let’s save it for later,” I suggested.


      She tried not to look relieved, and we finished the shower in silence. As we dried off, I lifted her chin and met her dark eyes.


      “Listen,” I said, “I’m really sorry about earlier. It happened so fast that I didn’t know what to do.”


      “I’m sorry too. I shouldn’t’ve said it, and I knew it as soon as I did.”


      I nodded and then lowered my head to kiss her. Her lips met mine in a chaste, lingering kiss. Something told me not to pull away, so I tested her lips with my tongue. They parted, and our kiss grew more passionate. My dick jerked upright and pressed against her soft belly. I felt her smiling, and she looked at me through lowered lashes as she pulled away.


      “I can’t resist you,” I said simply. “What can I say?”


      “Let’s get dressed,” she said, although she moistened her lips and gave my dick a wistful look.


      I laughed and turned her toward the foggy mirror. “Come on,” I said. “We can fool around tonight.”


      Erin and Sean were waiting for us downstairs, and Sean grabbed the Jeep keys.


      “Uh-uh,” I said, and held out my hand.


      He grimaced with chagrin, but handed them over.


      Dinner turned into drinks and dancing at a club down the street from the restaurant. Erin and Sean had been there the night before, so they knew the place. The bouncer didn’t have a problem with four teenagers, although the girls and I could have passed for legal drinking age—barely.


      Leah’s mood had improved, and she was feeling no pain by the time midnight arrived. Erin and Sean were drunk as well, but I was reasonably sober. I didn’t know the mountain roads well enough to drive with a buzz, so I’d switched to straight Coke.


      We left around two in the morning. Leah was falling-down drunk, and Erin and Sean had to lean against each other for support. I poured them into the Jeep and slid behind the wheel. Leah fell asleep about halfway up the mountain, so I carried her inside. Sean gave me a goofy, drunken wave as he and Erin tumbled into their room.


      Leah tried to sit up as I kicked off my shoes. She was too drunk to get undressed by herself, so I helped, but she recovered enough to reach for me when I started to pull away.


      “Thought you were in the mood,” she said deliberately.


      I’d been horny all night, but I didn’t want to take advantage of her. On the other hand, she would have screwed me silly even if she hadn’t been drunk, so I climbed into bed with her. She slid between my legs and gave me a sloppy, drunken blowjob. Unfortunately, she passed out after I came.


      I didn’t mind sex with a drunk girl, obviously, but I drew the line at unconscious. So I lifted her toward the pillow and covered her with the blankets.


      I was still horny, and the sounds coming from Erin and Sean’s room didn’t help. For a fleeting moment I thought of joining them, if only for a blowjob, but I could imagine Sean’s reaction if I did. He was a good kid, but probably a little narrow-minded about incest.


      I headed downstairs with an ironic laugh. Who was I to talk? I understood better than anyone what kind of taboo it was. And while the thought of sex with Mom or Erin made for some hot fantasies, I couldn’t imagine doing it for real. Well, I could imagine it, but that was as far as I was willing to go.


      When I reached the deck, I pulled the cover from the hot tub. The water was still warm from when my parents had used it, so I turned on the jets and climbed in. My dick hardened quickly as I relaxed and began stroking. My fantasies were as hot as ever, and just as unrealistic.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Leah didn’t want to get out of bed, and Erin and Sean were still in their room, so I took a shower and ate breakfast by myself. The other adults came down as I finished.


      “Glad you made it home safe last night,” Dad said, which was a gentle reproof. Mom usually wanted me to wake her when I got home—she joked she couldn’t sleep until she knew I was safe.


      “Yeah, sorry ’bout that,” I said. “It was pretty late.”


      He glanced toward the third floor. “The others sleeping it off?”


      “Pretty much.”


      “Been there, done that.” He grinned. “When I was your age, as a matter of fact. So why are you… um… alive… this morning?”


      “’Cause I stopped drinking around midnight. I didn’t wanna drive home half-blitzed.” Or more than half, in the others’ cases.


      “Why, Paul,” Elizabeth said, “that was very mature.”


      I shrugged it off. “You caught me on a good day.”


      Mom patted my hand and smiled.


      “So, you wanna ski with us today?” Dad asked, and Chris pretended to groan. Then again, he was moving slow enough that he probably wasn’t pretending.


      “Thanks,” I said, “but I think I’m gonna ski alone. If you don’t mind.”


      Chris shook his head fervently, but he was kidding—or half-kidding, at least.


      “I wanna hit the really tough slopes,” I said. “You know, go flat out.”


      “Balls to the wall,” Dad agreed with a grin, but then sighed theatrically. “Now that I’m older—”


      “Could’ve fooled me,” Mom muttered from the kitchen. She caught my eye and grinned.


      “As I was saying,” he continued, ignoring her, “now that I’m older, I can’t go flat out like I used to, but—”


      “Ah, the good ol’ days,” Mom teased.


      I laughed. “Yeah, Dad, like you’re one foot in the grave.”


      “That’s my grave,” Chris said, mock-petulant. “And I’ll thank you to keep your foot out of it. Just let me die in peace.” He set his coffee on the table and groaned into a chair.


      “You people don’t fool me,” I said. “You’re the youngest group of forty-year-olds I know.”


      “Did he say ‘forty’?” Elizabeth asked Mom. “Shame on him.” She turned to me. “You’re out of the will.”


      I laughed and scooped up my hat and gloves. “Whatever,” I said with a grin. “I’ll catch you later. I wanna make a couple of speed runs before the slopes fill up.”


      They laughed and told me to have fun.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      I skied hard all morning, mostly on the double-diamond trails. I looked for everyone at lunch, but didn’t find them, so I headed back up the mountain. To my surprise, I realized that I missed Leah’s company. I rode the lifts with strangers, so our conversations were fleeting and short-lived.


      Still, I liked the challenge of the trails, and even fell several times. My ego was bruised worse than my body, so I repeated the runs until I could take them at full speed without losing control.


      By the time the sun dipped behind the canyon rim, I felt more alive than I had all week. Even better, it was New Year’s Eve, and I was looking forward to the parties in town.


      Everyone else had already returned to the chalet when I schussed to a stop next to the deck. Upstairs, someone had built a roaring fire, and dinner was almost ready.


      Leah and the others had hit the slopes after lunch, but they still looked a bit haggard. I worried that they might not want to go out, but decided to go alone if they didn’t. I didn’t want to abandon Leah again, but I wasn’t going to stay cooped up when everyone my age would be partying in town. Perhaps more important, I didn’t want to stay in the house with an orgy I couldn’t join.


      “So,” I ventured, “you all wanna hit that club again tonight?”


      Sean nodded immediately, and Erin shrugged in agreement. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the older adults watching us. I felt a stab of irritation—we’d always been included in the New Year’s Eve orgies, but Sean’s presence added a new wrinkle, and I reluctantly decided that they were right to be cautious. Our lifestyle wasn’t easy to explain to outsiders, even other nudists.


      I looked at Leah hopefully. I really wanted to see her in her red-sequined party dress, and my dick twitched at the thought of her out of it.


      “Would you care to be my date, Miss Coulter?”


      She lowered her dark lashes and her cheeks colored.


      In my best semi-formal voice, I said, “May I take that to be a yes?”


      She rolled her eyes, but nodded.


      We ate dinner with our parents, but then raced upstairs to get ready. While Erin and Sean were in the shower, Leah and I fooled around in our room. Nothing too serious, but we were both pretty worked up by the time we heard the bathroom door open.


      We fooled around in the shower too, even though we knew we wouldn’t have much hot water. When it finally gave out, Leah hastily bent to turn it off, and I thought about entering her from behind. She seemed a little disappointed that I didn’t, but gave me a smoldering look that promised even more later.


      Once we dried off and finished in the bathroom, we returned to the bedroom, where Leah pulled on a pair of red lace panties and slithered into her dress. I had to tuck my erection into my boxers, but my dark pants hid the bulge. As I buttoned my shirt, she sat on the bed and buckled her strappy red heels. Then she put on her jewelry as I knotted my tie and shrugged into my double-breasted jacket.


      Downstairs, Erin and Sean were already waiting for us. She wore a tight blue dress that set off her eyes, but Sean had been swallowed by his suit. He was obviously trying to look like David Byrne from the “Once in a Lifetime” video, but he wasn’t tall enough to pull it off. Leah took one look at him and barely managed to turn a snort of amusement into a cough.


      “Ahem, sorry,” she said, but her eyes glittered with mirth as she glanced at me.


      He did look funny, but I gave her a stern look and she composed herself.


      Mom and Elizabeth wanted to take pictures, so we posed in front of the fireplace. After an entire roll of film, Sean and I helped the girls into their coats.


      “Is it okay if we stay out late?” I asked, more formality than request.


      “What time do you think you’ll be home?” Dad asked.


      “Two, two thirty,” I said. “Three at the latest. I’ll knock on your door.”


      “Three’s fine,” he said, and I took the hint. “Do you need cash?”


      I flushed, politely embarrassed. “Thanks, Dad, but I’m cool.” I didn’t even think about Sean, since I’d already decided to pay for everything.


      “It’s so nice when they have their own money,” Chris said, and Elizabeth elbowed him.


      “Okay, then,” Dad said, and gestured toward the front door. “Have a good night.”


      I quirked an eyebrow, and he looked a bit abashed. Mom merely smiled and made a shooing motion.


      “Have fun,” she said.


      You too, I thought, with more resentment than I wanted to admit.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      The club was loud and packed, even though it was only nine o’clock. The girls checked their coats and purses, and we made our way into the main room. Miraculously, Erin saw some people leaving their table, so she slid into the booth before anyone else could get there. I gave Leah a quick kiss and told her to sit with Erin.


      As Sean and I made our way to the bar, I leaned close and shouted, “I’m buying tonight.”


      He tried to hide his relief as he thanked me, and I felt a pang of sympathy. Had I ever been that young? After a moment’s reflection I admitted that I probably had. And if it hadn’t been for Susan and my parents, I’d probably still be like Sean, only a bit older. I shook my head at what might have been, and offered silent thanks to a long-gone tree limb.


      The waitress had cleaned the table by the time we returned, but I caught her eye and gestured for her to come over. When she made her way back to us, I gave her a hundred-dollar bill, asked her to start a tab, and ordered another round.


      “Wow, thanks,” Erin said.


      “My pleasure.”


      Leah beamed at me as she sipped her rum and Coke. She was taking it easy after the previous night, since we were both in the mood for more than a drunken blowjob.


      Erin dragged Sean to the dance floor, so Leah and I relaxed in the booth to keep anyone from poaching it. Her hand dropped to my thigh and began rubbing gently. My dick immediately stiffened, and she smiled as she felt it.


      I put my arm around her and dangled my fingers over her left breast. The club was crowded enough that no one was paying attention to us, but I didn’t really care if anyone saw. I teased her nipple and smiled as it swelled under my fingertips.


      Erin and Sean returned twenty minutes later, so I stood and pulled Leah with me. The dance floor was full of people our age, dressed from new wave to preppy, with plenty in between. Leah and I danced and flirted through five or six songs before heading back to the others.


      We took turns like that, one couple dancing while the other held down the booth, until the DJ gave us a fifteen-minute warning for the midnight countdown. Erin and Sean tumbled from the dance floor and downed the dregs of their drinks, so I ordered another round.


      Leah had matched me drink for drink all night, but she wasn’t drunk, and her eyes practically glowed with excitement. I thought she was just horny, but then I felt a moment of panic. The bathrooms were full of people doing cocaine, and I’d even seen a few doing it in the booths near the back. What if…? My eyes snapped to Leah.


      I watched her intently for a moment, but she wasn’t sniffing. I thought back through the evening, but she’d only gone to the bathroom once. Even then, Erin had said they shared a stall, and I couldn’t imagine Erin doing coke. I tried to shake my suspicions, but I couldn’t forget how I’d missed the signs in Gina and paid the price for it.


      The drinks arrived and Sean almost spilled his. Unlike Leah, he was very drunk. Worse, he was a friendly drunk, and kept thanking me for paying. He was just gearing up for another gush when I had a sudden inspiration.


      “Hey,” I said, “let’s order some champagne!”


      I put him in charge of getting the waitress’s attention, and pulled Leah toward the dance floor. We started dancing, but I zoned out and tried to think.


      What would I do if she was high on coke? Drag her home? Leave by myself? Tell her mother? I immediately nixed that idea—I didn’t want to seem like a narc—but could I talk to her? Would she listen? What if she denied it? Would I call her a liar? To her face? But—?


      She leaned close and half-shouted over the music, “What’s the matter?”


      “What? Nothing.”


      “Then why are you staring into space?”


      I wanted to kick myself for being distracted.


      “You’re not high, are you?” she asked suddenly.


      “What? Me? God, no!”


      I blinked in surprise at being on the defensive all of a sudden. The DJ came to my rescue with a one-minute warning, so we pushed through the throng and made our way back to the table. When the new year arrived, I covertly stared at Leah, still caught in my dilemma.


      After the cheers and toasts died down, Erin and Sean headed for the dance floor. Leah’s dark eyes speared me.


      “Really,” she said, “are you okay? You’re not drunk, are you?”


      I couldn’t tell her my real fear, so I hastily glanced at her own glass, which was half empty.


      “What?” she challenged. “You think I’m drunk?”


      I didn’t, but I blustered anyway. “You’ve been drinking all night.”


      “I’ve what?” She started to get upset, but then rolled her eyes and laughed in relief. “You goof! I haven’t finished a single drink. Sean has!”


      “Sean…?”


      “Yeah! Whenever you and I were dancing. God, did you think I drank all that?”


      I wanted to groan when I thought back and realized that she was right, which explained why Sean was so drunk. It also explained why she wasn’t. She wasn’t sniffing or hyper, either, and non-stop flirting explained the rest. I felt an almost palpable wave of relief.


      “What?” Leah said in annoyance, which drew me back. “Did you think I want a repeat of last night?”


      “I don’t know what I was thinking,” I lied after a moment. “I guess I was just being an idiot.”


      She laughed and rolled her eyes affectionately. “Duh!”


      “I’m sorry,” I said, and pulled her close.


      She molded herself to my side, and her hand quickly found my inner thigh. My latent erection sprang to life.


      I was still keyed up, but I gradually relaxed as she kneaded me. She was probably using the time as an excuse to calm down as well. After all, I’d just falsely accused her of something, even if it hadn’t been as bad as my first thought.


      Her hand felt good on my dick, but I was afraid I might come in my pants, so I pulled her away. She started to object, but then closed her eyes as I reached under her dress and fingered her panty-covered slit. She was hot and damp, from desire as much as exertion, and her nostrils flared as a wave of pleasure washed over her.


      I wanted to fuck her then and there, but I couldn’t think how to do it without making a scene, so I reluctantly pulled my fingers from her steamy crotch. She opened her eyes slowly, and gazed at me with a hooded intensity that reminded me of Gina.


      “God, I want you so bad right now,” she said.


      “Yeah, me too. Let’s get out of here.”


      She smirked. “But Sean hasn’t finished my drink yet.”


      “Touché.”


      I wanted to find the other couple and leave immediately, but I knew it was impossible. The crowd on the dance floor was even thicker than before, and I still had to pay the tab, which would take another fifteen minutes.


      “All right,” I said at last, “I guess we have to wait till they come back.” Then I grinned wolfishly and pulled her hand back to my trapped erection. “In the meantime…”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      We managed to leave a little after one o’clock, but Sean could barely walk. I had to help Erin stuff him into the back seat. Erin herself was pretty drunk, although Leah and I were fairly sober.


      My real problem was that I was horny. My skin tingled with anticipation, and my hard-on felt ready to explode. I took a quick look around the parking lot and then unzipped my fly. Cold washed over my crotch as I pulled my manhood free and let it bob stiffly in the night air.


      Leah stopped buckling her seatbelt when I slid behind the wheel. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw her moisten her lips, her eyes glued to my jutting erection. I calmly fastened my own seatbelt and then pulled her head into my lap. Erin giggled from the back.


      Leah practically inhaled my shaft as I backed out of the parking space. I had to concentrate on driving for a minute, but I put my hand on her head as soon as I reached the street leading out of town.


      Erin tried to rouse Sean for some fun of her own, but he was still out of it, so she sat back with a disgusted huff and pulled up her dress to take care of herself. Our eyes met in the rearview mirror and she moistened her lips dramatically. My cock swelled in Leah’s mouth as a jolt of desire swept through me.


      Erin closed her eyes and arched her back, her fingers busy between her legs. I reluctantly forced my attention back to the road. It wasn’t very icy, but I didn’t want to end up in a ditch. Still, Leah made it hard to concentrate, and I couldn’t help glancing at Erin every minute or so.


      We made it to the chalet in one piece, but I was ready to explode. I had just decided to relax my control and come in Leah’s mouth when Sean sat up with a mumbled question. He realized we weren’t moving, which was clearly the signal to unbuckle his seatbelt, open the door, and tumble to the ground.


      “’M okay,” he slurred. He tried to stand, but lost his footing and went down in a giggling heap.


      I reluctantly pulled Leah from my dick, and she sat up with a pout. Her glare said it all, and even Erin seemed annoyed. I felt sorry for the kid, so I unbuckled my seatbelt, tucked my dick away, and opened the door.


      “Thanks, man,” Sean said as I picked him up. He probably weighed 140 pounds, even with the Talking Heads suit, and I easily held him upright.


      He couldn’t walk on his own, so I ducked under his arm and supported him as we made for the chalet. Erin opened the door, while Leah closed the Jeep and followed. I half dragged, half carried Sean up two flights of stairs, and unceremoniously dumped him on his bed. He roused himself enough to thank me—profusely—and Erin flashed an apologetic smile.


      “Have fun, you two,” I said, and closed the door behind me.


      Leah was waiting in the hall, a cross between horny and huffy. I almost laughed at her expression, but caught myself just in time. Instead, I pulled her into my arms and bent to kiss her. Soundly. She melted against me, frustration forgotten as I lifted her dress and cupped her ass.


      “Now,” I said when we broke the kiss, “I think you have some business to finish.”


      Her eyes smoldered. “Oh?”


      “Uh-huh. But first, we need to get you out of that dress.” I fumbled for the tiny zipper and then pulled it to her waist.


      She backed into the bedroom and I followed, grinning as I reached for the shoulder of her dress. It slid down her arm, exposing her left breast. Her brown nipple stiffened under my fingers, and a fresh wave of lust assaulted me.


      I tugged the other side of her dress and she shimmied until the red sequins pooled around her feet. I pulled her close, and her hands slid into my still-open fly. She extracted my hard-on and sank to her knees. I closed my eyes and groaned as she licked the tip and circled it with her taut lips.


      I didn’t last long, and she gripped my hips as she felt me jerk with the first spasms of orgasm. My dick pulsed and then spewed a torrent of semen down her throat. She moaned in surprise at the force of it, but swallowed greedily, her lips and tongue working to suck me dry.


      My head seemed to float as the last twinges of pleasure faded to a glow, and I looked down to see Leah smiling up at me, her lips still wrapped around my shaft. I smiled back, and ran my fingers through her raven hair.


      “Good?” I teased.


      She closed her eyes with theatrical ecstasy.


      I was still hard, so she nursed my dick, careful to avoid the sensitive head. I shucked my jacket, and managed to strip down to my underwear without having to separate her from the object of her affection. Even then, she only stopped long enough to let me slide my boxers down.


      I watched her for a few minutes, but then remembered something.


      “Oh, crap,” I muttered.


      Leah’s eyes opened.


      “I forgot to tell my parents we’re home.”


      “So?” she said around a mouthful of penis.


      “I need to,” I said, and reluctantly pulled her to her feet. I kissed her, and tasted myself on her lips, salty and metallic. “I’ll be right back.”


      My parents’ door was ajar, the room dark. I knocked softly, but didn’t hear anything. The door swung open when I knocked louder, but the room was empty. I heard a sound from the other end of the hall, and turned to look at the Coulters’ door. Light streamed from under it, but I stared blankly for a moment.


      My eyes widened in sudden understanding, so I crept closer. I unconsciously started stroking my semi-hard dick, which stiffened as I held my breath and listened intently.


      Soft squeaks floated through the door, and I imagined Chris fucking my mom, her full breasts bouncing with each thrust. Then I pictured Elizabeth on her knees, giving my dad a patented Coulter blowjob.


      I felt a stab of resentment that I couldn’t join them, but then I remembered that I had a perfectly willing, perfectly sexy girl waiting upstairs. So I let go of my dick, cleared my throat, and rapped a knuckle on the door. The sounds from inside died abruptly, and I almost laughed as I imagined everyone lurching to a stop mid-thrust.


      “Yes?” Elizabeth called softly.


      “We’re home a little early,” I said. “Just wanted to let you know.”


      My mom answered, her voice tense with control, “Okay, thanks.”


      I felt a sudden spark of mischief. “The club was packed,” I said, dragging things out, “but we had fun.”


      “We’re glad you’re home safe,” Mom said. “Sleep tight, honey.”


      “Thanks,” I said blithely, “you too.” After a pause: “Um… are we skiing tomorrow?”


      “Goodnight, Paul,” my dad said firmly, unamused.


      I finally laughed aloud. “Sorry, I couldn’t resist. Have fun. G’night.”


      I didn’t wait for an answer. Instead, I bounded up the stairs two at a time, my erection bobbing absurdly. Light spilled from the bedroom at the top of the stairs, but I pulled up short in the doorway. Then I blinked to make sure I wasn’t imagining things.


      Nope, I thought sardonically, they’re real. I started cataloging body parts: four bare legs, one shapely ass, the edge of a light-brown hip, the milky curve of a breast, and the dark nipple of another. I snorted a soft laugh, and the girls rolled apart.


      “Oh, thank God you’re here,” Erin said, breathless from making out. “Sean passed out.” She read my expression and hastily added, “Don’t worry, he’s okay… but I… um…”


      My pulse quickened. “What’s the matter?”


      “I… um… I need something.”


      “You,” Leah added.


      My eyes widened in shock and… something else. From the bed, the girls slowly devoured me with their eyes.


      I gazed down, and my dick had the nerve to twitch in anticipation. I looked back at the girls, and could almost feel the heat radiating from them.


      Something wrenched in my gut. I nearly staggered from the pull of desire, but held my ground through willpower alone.


      I frowned at my dick.


      Why do you do this to me?


      ✧ ✧ ✧
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        CHAPTER 13

      


      My eyes flicked back to the girls on the bed. Erin’s tan nipples rose and fell with her breathing. Leah’s were dark little nubs, puckered with arousal. The girls’ legs entwined sinuously, alternating caramel and pink. My gaze returned to their faces, which shone with lust and alcohol. Leah had a good buzz, but Erin must have been a lot drunker than I’d thought.


      Time seemed to slow as my mind went into overdrive. Where would Erin draw the line? Would she want to have sex with me? What would I do if she did? Would I say no? Yes? Would she regret it? Would I?


      I paused at the thought of how easy it would be to let go of my inhibitions. I could have sex with both of them, but should I? The little head voted yes, of course. The big head was still undecided, which worried me more.


      I wanted to laugh at the irony as I relived my mother’s dilemma from years ago: I was horny and willing, tempted by a fantasy come true.


      The girls were oblivious to my struggle, so they stood and moved toward me. They knelt at my feet without a word, and Leah gently grasped my erection. She offered it to Erin, who looked up with wide blue eyes, asking permission.


      She’d given me blowjobs before, so we weren’t breaking a taboo—not a new one, at least—but one thing had a way of leading to another, especially after a night of partying. Still, it had been a long time since I’d had two girls at once, and I couldn’t think of a reason to tell her no. So I smiled and ran my fingers through her hair.


      She closed her eyes at my touch. Then she grasped my shaft and swirled her tongue around the crown. I grunted at the warm, wet pleasure of her mouth. Leah tilted her head and kissed my balls, adding her own warmth and wetness to the mix.


      I managed to lose myself and relax for several minutes, simply wallowing in the pleasure of two girls giving me head. Unfortunately, my conscience kicked in when the girls switched and Leah began sucking. I had to think—before they took things further.


      Did I really want to fuck Erin? The answer scared me, so I asked the more important question: should I? That, unfortunately, was more complicated.


      Once again, I felt my mother’s dilemma as I looked at things from every angle. Would Erin stop if I asked her to? Would she be upset? Would I have the strength to ask in the first place? The answer was easy when I was jerking off to a fantasy, but it wasn’t so simple when the fantasy became real.


      The girls switched again, and I almost lost it as Erin swallowed half my length. Her mouth was warm and soft and tight, and I wondered what her pussy would feel like. I shook off the thought with an effort.


      I thought of a dozen different scenarios, but kept coming back to the most likely ones. I could have sex with her and deal with the consequences (disappointment? remorse? more sex?). Or I could push her away, which would hurt her feelings and force me to deal with an entirely different set of consequences. Or I could find some middle ground and avoid trouble altogether. Unfortunately, I didn’t see how.


      The girls began sucking in turns, double-teaming my swollen glans on each pass, and I fought not to lose my train of thought. I had to figure out what I wanted before it simply happened. I knew what I’d do if I had to wing it, but I also knew how I’d feel afterward.


      If you can’t stand the heat, I told myself, get out of the kitchen.


      But I want to have my cake and eat it too.


      I rolled my eyes at the clichés, but then forced myself to take a deep breath. The little head made one last appeal, but I ruthlessly ignored it.


      Get a grip! You’re not some kid with no self-control. You’re supposed to be an adult. Now act like one!


      Somewhere in all the arguing with myself, I’d come to a decision. I didn’t know if it was the right one or not, but I’d have to deal with the consequences either way.


      The girls switched again, and I decided that I didn’t have to be a killjoy. After all, our New Year’s orgies were a time to bend the rules. I still had to walk a fine line, but I could have fun in the meantime.


      I gazed down at the girls, who were intent on making me come. I felt guilty for ignoring them, but they probably hadn’t even noticed. Erin looked up and smiled, her eyes a bit unfocused. I returned the smile and cupped the back of her head as she inhaled my shaft.


      Leah sensed me looking, so I gave her a smile as well. Her eyes glittered with excitement, and her hand dropped to her shaved pussy. She raised a damp finger to her lips and tasted her own juices. Her eyes never left mine, and she blinked in surprise when Erin pushed my dick at her.


      We shared a grin as she kissed my glans, teasing me. I lifted my eyebrows, almost daring her to do it again. She did, of course, so I gripped my shaft and began stroking, careful not to hit Erin in the face as she nuzzled my balls.


      “Where do you want me to come?”


      Leah’s eyes twinkled. “Where do you think?”


      “Are you going to share?”


      “Yeah, I guess,” she mocked.


      Erin surfaced from under my balls and grinned up at me. With her out of the way, I stroked faster, already tingling with the need for release.


      “Put your faces together,” I said.


      The girls pressed their cheeks together and watched my dick, eyes intent.


      “Get ready,” I grunted.


      The first spurt landed on Leah’s cheek, so I fixed my aim, and the next one arced into her open mouth. I let her have another before I turned to Erin and angled my shaft toward her.


      She moaned when the spurt hit her tongue, and then sucked gently as I continued stroking. Leah closed her mouth with exaggerated concentration, savoring the flavor of my semen as it trickled down her throat.


      When I finally pulled away, Erin pursed her lips and smiled up at me. Her blue eyes glowed with more than arousal as she turned to Leah and kissed her. The darker girl stiffened in surprise at first, but then moaned urgently.


      It took me a moment to realize that Erin was sharing my semen with Leah. I’d seen Susan do the same thing with my mom, and my dick swelled with the memory.


      When they finally pulled apart, Erin gently wiped Leah’s face. She raised her spermy finger and gazed at the darker girl, watching as Leah sucked it clean. They kissed again, and caressed each other as the kiss deepened.


      “Oh my God,” Leah panted when they separated at last. “That was so hot.”


      Erin grinned and slipped her arm around Leah’s waist. A look passed between them and they turned to my dick.


      “So,” Erin teased, “ready for more?”


      I playfully stroked my cock, but it was already growing soft. “Lemme return the favor first.”


      Erin scampered to the bed and lay on her back, knees bent in anticipation.


      “Sit on her face,” I told Leah, who grinned.


      I nudged Erin’s legs apart and settled between them. Her pussy opened before me, pink and shiny, the soft blonde fur already damp. I spread her gently and licked from bottom to top. Soft hairs tickled my lips as I circled her clit with my tongue.


      She lifted her legs and spread them further, so I rested my palms on her soft inner thighs. At a movement from above, I glanced up to see Leah watching. I held her eyes as I sucked Erin’s inner lips and pulled them taut. The soft folds sprang back gently, and I recaptured them, my eyes still locked with Leah’s.


      After a moment she closed her eyes and gnawed her lip in pleasure, her face a mask of concentration. I grinned and focused on Erin, nudging her clit with my nose as I buried my face in her pussy.


      She tasted different from Leah, but still sweet and tangy, salty and metallic. I waggled my tongue through her folds, my cheeks pressed against her as she writhed with pleasure. I didn’t want to make her come yet, so I pulled back and began teasing her with short licks.


      After fifteen minutes of gentle torture, I looked up at Leah.


      “Ready for your turn?”


      I knelt at the foot of the bed while the girls switched places. Erin tweaked Leah’s nipples as she straddled her face, and I paused to watch them for a moment. Then I gently spread Leah’s thighs and settled between them to marvel at her shaved pussy. I’d seen it a lot in the past few days, but I never seemed to lose my fascination.


      After a moment I descended on Leah, my face still wet from Erin. Leah was already worked up, and I didn’t want her to come too soon, especially before I had a chance to fuck her. So I licked gently for several minutes, running my tongue in lazy circles around her clit and back down again. She squirmed for me to lick harder, but I held her down and simply teased.


      My dick had been hard for a while, but it seemed to swell as I thought about my next move. Things might not go exactly as planned, but I was pretty sure how Erin would react.


      I rose to my knees, my face tight as the girls’ mingled juices dried. Erin’s gaze followed my jutting erection as I scooted closer to Leah and rubbed the tip along her slit. Her dark labia parted, revealing the pink of her inner lips.


      I set the tip at her opening and pushed. She moaned into Erin’s pussy, so I slid deeper and slowly buried myself to the root. Then I settled her legs around my hips and gripped her waist for leverage.


      After several powerful thrusts, I met Erin’s eyes. They shone with lust and anticipation, but were also a little glassy from all the alcohol. I smirked and leaned forward to capture one of her nipples. She gasped and cupped her breast as her nipple hardened. I circled it with my tongue and then switched to the other.


      Erin’s breasts were softer and fuller than Leah’s, but still firm. I nipped and sucked for several minutes, working her to a fever pitch. When I pulled back to grin at her, she opened her eyes and struggled to focus.


      “Oh, God,” she said, her voice husky with desire, “I want you inside me.”


      I’d been expecting it, but the words still struck me like a bolt of lightning. Leah must have heard, because she put her hands on my hips to stop my thrusting. She struggled to pull back far enough for my dick to slip free, but then threw her leg over and rolled off the bed.


      Erin quickly took her place. She spread her legs and gave me the perfect shot of her damp blonde slit. I felt a wave of calm settle over me, relieved that I’d thought about things before she offered herself. If I hadn’t, I probably would have simply fucked her, to hell with the consequences. Even then, it was a close thing, and my dick practically quivered with pent-up desire.


      Erin looked up at me as I struggled with one last bout of conscience. What would it hurt to fuck her? She obviously wanted me to, and she wasn’t my mother. Was I worried about what other people would think? But who’d know?


      I would, I thought reluctantly. I’d know that I’d taken advantage of her when she was drunk. Worse, I’d always wonder if she’d have done the same thing sober.


      Who cares? the little head protested. You know she wants you, drunk or not. The treacherous thing seemed to tug me toward Erin, but I held my ground with a surge of defiance.


      Yeah? Well, too bad. I’m in charge here.


      “Whatever you want,” Erin panted, “you’re in charge.”


      I looked at her in surprise. I’d spoken aloud?


      “Just put it in.”


      I wanted to have sex with her, and I knew it. I’d been in the same position with my mother, and I vividly remembered how that had turned out. I wasn’t ashamed, but I wanted to spare Erin the same confusion and frustration.


      I looked at Leah, and her face fell when she saw the look in my eye.


      I told myself I was making the right choice, the mature choice, and began rubbing my shaft along Erin’s pussy. The head of my cock was red and shiny with pre-come, and it somehow managed to seem resentful.


      I suppressed a humorless chuckle, although Leah must have caught my expression. She looked a question at me, but I shook it off with a shrug. I couldn’t imagine how I’d explain the conversation with my dick. Besides, I gave it too much credit in the first place. I was in control, and I couldn’t blame anyone but myself if I screwed up.


      Or in, I thought wryly, and barely avoided just that.


      Leah figured out what I was doing, so she distracted Erin by playing with her nipples. I silently thanked her and gripped the base of my dick.


      Erin’s pussy was as slippery as ever, and I didn’t want to enter her by accident. So I began teasing her, running my glans through her channel. I pressed hard under her clit and then circled it with each stroke.


      She bucked her hips, but I pulled my dick away just in time, which made her whimper in frustration.


      “Oh, God, just put it in.”


      I fought the urge to do it. Leah sensed my hesitation, so she slid her hand down Erin’s taut belly. Her fingers found the top of Erin’s slit and began moving in small circles. While she teased Erin’s clit from above, I nudged it from below and began stroking myself.


      Erin had figured out that I wasn’t going to fuck her, so she began writhing her hips, trying to impale herself. I easily avoided her opening, but at the same time, I felt my willpower crumbling.


      “Just put the tip in,” she pleaded. “Just for a minute. Please.”


      I desperately wanted to, but…


      Leah looked at me and seemed to ask, “What would it hurt?”


      I didn’t know myself, but it was a line I couldn’t cross halfway. I’d either fuck her, or I wouldn’t. I teetered on the brink, but then gritted my teeth and steeled my resolve. Erin was close to orgasm—her face and chest were flushed, and she ground her hips with renewed urgency—and I felt my own release building.


      “Oh, God,” she begged, squirming, “do it now. Please. Put it in.”


      Leah raised an eyebrow, but I shook my head. She gave me an “okay, but you’re an idiot” look, and started moving her fingers again, teasing Erin’s clit.


      I couldn’t hold back any longer, so I told Leah to move her hand. Then I set the tip of my cock against Erin’s clit and began stroking. The contact drove her wild, and the pressure in my balls built until I grunted from the force of release.


      Erin gasped when the jet of semen struck her clit. I felt the hot liquid splash over my hand, but I kept pumping. I could feel the next spurt shooting up my shaft, but I still jerked at the sensation as it spewed over Erin’s pussy. The next two spurts sent droplets flying and covered us both.


      When my orgasm finally subsided, I sank back on my haunches and opened my eyes. Pearly drops of semen dotted Erin’s stomach and pubic hair, but I didn’t get to admire them for long. Leah began licking her way down, her fingers already probing for Erin’s sperm-covered clit.


      I stood clumsily, my legs tingling with the renewed blood flow. Leah quickly climbed between Erin’s legs and started licking in earnest. I watched as Erin tensed with ecstasy at the approaching orgasm.


      Leah slid two fingers into Erin’s drenched pussy. Erin convulsed and tried to curl into a ball, her face and chest red from the effort. Leah licked until Erin finally had to push her away. Erin fell back and lay still, her chest heaving.


      We all sat there panting for a few minutes, until Erin took a deep breath and opened her eyes.


      I gazed back at her, and something passed between us.


      “I…,” she began, but then fell silent.


      “Yeah, I know.”


      “But I wanted you to.”


      “Maybe when you’re not so drunk.”


      She closed her eyes and nodded without arguing.


      Leah looked at me and seemed to say, “You’re still an idiot.”


      She’s my sister, I said with a look.


      Whatever, Leah shrugged.


      I sank to the floor and crossed my legs Indian-style. Leah crawled up the bed and settled behind Erin. She propped her head on her hand and gazed at me, still bemused. I simply shrugged. What else could I do?


      Erin had dozed off, so Leah and I had a silent conversation. Her face was more expressive than Gina’s, and I marveled at the difference. I knew exactly what she was thinking, but only because she wanted me to.


      I couldn’t imitate her, so I teased her instead. I waggled my eyebrows as I pumped my fist, jerk-off style. She licked her lips, so I feigned rapture and flicked my tongue between two fingers, as if licking a pussy. She shook with silent laughter, more at my expression than my imaginary-pussy-licking talents.


      When Erin stirred sleepily, I carried her to her own bed and pulled up the blankets. Sean was sleeping heavily, his breathing slow and regular. I made sure Erin was settled and then kissed her forehead like Mom used to do.


      Back in the other bedroom, Leah looked at me from under dark lashes. She lay with her head still propped on her hand. She had the covers pulled to her waist, leaving her breasts bare. Her dark nipples were half the size as usual, drawn tight with arousal.


      I climbed into bed and mirrored her pose. I started to speak, but paused for a moment, struck by how beautiful she was, even after a night of partying. Her dark eyes laughed, and my own quirked into a question.


      “What were you thinking?” she said at last.


      “When?”


      “With Erin. Why didn’t you have sex with her? She wanted you to.”


      “Yeah.”


      “So why didn’t you?”


      “She’s my sister.”


      Leah actually shook her head and laughed. “So? If you were my brother, I’d screw you silly.”


      “What if I didn’t want to?”


      “Then I’d convince you,” she said. “But don’t tell me you didn’t want to.”


      “Of course I did.”


      “Then why didn’t you?”


      “Because she’s my sister,” I repeated.


      Leah rolled her eyes. “Duh! I had sex with my sister all the time.”


      “But it’s different with a brother.”


      “I don’t see how.”


      “That’s ’cause you don’t have one.”


      “I wish I did,” she said seriously. “You’d have to lock your door at night if you were my brother.” She grinned.


      I sensed a way out of the circular argument, so I arched an eyebrow. “Oh?”


      “Mmm hmm,” she breathed, and reached for my limp manhood. “I’d suck you day and night, and ride you till I was too sore to walk.” Grinning, she added, “I might even let you do that finger-licking thing!”


      I chuckled. “But what about school?”


      “Who needs school?” She shrugged. “I don’t want to be a doctor anyway.”


      “Okay, then what about your parents?”


      “What about them?” She gave me a deadpan look. “I think they know we’re having intercourse.”


      I laughed. “‘Intercourse’?”


      “Yeah, you know… sex. Everybody does it. Only, some people talk too much when they should be doing it.”


      “Talk too much, huh?” I rolled upright.


      She grinned and slid under me, her dark eyes sparkling with mirth.


      I set my erection at her opening and probed gently. She arched her back, her hands resting lightly on my forearms. With her dark hair fanned out on the pillow and her eyes closed in anticipation, she looked more beautiful than ever.


      After several heartbeats, I angled my hips and eased into her. I pulled back and repeated the motion, teasing her with slowly deepening thrusts.


      When I finally hit bottom, I lowered myself to my elbows and kissed her. She responded, and we began moving together, our bodies in constant contact. We made love slowly, lost in a hazy world of sensation. She came first, but then I thrust deep and groaned as I emptied my balls into her.


      We held each other until our breathing slowed, and then I rolled over and pulled her with me. She rested her head on my chest, one leg thrown over mine. I stroked her back, which was damp with sweat.


      She shivered and pulled the sheet over us, so I reached for the bedside light and turned it off. When she yawned and rubbed my chest, I could feel her sinking into a deep sleep. I closed my eyes and felt my own breathing slow.


      Some part of me regretted not having sex with Erin, but most of me was happy. I couldn’t explain it, even to myself, but I felt as though I’d passed a test. Leah probably still thought I was an idiot, but I knew better.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      We slept late, and the sun was fully up by the time I opened my eyes and groped for my watch. Leah stirred against me and mumbled, “Wha’ time izzit?”


      “After ten,” I said when my eyes finally focused.


      We dozed for a while, comfortable under the pile of blankets. I didn’t remember pulling them over us, but one of us must have. After a while, Leah rolled toward me and gave my chest an experimental kiss. Then she reached for my dick and gently fondled me.


      I scooted away from the wall and rolled to my back. Then I guided her head toward my growing erection. She slid under the covers and cupped my balls as she began sucking. I shoved the blankets aside to give her some air, and then relaxed as she fellated me.


      I came quickly, but Leah didn’t seem to mind. She kept sucking long after, and emerged from under the blankets with a satisfied smile.


      “You know what I want to do today?” she said as she snuggled beside me.


      “What?”


      “Stay in bed.”


      I felt a touch of regret that I wouldn’t get to spend my last day on the slopes, but I wasn’t about to complain. “Sounds good to me.”


      Her stomach growled, and she laughed in embarrassment. “I guess we’d better get something to eat first.”


      I nodded.


      “Wait,” she said suddenly. “Let’s have breakfast in bed. I’ll even make it. You want toast or cereal?”


      I laughed. “Gee, you really know how to tempt a man.”


      She rolled her eyes, but waited expectantly.


      “Cereal,” I said.


      “Lucky Charms or Froot Loops?”


      “Um… do we have anything healthy left?”


      “Mom has some Special K, but…” She grimaced.


      “I’d better have the Special K,” I said with a chuckle.


      Leah bounded out of the room, lithe, nude, and beautifully disheveled. She returned a few minutes later and handed me a bowl. Then she sat on the bed and unselfconsciously crossed her legs.


      She raised her bowl and scooped a heaping spoonful of Lucky Charms. “They’re magically delicious,” she said, and crammed the spoon into her mouth.


      Her eyes gleamed with a grin as she tried to chew the huge mouthful, but a trickle of milk leaked from the corner of her lips. She caught it with the heel of her palm and tried not to laugh.


      “Sexy,” I teased, and took a more manageable bite.


      When she finally managed to chew and swallow, she sucked the milk from her palm and grinned, unrepentant.


      We ate in silence, and Leah drained her milk with a theatrical slurp.


      “Oh,” I said, “even sexier.”


      “Don’t you like it when I slurp?”


      “Not milk.” I took our empty bowls and set them on the bedside table. When I looked back at Leah, she was frowning in thought, and I tried to hide my sudden nervousness. “What?”


      “I just thought of something.”


      “Okay…,” I said slowly.


      “I’m happy,” she said, as if she’d just realized it. “I mean, really happy.”


      “Um… good?”


      “No, seriously,” she said. “I’m happy, and I think I just figured out why. Remember when you asked what’s the difference between me and Gina and Kara?”


      I nodded.


      “I just figured it out: you.”


      “Me?”


      “Well, not you you, but you, a guy.” She grew animated as she explained. “Kara always had some guy she was going with. She wasn’t super popular—she was kind of a nerd, actually—but she always had a boyfriend.” She laughed at a memory. “I guess it was ’cause she put out. She wasn’t a slut, but… you know what I mean.” Her cheeks turned rosy. “You know what we like.”


      “Yeah,” I deadpanned, “I think I figured it out.”


      “Anyway,” Leah continued, “Gina didn’t really have a steady boyfriend until you, but God.” She shook her head in disbelief. “I thought my parents were horny, but you and Gina…? Wow.”


      I laughed, a little embarrassed and wistful, but then composed myself. “Okay, but… what’s this have to do with you?”


      “Well, that’s just it,” Leah said. “I didn’t think anything, but I guess it does.” She met my gaze. “Look, don’t take this the wrong way, but I still don’t think you’re boyfriend material—not for me at least—but I’ve been really happy the past few days. You know?”


      “Yeah, I had fun too.” I felt a bit wounded, but relieved at the same time.


      “So I was thinking about it,” she continued. “I mean, it’s nice that we’re friends again, but it’s more than that. And that’s what got me thinking about Gina and Kara. They never really fought with Mom. Okay, they did, but not like I do.


      “I thought it was ’cause they did everything Mom wanted, but I guess it wasn’t.” She considered for a moment. “I started thinking about what else was different between me and them, and that’s when I realized what it was.”


      “Me?” I said. “A guy, I mean?”


      “Yeah,” she said. “Don’t you get it?”


      “So it’s about sex?”


      “Exactly!”


      “But I thought you and Erin fooled around?”


      “We do,” she said dismissively, “but it’s not the same.”


      “What’s different about it? I mean, an orgasm’s an orgasm, right?”


      She gave me a level look. “Would you rather jerk off or get a blowjob?”


      “Okay, I see your point. But I thought you liked girls more than guys.”


      She shrugged. “I used to, but… I guess I changed. I mean, it wasn’t overnight or anything, but… guys just seem cooler now.”


      I nodded.


      “I still like women, obviously,” she added, “but mostly I think about guys and blowjobs and getting screwed real hard.”


      My dick stiffened at the thought, but she barely noticed.


      “And no matter how many times I get off, it’s not the same when it’s just my fingers, or my vibrator, or even Erin. It’s like I have this itch that I can’t scratch. And something else I noticed…,” she said, “I get cranky when I don’t get off.


      “My mom’s the same way,” she continued. “If she doesn’t get her daily fix, she can be a real… um… witch.” She gave me a significant look, and I nodded at the word she hadn’t used. “At least I know where I get it,” she said, and shrugged. “So I guess that’s the difference between me and Gina and Kara. I don’t have a regular source of… um… protein.”


      I laughed. “So that’s it, huh?”


      “I can’t explain it any other way. I mean, these past few days, it doesn’t seem like such a big deal that Mom wants me to be a doctor. Yeah,” she said matter-of-factly, “I need to tell her I don’t, but that shouldn’t be too hard.” She shrugged. “It didn’t even seem like a drag when she wanted to know where we were going, what time we’d be home, et cetera.”


      I wanted to say something about the magical effects of semen—particularly my semen, especially since I had a hard-on—but I managed to contain myself. “So what’re you gonna do when you get home?”


      “Can I take you with me? Smuggle you in my suitcase? Keep you stashed in the guest house?”


      I laughed at her enthusiasm. “Um… probably not. I think your mom would notice. Not to mention that I need to get back to UT.” I made a dismissive gesture. “A little matter of a bachelor’s degree. It’s nothing, really, but… you know.”


      She rolled her eyes, but then grinned ruefully.


      “So why don’t you find a guy at school?” I suggested.


      “Duh,” she said. “Do you remember the guys at Riverwood?”


      I thought back to high school and remembered my friends. They seemed cool enough to me, but I wasn’t a girl, much less a girl like Leah. “They can’t all be bad.”


      “No, I guess they’re not,” she admitted, “but the good guys are all taken.”


      “What’re your standards?”


      “They’re not that high!” she protested.


      “Gee, thanks,” I said, only half teasing.


      “Oh! Sorry.”


      I smiled and let her off the hook. “I know what you meant,” I said, but then returned to the original question. “Seriously, though. What kind of guy are you looking for?”


      She stopped and gave it some thought. “Someone smart… funny… cute… cool. Interested in politics… TV… music.” She thought for a moment and then went on, “Tall… well-built, but not all muscles… a cute smile… nice teeth—no braces, ugh.” Another pause. “Dark hair… kinda wavy… not too hairy otherwise… knows how to treat a lady… can talk about his feelings…”


      She threatened to wax poetic, so I interrupted, “Likes long walks in the moonlight, holding hands on the beach, and kittens?”


      She rolled her eyes.


      “Oh,” I added, “and it wouldn’t hurt if he’s hung like a horse, with balls to match, right?”


      “No,” she blurted, but then pretended to look thoughtful. “Although…”


      It was my turn to roll my eyes, and we both laughed.


      “So basically,” I said at last, more joking than serious, “you want a guy like me.”


      “Only taller. And maybe…”—she spread her hands and gestured at my muscles—“not so… big.” She smiled, mocking and saccharine. “Oh, and someone who isn’t in love with my sister.”


      “Oh, no fair!” I grinned.


      “All I really want is a guy I can trust,” she said with a shrug. “Well, hung like a horse would be nice,” she added facetiously, but then turned serious with a sigh. “You and Gina don’t know how lucky you were.”


      “How so?”


      “She never had to worry about her reputation. I mean, you pretty much did everything, but no one thought she was a slut.”


      I nodded in understanding. Some guys couldn’t keep their mouths shut if they were lucky enough to get past first base with a girl. Worse, rumors spread quickly in high school, and usually got blown out of proportion. So a girl could get a reputation as a slut whether she deserved it or not. And even if she didn’t fool around, guys would call her a tease, a prude, or worse. It was a classic catch-22.


      “It’s not fair,” she said, a little bitterly.


      “Yeah, I know,” I said, and we fell silent.


      “I guess I’d be happy to find a guy who’s sorta cute, mildly nerdy, and hung like a pony,” she said at last, “but who won’t shoot his mouth off.”


      “Ponies are still well-hung,” I pointed out.


      “You’re one to talk, Ponyboy.”


      I laughed, and a sudden memory made me change the subject. “Is Mrs. Schroeppel still making you read that?”


      “Yeah… The Outsiders, A Separate Peace, Go Ask Alice, all of ’em.”


      I shook my head and thought about how easy life had been when I only had to worry about book reports and wrestling practice. Leah fell silent as well, thinking her own thoughts. The mood turned unexpectedly heavy, so I stroked my dick back to life.


      “If you ever need an emergency dose of protein,” I said, “you’re welcome to come to Knoxville.”


      She arched an eyebrow. “Oh, really? You’d do that for me? How generous!”


      “Sure,” I said. “You can smuggle yourself in your suitcase and I’ll stash you in my closet.”


      “Oh, how luxurious,” she said in a droll imitation of her mother’s accent. “Would I also receive these protein shots in the closet?”


      “No, in the mouth,” I said dryly, and hid a grin. “Or the pussy.”


      “Not the butt?”


      My eyebrows flew up. “I didn’t think…”


      “I’ve never tried it,” she said, “though Gina says it’s fun. She says you’re kinda big for back there, but real gentle.”


      I had sudden visions of Leah on her hands and knees, her slim ass spread for my pleasure. My dick sprang to life, very hard and very ready. Much to my chagrin, Leah actually laughed.


      “I’m sorry,” she said, her eyes crinkling with mirth. “I shouldn’t laugh, but…” She glanced at my dick. “He sure is eager, isn’t he?”


      “Yeah,” I said flatly. “He gets in trouble that way.”


      “Poor thing,” she said to it. “Do you get in trouble?”


      “All right, if you’re going to talk to it, the least you can do is kiss it too.”


      “Aw,” Leah cooed to my straining penis, “does ’e want a wittle kiss?”


      I scooted toward the head of the bed as she neatly settled between my legs. Then I leaned back and watched as she began kissing my shaft.


      Not surprisingly, we spent the next hour screwing each other silly. We didn’t have anal sex—she was still a little nervous about it—but we did everything else. Afterward, we did something almost as good: we curled up together and took a nap.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      We didn’t spend the whole day in bed, but we did our best. We had sex a couple of times, but it was slow and deliberate—more enjoyment and less rush. Mom checked to make sure we were okay (from her tone, I gathered that Erin was pretty hung over), but we told her we just wanted some time alone. I think she understood.


      When Leah and I weren’t dozing or fooling around, we talked about everything and nothing. Until then, I hadn’t realized how much I missed just being friends with her. She was like Gina in many ways, but completely different in others. To my surprise, I liked the differences more than the similarities.


      For her part, I think Leah enjoyed talking to someone like an adult. Erin and her friends weren’t childish, but they weren’t college students, which made me realize how much I’d grown up since high school. I still had a long way to go, but at least I was making some progress.


      When we finally emerged from the bedroom, we shamelessly monopolized the hot water. Then we took our time getting ready, laughing and flirting and just goofing around. By the time we made it downstairs, dinner was on the table. Mom and Elizabeth teased us, but it was good-natured and friendly.


      Afterward, Sean wanted to go to the club again. Erin didn’t seem too enthusiastic, but she agreed anyway. Leah and I took one look at each other and shook our heads. Dad tried to talk me into going, but I stood my ground, so he made Sean promise not to drink.


      “No problem, Mr. H.,” Sean said, and I almost believed him.


      Dad looked at me. “Are you sure you don’t want to go?”


      “Positive, Dad,” I said. “Sorry.” I felt a little guilty, but Erin was responsible enough, even if Sean wasn’t.


      Mom thought so too, because she gave Dad a subtle nod. With a twitch of surprise, I realized that I wouldn’t have noticed the exchange when I was younger. Erin certainly didn’t, because her eyes widened when Dad relented and handed over the car keys.


      She recovered quickly. “We promise: no drinking.”


      After they left, Mom leaned close. “Had enough?” she said quietly.


      “Partying?” I said. “Or Sean?”


      “Either.”


      “Both. Besides,” I added, “I think Leah wants to spend some time with the grown-ups.”


      “And you’re not a grown-up?”


      I shrugged. “I dunno. I’m somewhere in the middle, I guess.”


      “Oh?”


      “I’m not a kid, but I’m not a grown-up, either.” I paused and thought about it. “Well, technically I am, but you know what I mean.”


      She nodded. “Maturity doesn’t happen overnight.” Suddenly she grinned, wry and girlish. “Just ask your father.”


      He looked up from across the room. “What about me?”


      “Nothing, dear,” she lied smoothly, and then swore me to silence with a wink.


      We went out to the hot tub a little later. Leah and I were half-hoping our parents had more than soaking in mind, especially since Sean wasn’t around to put a damper on things, but they seemed content to relax and drink and talk.


      Leah sat on my lap and rested her head on my shoulder. I played with her nipples every once in a while, just to keep her in the mood, but nothing too serious. When she had to go to the bathroom, I refilled our wine and sat on the edge to cool off.


      Once Leah was out of earshot, Elizabeth quietly thanked me.


      I felt a surge of embarrassment and decided to play dumb. “What for?”


      “For spending time with her.”


      I shrugged.


      “We appreciate it,” she insisted. “I appreciate it.”


      “You’re welcome, I guess. But I’m not really doing it ’cause you want me to.”


      “I know,” Elizabeth said, and nodded toward the chalet. “And so does Leah.” She paused to consider her words. “She needs a mature influence right now.”


      “She needs a boyfriend,” I said frankly.


      Elizabeth arched an elegant eyebrow, but I shook my head.


      “We’re not right for each other.”


      “And what does she think?”


      “She’s the one who told me. But she’s right.” I shrugged. “We talked about it, and we’re okay with it.”


      Part of me wanted to say more, but I didn’t want to sound like I was telling Elizabeth how to raise her daughter. More importantly, I didn’t want to betray Leah’s trust, so I kept my mouth shut and left it at that.


      Leah picked that moment to return, and I was glad I hadn’t said anything. She kissed my cheek and sank into the frothy water with a soft groan. I slid in beside her and pulled her onto my lap.


      The conversation picked up as Chris and Dad started talking politics. I didn’t know very much about the Soviet Union, so I decided to just listen. Much to my surprise, Leah wasn’t shy about voicing her opinions, and even held her own.


      Chris argued with a sparkle in his eyes, and I realized he was playing devil’s advocate. He kept his cool as he bantered with her, but she grew more heated with every exchange. She wasn’t rude, but a couple of times she darted a nervous glance at her mother.


      Elizabeth simply watched, tolerant and amused by their intensity. But after fifteen minutes of back and forth, she decided that enough was enough. “All right,” she said, “I believe that’s quite enough about the Communists. It’s time for bed.”


      “But I’m not tired,” Chris said.


      She arched an eyebrow. “Who said anything about sleep?”


      Dad laughed. “She’s got you there.” He climbed out of the tub. “Besides, she’s right. We have a big day tomorrow.” He extended a hand to Mom.


      “Don’t stay up too late,” she said to us as she wrapped a towel around herself.


      We promised not to, and bid them goodnight.


      “I can’t believe he thinks Yuri Andropov will be better than Brezhnev,” Leah said, still heated. “The man ran the KGB for fifteen years. He was the Soviet Ambassador to Hungary.”


      “Um… so?”


      “Hungary, Paul… in 1956!”


      I had a vague memory from history class, but didn’t know enough to argue the point. So I changed the subject. “He was baiting you… playing devil’s advocate.”


      She glared, dark eyes burning. “What do you mean?”


      “Think about it.”


      She concentrated and mentally replayed the argument. “Ugh! I hate it when he does that.”


      “But it made you support your arguments.”


      She glared again, but I didn’t back down.


      “I think he was also having fun.”


      “You’re supposed to be on my side,” she grumped.


      “I am. That’s why I’m explaining.”


      “But it’s not fair.”


      I grinned. “Life isn’t fair sometimes. For instance, I’m horny right now.”


      Her eyes widened in disbelief, but then she felt the proof against her thigh.


      “Yeah,” I said. “You’re sexy as hell when you get fired up. But since you are fired up, you probably aren’t in the mood to fool around. So, what if I said it’s not fair?”


      She bit back a sharp reply. Then she actually considered it, and some of the fight drained out of her. “I guess it would seem… kinda selfish.”


      I nodded. “And maybe a little childish.”


      “But what if I am horny?”


      “You weren’t a minute ago.”


      She didn’t want to agree, but she didn’t argue either.


      “Like I said, life isn’t fair sometimes. Complaining about it won’t do any good, so why do it? Besides, your dad was having fun.”


      “But I’m not a child.”


      “You’re his child,” I said evenly, “but he wasn’t treating you like one. He’s proud of you.”


      Her brows flew up.


      “He never argued politics with Gina,” I said, “and I bet he didn’t with Kara either.”


      Leah shook her head in agreement.


      “So why argue with you?” I asked, but it was rhetorical. “Maybe ’cause he knows you’ll put up a good fight?”


      “You really think so?”


      “Uh-huh. I wouldn’t argue with him. He’s a TV news producer, for cryin’ out loud. You think I’m gonna argue politics with a man whose job it is? That’d be like him arguing buildings with Joska.” I shook my head to emphasize my point. “No, he argues with you because he’s proud of you.”


      She didn’t want to admit that I was right, but she relived the argument again, and a slow smile crinkled her eyes.


      “See?” I said. “Trust me.” Then I leaned close. “I’m also right about you being sexy when you talk politics.”


      She rolled her eyes, but looked secretly pleased. “You really think so?”


      “Sit on the Rod of Truth if you don’t believe me.”


      She tried not to react, but then burst into giggles. “The Rod of Truth?”


      “Sure,” I said, and turned her to face me. “I’ll show you…”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      I probably shouldn’t have been surprised when Erin shook me awake at zero dark thirty. Sean had passed out in the Jeep, and she couldn’t move him. Leah mumbled something uncharitable and very unladylike, but I told her to stay in bed as I climbed out. I hopped into my pants and donned a sweater on the way downstairs. At the foyer I stepped into my boots and tied them quickly.


      Outside, Sean slumped in the Jeep’s passenger seat. He had passed out with his face flattened against the window, complete with a circle of condensation from his breath. Erin herself was pretty buzzed, and I shot her a reproachful look. She knew I wouldn’t tell Mom and Dad, but she still withered under my disapproval.


      I threw Sean over my shoulder in a fireman’s carry and silently lugged his dead weight up two flights of stairs. I dumped him onto the bed, where he flopped limply and began to snore. Erin tried to explain, but I gave her a flat stare.


      “Yeah, I know,” she admitted at last. “Pretty dumb.”


      “Really dumb,” I said, but without much heat. She looked like she wanted to cry, so I relented and pulled her into my arms. I played big brother for another minute or two, but then felt her mood change. She took a deep breath and held it for a moment, as if gathering her thoughts.


      “Last night…,” she said hesitantly, “how come you didn’t… you know?”


      “I wanted to, but…” I threw a glance at Sean and then ushered Erin toward the bathroom. I silently closed the door behind us and flicked on the lights.


      Erin winced, and I realized that she wasn’t as drunk as I’d thought.


      “I wanted to,” I said, again, “but”—I had to choose my words carefully—“it just didn’t seem right.”


      “But I wanted you to.”


      “You were pretty drunk.”


      “So?”


      “I didn’t want to take advantage of you.”


      Her eyes widened in disbelief. “I begged you to.”


      “I didn’t think you wanted to,” I said, as reasonably as I could. “Not for real. We talked about it, remember?”


      “When?”


      “After that party at the Coulters’. The one where we did the blindfold blowjob thing. You said it was fun fooling around, but you didn’t want to do more.”


      She huffed in exasperation. “So? I can change my mind, can’t I?”


      “Yeah, but why all of a sudden?”


      “It’s not all of a sudden,” she shot back. “I’ve been thinking about it since—” She looked guilty. “Since my birthday.”


      Since you and Sean started having sex, you mean. I arched an eyebrow.


      “Sean’s a nice guy,” she explained, “and the sex is fun, but his dick’s kinda…” She gave me a significant look, but I didn’t take the bait, especially about a guy I didn’t like very much at the moment. “He’s not small, but…” She winced. “I want someone bigger,” she said at last, and then crossed her arms defiantly.


      To her surprise, I laughed. “Erin, there are lots of guys with big dicks.” Well, maybe not lots…


      “But I want you.”


      “I’m your brother!”


      “So?”


      “Whoa, Erin, slow down. Think about this. ‘Innocent experimentation’ is one thing, but going all the way is another. Yeah, it’s okay to have fantasies, but some things need to stay fantasies.”


      “Oh, great! Now you sound just like Mom.”


      “Maybe that’s ’cause she’s right.”


      She completely missed the barb. “But… don’t you want to?” she half-pleaded. “Just to see what it’s like?”


      “Of course I do,” I said, which surprised her, “but that doesn’t mean I’m gonna.” I paused to let my words sink in. “It’s called self-control, Erin.” I started to add that I wasn’t a seventeen-year-old (like Sean), but decided to keep that to myself.


      “What about me?” she said. “Don’t I get a vote?”


      “Sure. You get one and I get one, but it’s gotta be unanimous.” I thought about Regan and the night at the Hilton. “Trust me, I’ve tried it the other way, and it’s not a good feeling.”


      “But…”


      “I’m sorry, Erin,” I said gently, “this is one line we can’t cross.”


      She sniffled and then laughed, teary-eyed. “That’s exactly what Dad said.”


      For a moment I thought I’d misunderstood her, but then my eyes flew wide.


      “You even sound like him,” she added.


      My mind raced, but then I remembered something Mom had said about Erin and “inappropriate behavior” with Dad. I still didn’t know what it was, although I could make a fairly shrewd guess. But then Erin shrugged, and I gave her my full attention.


      “Yeah, you’re probably right,” she said glumly. “I guess I got carried away.”


      I smiled to lighten the mood. “Believe me, I understand. It’s an incredibly hot fantasy.” I had one where we lived on a tropical island like the one from The Blue Lagoon, but I digress.


      “Thanks for not being a jerk about it,” Erin added. She tossed her chin toward the bedroom. “Thanks for helping with Sean, too.”


      “Don’t mention it. Just make sure he pretends he isn’t hung over tomorrow.”


      “He doesn’t really get hung over.”


      “Maybe that’s the problem.” I let the silence stretch out. “Anyway, get some sleep. Tomorrow’s gonna be a long day. Drink some water, too, or you’ll be hurtin’ by the time we hit 30,000 feet.”


      She nodded silently.


      “Oh, and don’t forget Mom and Dad.”


      We left the bathroom and Erin went downstairs to let Mom know she was home.


      Leah stirred when I climbed over her and slid under the covers. Fortunately, she’d been dozing, so she didn’t know how long I’d been gone.


      “See why I don’ like him?” she mumbled.


      So much had happened that it took me a moment to realize she was talking about Sean.


      “He’s just young,” I said, and silently thanked my parents. And Susan. And Professor Joska. And a dozen other people who’d helped me grow up a little sooner than I might have.


      Professor Joska? I shook my head at the irony. Yeah, you too, I thought. “Hungarian tyrant.” I snorted softly, and felt something perilously close to affection.


      “Wha’?” Leah said.


      “Nothing. Just talking to myself.” I gently rubbed her back and felt her breathing slow. She snuggled closer when I kissed the top of her head, but she didn’t wake, and I settled against her as I closed my own eyes.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      In the morning Erin and Sean acted like they weren’t hung over. She did more pretending than he did, and I actually felt sorry for her, especially when she turned pasty and began sweating as our flight hit turbulence on the climb out of Salt Lake City.


      As soon as the captain turned off the seat belt sign, I leaned close to Leah. “See if Erin wants to go the bathroom.”


      “What? Why?”


      “Just do it. Please.”


      Leah acted nonchalant as she asked Erin, and the two girls headed toward the lavatories at the rear of the first class cabin. Mom caught my eye when I turned to watch them go. She raised an eyebrow. “Don’t ask,” I said with a headshake, and she nodded.


      She probably knew what was going on—she always seemed to know more than she let on—but she appeared to respect our effort to cover it up.


      The girls returned about ten minutes later. Erin didn’t look much better, but at least she didn’t look like death warmed over. Leah sank into the seat next to me and re-buckled her seatbelt.


      “Did she throw up?” I asked quietly.


      “Totally,” she said as she pulled a magazine from the seat back pocket. “I held her hair and cleaned her up,” she added matter-of-factly. “She’s done the same for me.”


      “Thanks.”


      She shrugged, and we fell into a companionable silence. While she thumbed through her magazine, I finished reading Leon Battista Alberti’s On the Art of Building. Where Vitruvius simply described how buildings were built, Alberti told how they should be built. The book was so interesting that I kept getting sidetracked by design ideas.


      When I turned the last page, I felt an overwhelming urge to draw. So I dug into my backpack and pulled out my sketchbook. I worked for twenty minutes before I realized that Leah had closed her magazine and was looking over my shoulder.


      “Is that Italy?”


      “Where?”


      “That building,” she said with a nod. “Is it in Italy?”


      I looked at my drawing. “This?” I said, a bit confused. “No.”


      “Oh. Then where’d you see it?”


      “Um… nowhere,” I said, still nonplussed. “It’s in my head.”


      “Is it a project or something?”


      “I just made it up.”


      Her eyes widened. “Wow. Can I see?”


      I handed her the sketchbook and she studied it. “How did you do this?” she said at last.


      “I just see it,” I said, with a shrug. “That’s pretty much it.”


      “Wow. That’s so cool.”


      “Um… thanks.” I couldn’t decide if I should be embarrassed or proud. “It’s just what I do.”


      “I wish I could do something like that.”


      I knew a plea for attention when I heard it (I’d dated Gina for years, and Leah wasn’t that different), so I closed the book. “You have other talents.”


      “Yeah, right.”


      “Seriously,” I said. “You’re really smart. And pretty, too.”


      “Pretty isn’t a talent. Besides, it’s not like I can get a job because of it.”


      “Well, you know about current events and stuff.”


      “Great,” she scoffed. “Another useful skill.”


      “I dunno, maybe somebody’ll hire you to be smart and pretty and talk about current events.”


      “Yeah, right.”


      “Hey, you never know.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      At the Atlanta airport we bid farewell to Sean, who had a connecting flight to Charlotte. Erin walked him to the gate, while the rest of us headed to baggage claim. She joined us twenty minutes later, her mood subdued. Sean was a nice enough guy, but I didn’t know what she saw in him. Leah agreed with me, but put an arm around Erin anyway.


      Out in the parking lot, Leah and I quietly loaded our things into separate cars. She didn’t cry, but I could tell that she didn’t want to say goodbye. I felt the same, although it was different from saying goodbye to a girlfriend. We were friends, I reminded myself. Friends with benefits, but nothing more. Right?


      Our families gave us a moment alone.


      “When do you have to go back to Knoxville?”


      I shrugged. “I was gonna drive up tonight, but I’m kinda tired, so…”


      She nodded.


      “Maybe we can hang out tomorrow.” Monday was the official New Year’s holiday, so nothing was open. The apartments and dorms at UT were, but registration didn’t begin until Tuesday.


      “Yeah, I guess,” Leah said. She was trying to hide her own uncertainty, and she wasn’t doing any better at it.


      “I’ll call you?”


      “Sure.”


      We spent an awkward moment trying to decide on a handshake, a hug, or a kiss. Then we both laughed. I pulled her into my arms and lifted her into the air. She kissed me soundly and then pressed her forehead against mine.


      “I’m gonna miss you,” I said softly.


      “Do you want to come over?”


      “Tonight?”


      She pulled back and nodded.


      “Are you sure?”


      She grinned. “I need to stock up on happy juice.”


      “Ha! Are you sure your folks won’t mind?”


      “Not if I ask nicely.”


      Chris and Elizabeth didn’t mind. Neither did my parents, although Erin looked a little jealous. So I drove over to the Coulters’ after dinner. Leah heard me pull up, and was waiting at the front door.


      “Howdy, stranger,” I said with a grin.


      We hung out with her parents for a while, watching TV on the monstrosity. Leah and Chris were catching up on the news, so Elizabeth caught my eye and nodded toward the kitchen.


      “Thank you again for spending time with her,” she said as we fixed bowls of ice cream.


      “It’s not like I’m making a big sacrifice. I mean, she’s fun, she’s funny, she’s smart, and she’s sexy. What more could I ask for?”


      “I just worry about her sometimes,” Elizabeth said, and then turned thoughtful. “Her sisters were so… easy.” She laughed. “My mother says Leah is like I was at her age.”


      “Oh?”


      “Willful. Headstrong. Stubborn.”


      I almost spoiled it by laughing when Elizabeth gnawed her lip in concentration.


      “I just want her to be happy.”


      “She is,” I said. “But… um… maybe you should talk more.”


      Elizabeth wasn’t an idiot, and she read the intent behind my cautious words. “Anything in particular?”


      “She’ll tell you.”


      “Won’t you give me a hint?”


      I shook my head. “Not my place.” I nodded toward the TV room at the other end of the house. “But it has to do with Chris.”


      Elizabeth’s eyes flew wide, and I had to stifle a laugh.


      “No, not that,” I said, reading her perfectly. “It’s about her future. But I’ve already said too much. Besides, the ice cream is melting.”


      She shot me a peevish grimace. “When did you become so bloody cocksure? Not to mention smug.”


      I cracked a grin.


      “Oh, please. Don’t try your boyish charm on me. It doesn’t work.”


      “Oh? It doesn’t?”


      “Not in the least,” she lied.


      “Huh. Too bad.”


      “You’re a scoundrel,” she said as we walked down the hall. “You know that, don’t you?”


      “Incorrigible, too.”


      “You can say that again.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Leah and I enjoyed a queen-size bed for a change. And since I was the first guy to spend the night in her room, we had to christen the place. She was more assertive than usual, and we seemed to be playing out fantasies: on the dressing table, bent over the desk, and on the beanbag chair (which wasn’t as easy as it sounds).


      I was more than happy to oblige, and we finally collapsed in the aforementioned bed around two in the morning. We weren’t really tired, since our bodies were still on Park City time, so we talked—about guys at Riverwood, my dating prospects at UT, the Broadcast Club, flying, and more. We finally went to sleep around four o’clock.


      We slept late the next morning, and then lounged in bed until lunchtime. I didn’t want to go back to my uncertain sex life at school, and Leah was trying to avoid the same thing. We laughed about it and made jokes, but the jokes held an edge of truth.


      My original plan had been to pack my things and drive to Knoxville after lunch, but when Leah offered a farewell blowjob, one thing led to another and we ended up back in bed. I knew we were just stalling, but I couldn’t stop myself. By the time I looked at the clock again, it was after five.


      “I need to go,” I said. “I still need to pack the rest of my things.”


      Leah wrinkled her nose theatrically. “You need to shower, too.”


      “It’s your fault, Miss Sixty-Nine One More Time.”


      We laughed, and she threw a pillow at me.


      “Seriously, though,” I said. “I really need to go.”


      “Can I come with you?”


      “To school?”


      “No, silly, to your house. To help you pack.”


      “Sure. I guess. Mom’ll probably have dinner ready.”


      “No sense leaving on an empty stomach,” she said.


      “Exactly. So let’s have our last supper.”


      “Who gets the thirty pieces of silver?”


      I laughed. “Erin.”


      Leah shook her head as she rolled out of bed. “She’s too nice to be Judas.”


      “Who then?”


      “Let’s send ’em to Sean.” She crossed the room. “C’mon,” she said. “I thought you wanted to shower.”


      “With you?”


      She rolled her eyes.


      “Isn’t that a bit… dangerous?”


      “If you play your cards right.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      After dinner Leah helped me pack my things—Mom had done all my laundry, and I thanked her profusely—and then we loaded the Cruiser. I said goodbye to my family and then drove Leah back to her house. It was already after seven o’clock, and I didn’t want to go inside and delay things even more. I’d already said goodbye to her parents, so we sat in the driveway.


      “I guess this is it,” she said at last.


      I nodded.


      “Wow,” she said softly. “It’s been… amazing.”


      We shared a grin.


      “My pubes are gonna itch when they grow back.”


      “Keep shaving,” I suggested, but she shook her head.


      “Too much trouble, especially if no one’ll see.”


      “What about that Brian guy?” She’d mentioned him the night before.


      She shrugged. “I dunno. He’s cool and all, but he’s kinda shy.”


      I nodded silently.


      “What about you?” she said. “You gonna jump Wren’s bones?”


      “I’d like to,” I said, “but I dunno.”


      The conversation trailed off.


      “Will you call me?” she said at last.


      “Sure! You can call me too.”


      She smiled, but then we fell silent again. Awkwardly.


      “If I don’t say goodbye now,” she said, “I never will.” She leaned close and we kissed on the cheek. “I love you,” she whispered. A blast of cold air hit me as she practically leapt out of the car. She closed the door before I could even register her words, much less reply. She darted around the back of the Cruiser and ran down the walk.


      I rolled my window down and leaned out. “I love you too!”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      I spent most of the drive to Knoxville lost in thought. I replayed conversations with Leah, or snippets from our parents. I thought about Gina too, albeit with a certain amount of resignation.


      I didn’t know if I really wanted to get back together with her, or if I just wanted things the way they used to be. In either case, Gina was with another guy, and she wasn’t the type to dump someone for anything short of monumental stupidity. I knew that only too well.


      Part of me hoped that Brock would dump her, but I chided myself for the thought. It was petty and mean-spirited, and I was better than that. Besides, I still loved her, and I didn’t want to see her hurt, no matter how good it might be for me. So I resigned myself to a long wait if I really wanted her back.


      Part of me did, and part of me didn’t. The time with Leah had reminded me of things I missed about Gina, although sex had little to do with it. Some of my fondest memories were of Gina and me relaxing together in the bath in Europe, just talking. Or of studying together and making eye contact with a tired smile.


      Much to my surprise, the little head was the part that didn’t want her back. I didn’t enjoy being celibate, and I knew I’d come to resent Gina if we had to endure a long-distance relationship. I didn’t like admitting that, but I was too honest to lie to myself.


      I want it all, I thought, and I want it now. I laughed, but it was dark and humorless.


      Unfortunately, rekindling our relationship would involve some major changes. And since neither of us seemed inclined to move across the country, I didn’t see it happening any time soon, Brock or no Brock.


      As I drove through Chattanooga, my thoughts turned to Kendall. Would I ever get back together with her? I snorted. Not likely.


      In the first place, she was still upset, and she was the kind of person who carried a grudge. In the second, our differences went beyond career and interests. Way beyond. I hoped we might be friends again, but I didn’t see it happening any time soon. Besides, she’d graduate in May and move away to medical school. So I didn’t see a happy ending to our little romance novel. At least, not without a hefty dose of deus ex machina.


      My thoughts eventually turned to Wren, and I smiled. I enjoyed her sense of adventure, and how she wasn’t shy about what she wanted. But a part of me was sure that her brashness was an act, designed to scare away anyone who might hurt her. Why else had she gone so long without a boyfriend after her last relationship ended badly?


      I saw the vulnerable girl behind the façade, though. She knew that I knew, and she trusted me for some reason. I wanted to protect that girl. I also wanted to make her happy, to show her that all guys weren’t jerks like her last boyfriend.


      And I was totally hot for her, of course. I was already looking forward to modeling with her, and the inevitable teasing and flirting. Since I didn’t have a steady girlfriend, Wren was in for a surprise the first time she tried to test my self-restraint.


      I chuckled at the thought, and even indulged in a few fantasies. I was still thinking about her when I finally pulled into the parking lot at Andy Holt.


      I couldn’t wait to get upstairs and see her, no matter how late it was. I didn’t expect us to fall into bed immediately, but I wanted to let her know I was interested.


      For real this time.


      ✧ ✧ ✧
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        CHAPTER 14

      


      I returned to an empty apartment. The living room was cluttered with record albums—Trip was probably making a mix tape—but that was the only sign of him. Luke and Jeff’s bedroom was quiet and empty, which was also strange. I wondered where they could be at ten o’clock the night before registration, but then I found a note on my bed.


      Hey, welcome back. Hope you had a good break. Luke’s birthday was yesterday, so we’re going to get him drunk. Ha ha, like that will be hard. Come down to the Strip when you get in. We’ll be at OCI’s. Signed, Trip.


      I thought about blowing them off—I wasn’t really in the mood to go drinking—but then I thought about Wren. If I wanted to let her know I was serious about a relationship, what better way than a date?


      So I changed into a fresh shirt, checked myself in the mirror, and headed downstairs. As I waited for her to answer my knock, I rehearsed what I wanted to say. I had to strike the right balance between cool and funny, without being goofy. Or geeky. Or eager. Or nervous. Or—


      The door swung open.


      “Oh… hi, Paul,” Zoë said. “I thought you were with Trip and the others.”


      “Nope. I just got back. Is Wren here?”


      “Uh-uh. She’s with Trip. But…” Her brows knitted in confusion. “Hold on… you know about them, right?”


      “Oh, yeah,” I said, “he left me a note.”


      “A note?” She shook her head in disbelief. “You mean he didn’t tell you in person?”


      “I guess he had to leave before I got home,” I said, a bit confused myself. “Anyway, I know where they are. So I guess I’ll head down to the Strip.”


      She said goodbye and closed the door. I tried to laugh off the weird conversation, but it had been like we were talking about two different things.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      I never found Trip and the others. I checked the Old College Inn, but they weren’t there. Then I hit three other bars and the video arcade, without any luck. I thought they might have headed home already, but the apartment was dark and empty when I returned after midnight.


      I tried to wait up, but I’d had a long day, so I finally went to bed. I heard them come home later, drunk and laughing, but I was too sleepy to even open my eyes, much less say anything.


      When I woke in the morning, Trip lay sprawled on his bed. He was still fully dressed, and his clothes stank of cigarette smoke. He even had a hickey!


      Oh, he’ll never hear the end of that, I chuckled to myself. Making out with some random girl in a bar… ha!


      I thought about waking him, but he looked dead to the world, so I did my morning workout in relative silence. It felt good to get back into a routine, and I used the time to think about what I wanted to say to Wren at breakfast. Afterward I showered and shaved, and put on my favorite sweater.


      Downstairs, I knocked at Wren’s apartment door, but no one answered. I figured they’d left early (or were all hung over), so I walked to the dining hall by myself. I got in line and filled my tray absentmindedly, my thoughts already on Wren.


      My heart sank when I glanced into the dining room—Christy was the only person at our usual table. She was staring out the window, her chin on her fist. Something about her seemed different, but I couldn’t put my finger on it.


      And then someone slammed into me from behind. I stumbled into someone else, and my tray tipped up, spilling dry cereal and very wet orange juice down my front. The milk carton hit the floor with a wet plop and immediately started leaking.


      “Hey!” the guy behind me protested. “Oh, sorry. Didn’t see you there.” He was a frat rat, and he sounded utterly insincere. He gave me a once-over and decided I wasn’t a Greek. With a smirk he said, “You’d better get that cleaned up.”


      I had a sudden vision of Rod Fortner, and I wanted to punch the guy. Hard. Repeatedly. In the face. But I kept my cool, and wiped orange juice from my sweater. The guy’s friends kept laughing and horsing around, and I had a fantasy of beating them senseless too.


      One of the cafeteria workers handed me a wad of napkins and then swirled a mop through the mess on the floor. By the time I cleaned the worst of it off my sweater, the frat rat and his friends had disappeared. I got a new tray of food and joined Christy.


      Despite the noise and commotion less than thirty feet away, she looked like she hadn’t even noticed me. “Oh, hi,” she said.


      “Morning.” I paused. “Are you okay?”


      “What?” She smiled, but she still looked distracted. “I’m fine, thanks. How’re you?”


      “Sticky.”


      “Oh? Why?”


      “You honestly don’t know?”


      She shook her head.


      “Some asshole was goofing around in line, and I’ll give you one guess who he bumped into. So I’m covered in orange juice.”


      She looked surprised.


      “You really didn’t notice?”


      “Sorry. I guess I was distracted.” She gave a little shrug and changed the subject. “What happened to you last night? We thought you were going to join us.”


      “I couldn’t find you,” I said, annoyed. “I lost count of the places I looked.” It was an exaggeration, but I was still a little miffed.


      “Oh, yeah, that’s right. We went to a party at this girl’s apartment. Luke knew her. Sorry. I guess I was kind of out of it last night.”


      “Then why aren’t you hung over like everyone else?”


      She shrugged. “I don’t really get hung over. My metabolism.”


      “Ah,” I said, and thought of Sean—not a good thing. I nodded at her untouched food. “Aren’t you eating?”


      “Not in the mood, I guess.” She shrugged. “Happy New Year. How was your break?”


      “It was good,” I said, and told her a sanitized version of the ski trip. “How was yours?”


      She sounded subdued as she told me about her Christmas break: she’d flown to England and then returned to San Diego. She perked up when she told me about a gallery show in Los Angeles for Siobhan, but then her voice died away.


      “So, how’s Simon?” I asked. Before she could answer, I thought I saw Wren in line. Christy was staring at her hands, so I craned my neck and tried to see into the serving area. My whole attention focused on the girl, until I realized it wasn’t Wren. The excitement drained out of me and I sat back with a sigh.


      Christy was looking at me expectantly, so I tried to hide my disappointment. But then I realized that I hadn’t heard what she’d said. Worse, I couldn’t even recall her tone. She’d seemed a bit down before, so I bluffed: “Sounds like you had fun anyway.”


      Her jaw dropped. “Excuse me?”


      “Um…”


      “I thought you’d understand. You, of all people.”


      Time to fess up. “Sorry,” I said. “I… um…” How do I explain this delicately? But she was already leaving. I shook my head in annoyance, more at myself than anything.


      I tried to finish breakfast, but was thoroughly disgusted with the day so far. I left my tray on the table and headed for the door.


      Things only got worse when I returned to the apartment to change clothes. I tripped over Luke’s jacket—which he’d left on the floor—and twisted my knee on the way down. When I finally managed to stand, I kicked the jacket across the living room and almost collapsed from the pain.


      I wanted to strangle Luke, but I hobbled back and forth while I let my temper cool down. I couldn’t put my full weight on my knee, but at least I could walk.


      When I finally calmed down, I grimaced at the irony: I’d skied for a week on some incredibly difficult slopes, but a leather jacket and a level expanse of carpeting had done me in.


      I changed clothes and imagined killing Luke in his sleep. Then I discovered that someone had taken the last of the aspirin, and I thought about killing for real. I snarled in frustration as I threw away the empty bottle. I was tempted to slam the front door when I left, but I reluctantly decided I wasn’t a ten-year-old anymore.


      The morning was bitterly cold as I limped across campus to the line for registration. It had only been open an hour, but it stretched around the side of the building. Since I couldn’t put much weight on my knee, I stood on my left foot and tried to drown the pain with my Walkman.


      The music helped until my batteries started to die, because I’d forgotten to change them after the ski trip. I sighed in disgust and jabbed the stop button. The distorted music faded away, and I stuffed the Walkman into my backpack.


      I tried having an imaginary conversation with Wren, but the pain in my knee made it hard to focus. I even tried to imagine sex with her, but that didn’t work any better. So I was thoroughly bored and frustrated by the time I reached the window to get my schedule.


      With the printed green card firmly in hand, I limped toward the financial aid office to pick up my scholarship check. I kept an eye out for someone I knew so I could strike up a conversation to pass the time. Unfortunately, my wish came true: Kendall glared daggers at me as she joined the line several people back.


      Peachy. I took a deep breath and tried to ignore her. Just peachy.


      By the time I reached the counter, more than an hour later, my knee had started throbbing. My good leg didn’t feel much better, and I wasn’t in the mood for any more problems. The girl behind the desk had other ideas, and apologetically told me she couldn’t find my scholarship.


      “What do you mean you can’t find it?”


      The girl’s supervisor frowned and came over. “Is there a problem?”


      Of course there’s a problem, you sour old battleaxe! Would I be yelling if there weren’t?


      “I can’t find any record of his scholarship, Mrs. Halberstam,” the clerk said nervously. “I see where he got a check last quarter, but we don’t have anything for this quarter.”


      “Are you sure it was for the entire year?” the older woman asked me.


      I took a deep breath and told myself that her job was to help me. “It was a full scholarship,” I said, as calmly as I could. Then I made the mistake of glancing down the counter. Kendall smirked at my predicament. My blood boiled. “Oh, fuck you.”


      The women helping me blinked at the venom in my voice. Even the other clerks turned to look. Mrs. Halberstam regained her composure and frowned.


      “That kind of language will not be tolerated.”


      “I wasn’t talking to you!” I snapped, but immediately regretted it. I took another deep breath and supported myself on the counter. It took the weight off my knee, which made it a little easier to think rationally. “I’m sorry,” I said at last. “It’s… it’s been a long morning.”


      “And it will only get longer with that kind of attitude.”


      I smiled frostily, but didn’t tell her where to stick it.


      “Very well,” she said, “what’s your social security number?”


      I told her, and she searched a thick computer printout.


      “I’m sorry, but we don’t have anything for you.”


      I caught a motion out of the corner of my eye, and turned to see Kendall wave her scholarship check at me. She walked out with a smug smile, and I felt my face go rigid. You petty, vindictive, mean-spirited—


      Mrs. Halberstam interrupted my silent tirade. “And you’re sure it was a full scholarship?”


      “I’m sure,” I said, my face tight in a rictus of a smile. “I got a letter. And I got a check last quarter.” I lost it and stabbed the air in front of her. “You have the information right in front of you.”


      “I know what I have,” she shot back, “and there’s no record of a scholarship for this quarter.”


      I took a deep breath and tried to calm down. As respectfully as I could, I asked, “Could you please check again?”


      She dutifully checked again, and came back with the same answer. “Do you have your original acceptance letter from…”—she checked the file—“the Hyatt Foundation?”


      “Somewhere.” I hope.


      “Then you need to bring it here.”


      “You’re kidding me, right?”


      She smiled insincerely. “Why would I do that?”


      My temper flared, but I suppressed it by clenching my teeth and taking a deep breath through my nose. “Do I need to stand in line again, or can I just come back to the counter?”


      “Come back and ask for me,” she said with a nod toward a side area without a clerk.


      “Thank you,” I said tersely.


      “You’re welcome.”


      I walked out of the office and immediately regretted it as my knee started throbbing again. Kendall was long gone, thankfully, but I spotted Gracie Fisher in the line outside. She saw me at the same time, and her face changed when she saw my expression.


      “What’s the matter?” Her nose was red from the cold, but her dark eyes looked sincere. She was a welcome change from Mrs. Halberstam, Dark Mistress of Denial, and a very welcome change from Kendall, Queen of Spite.


      “They lost my damn scholarship,” I said.


      Gracie frowned in sympathy. “What happened?”


      “They don’t have any record of it. None. Zero. Zilch!”


      “Is there anything you can do?”


      “They told me to get my original acceptance letter, wherever that is.”


      “Do you still have it?”


      “Somewhere, yeah, but I have no idea where.”


      “I can get mine,” Gracie said, “if it’ll help.”


      I smiled, but felt drained from all the pain and frustration. “Thanks, but I’ll find mine.”


      “What if you don’t?”


      “I’ll find it,” I said with more confidence than I felt.


      “Do you want some help? I don’t mind coming back later.”


      “Nah, that’s okay. Thanks, though.” I said goodbye and limped off.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Luke was still asleep when I returned to the apartment, but Trip and Jeff were gone. Trip had left a note.


      Sorry about last nite. We went to a party and things got a little crazy. I need to talk to you, though. It’s important. Want to meet for lunch? Signed, Trip.


      “Not really,” I said aloud. I wasn’t in the mood for food, so I grabbed a pen and wrote a reply.


      Sorry I missed you. Been one of those days already. Problems with my scholarship. I’ll tell you later. The way things have been going, it’ll take all day to sort out.


      He probably wanted to talk about our houses for the summer, and I already had some ideas. So I added to the note.


      Let’s meet back here at 5:00. We can talk then. Cool?


      I signed it and set it on his bed. Then I gimped out to the hall and started rummaging through papers on my desk. I found the letter an hour later, stuffed into one of the books I’d been reading over the summer. The phone rang as I lurched to my feet, and I winced as I stumbled to the foyer to answer it.


      “Hello?”


      “Paul?”


      My heart raced for a moment as I thought it might be Wren, but the voice was wrong—too low, too sultry. “This is he,” I said.


      “Hi. It’s Gracie. Did you find your letter?”


      “Yeah.”


      “They had the same problem with my scholarship.”


      “Then I’m not going crazy,” I said. “It’s probably just a screw-up.”


      “I talked to Professor Joska already, and he said he’d call them.”


      Why didn’t I think of that?


      “Anyway,” she continued, “we still need to take our letters to Mrs. Halberstam. She was really helpful.”


      Um… did you deal with the same woman?


      “So I was wondering…,” she said, “um… do you want to walk over together?”


      “I guess. Where do you want to meet?”


      Fifteen painful minutes later, I met her at the Torchbearer statue in Circle Park. She frowned when she noticed my limp.


      “I saw you limping earlier,” she said, “but I didn’t realize it was serious. What happened?”


      “One of my idiot roommates left his coat on the floor.” I was too embarrassed to admit that I tripped on it, but that much was obvious.


      “You’re lucky you didn’t break your neck.” She laughed nervously.


      “I’m okay. It’s just a little tender.”


      “Do you want me to carry your backpack? I don’t mind.”


      “It’s not heavy,” I said. “But… do you have any aspirin in your purse?”


      She nodded. “How many do you want?”


      “Four. Please.” I chewed the tablets and grimaced at the bitter taste, but anything was better than the pain in my knee.


      “I talked to Professor Joska again,” Gracie said as we made our way back to the financial aid office. “He talked to Mrs. Halberstam, and she said…”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Mrs. Halberstam was an annoying mixture of helpful and indifferent—helpful to Gracie and indifferent to me, of course. I knew I’d rubbed her wrong, so I kept my mouth shut and let Gracie do all the talking. Then we took a seat on the bench to wait.


      Gracie and I made small talk, and answered questions when Mrs. Halberstam needed information, but I was too preoccupied to relax.


      Two hours later, we still didn’t have any news. Mrs. Halberstam promised to look into things. Actually, she promised Gracie, although she couldn’t solve one problem without solving the other. In the meantime, we couldn’t pay tuition and fees, or even buy books.


      “I need to call my parents,” Gracie said gloomily. “If Mrs. Halberstam can’t find the scholarship, they might have to get a second mortgage or something.”


      “They’ll find the money,” I said. “It’s probably just some bureaucratic snafu.”


      “I hope you’re right.”


      I nodded, more confident than I felt. Then I wondered how long it would take to transfer money from my savings account to checking. Would the bursar’s office take an IOU? The bookstore certainly wouldn’t. Did I have enough money in checking to buy books and supplies? I doubted it.


      Gracie interrupted my train of thought. “We should probably tell Professor Joska.”


      I nodded, and we set out for the A&A building. The pain in my knee had eased off when the aspirin set in, but “eased off” was a relative term.


      Professor Joska was busy with his own problems. He ran the advising center for Architecture students, so he and his minions were busy fixing people’s scheduling conflicts. Apparently, the new mainframe computer system had screwed things up, especially with the first-year classes.


      Since freshmen were the least familiar with UT’s bureaucracy and the most likely to panic when something wasn’t right, Joska had his hands full. Still, he noticed us as soon as we walked in, and quickly finished what he was doing. He straightened to his full height and walked toward us, an island of calm in the middle of the chaos.


      “Is your problem resolved?” he asked with uncharacteristic bluntness.


      “No, sir,” Gracie said.


      “They’re clueless over there,” I griped, and he shot me a level look. I locked eyes with him but then looked away.


      “I’m sure they’re doing their best,” he said. “The new computer system is… less than optimal.”


      “You can say that again.”


      “The new computer system is less than optimal.”


      I shot him a look.


      “It was worth repeating,” he deadpanned, but his eyes actually twinkled.


      I managed to smile, but Gracie still looked bleak.


      “Cheer up, Miss Fisher,” Joska said. “Your attendance at UT is assured. At least, as long as I have anything to say about it. Your scholarships aren’t gone. They’re just… misallocated.”


      One of his minions got his attention, and Joska motioned for him to wait a moment.


      “Mrs. Halberstam promised to call before the end of the day,” Joska told us. “I’ll speak to her then, and make temporary arrangements if need be.”


      “Thank you, sir,” I said.


      “Yes,” Gracie said, still distracted, “thank you.”


      “Now,” Joska said, “I need to attend to another less-than-optimal computer schedule.”


      I almost laughed at the irony in his voice, but he was already walking away with the advisor.


      “What are we going to do?” Gracie said.


      I shrugged. “Nothing we can do, really.”


      “I need to call my parents.”


      I wasn’t ready to transfer money from one account to another, but I needed to think about my options. And I needed to get off my knee. The aspirin was starting to wear off, and I could already feel the ache returning.


      Gracie and I walked through the atrium in silence, but someone called my name before I made it through the door. I turned and spotted Siobhan.


      “I’ll catch you later,” I told Gracie.


      She waved, lost in thought. “Okay. Call me.”


      I turned back to the atrium.


      “Oh, I’m glad I caught you,” Siobhan said breathlessly. “How was your break?”


      “Good. How was yours?”


      “Wonderful,” she said. “I had a gallery show in Los Angeles.”


      “I heard. Congratulations.”


      “Thank you,” she said, but then turned serious. “I’m sorry, but I don’t have much time. I have to get to Circle Park. The new computers…” She shook her head ruefully. “Oh, they made a right hames of the job.”


      I didn’t understand the Irish slang, but I knew what she was talking about. “Yeah, they screwed up my scholarship, too.”


      “The Eames Scholarship?” she said, surprised. “Christy was so proud of you for that.”


      I blinked.


      “I’m sure they’ll fix it, though.” She fell silent and tried to remember why she’d stopped me. “Oh! Could I ask you to model for me this quarter?”


      “Of course.” I’d already been planning on it. “When?”


      “Only one class. Tuesday-Thursday at 9:25.”


      I knew I was free then. “No problem.”


      “You’re a dear,” she said, but then looked harried. “What time is it?”


      “Almost 3:30.”


      “Oh, no! I’m sorry. I have to go.” She hurried toward the door. “Stop by my studio and I’ll give you the modeling schedule. We do the female model for two weeks, and then—”


      “Don’t worry, I remember.”


      She waved and disappeared through the door. I followed at a more sedate pace. Despite the pain in my knee, I decided to stop by Wren’s apartment to see if she was there.


      After the day I’d had, I wanted to talk to someone who actually cared about me and my problems. Gracie was nice enough, but she wasn’t my type. Well, she was, but I was more interested in Wren. So I got off the elevator on the fourth floor and limped down the hall toward her apartment.


      My spirits lifted with each step, especially when I imagined Wren’s smile at seeing me. I reached her apartment and took a moment to straighten my clothes. Then I rehearsed a couple of opening lines. They all sounded cheesy, so I decided to wing it.


      I knocked and waited, but then did a double take when the door opened. “Trip?”


      He looked surprised to see me.


      “What’re you doing here?”


      Before he could answer, I heard Wren call from down the hall.


      “Who is it, Magic Man?” She ducked around him and came up under his arm. Her eyes widened when she saw me. “Oh.”


      “Magic Man”? Trip? Why would she—?


      I looked from one to the other and slowly took in details. His open shirt collar. Her mussed hair. His hickey. Her flushed cheeks. His eyes, furtive and guilty. Hers, fearful.


      I didn’t believe what I was thinking at first, but then my conversation with Zoë suddenly made sense. “She’s with Trip. I thought you knew.”


      With Trip…


      The words echoed in my mind, and my emotions suddenly blazed white-hot. I forgot about my knee and felt the heat of anger instead.


      “You…,” I rasped at Trip.


      “We can explain,” Wren said hastily, but then recoiled as I swung my burning gaze to her.


      “And you,” I hissed.


      “We were going to tell you,” Trip said.


      But I already knew. “Tell me what? That you fucked her?”


      “Hey, watch it,” he shot back. “She wasn’t your girlfriend. You made that perfectly clear.”


      “So you thought it was okay?”


      “She wasn’t your girlfriend,” he repeated. “Besides, you treated her like shit.”


      I mocked him savagely, “And you’ll treat her better? You wouldn’t know what to do if she told you!”


      “Hey, fuck you, pal.”


      “No, fuck you, buddy.”


      Wren reached out. “Paul, please…”


      “Don’t touch me! I can’t believe I wanted anything to do with you.” I glared at her, too furious for words. “You… two-faced slut!”


      Trip grabbed my collar and shoved. We crashed into the door across the hall, and it echoed with a hollow boom. I caught him in a bear hug and lifted. My knee protested, but I ignored the pain. Then I dropped him in a perfect wrestling takedown. Old reflexes die hard.


      He grunted in surprise when we hit the floor. He’d done a bit of wrestling himself, so he grabbed me and tried to roll. He was taller and had a longer reach, but I was inside his guard, and far more experienced.


      We lost all semblance of wrestling and began trying to inflict real pain. The day’s frustrations finally boiled over—the frat rat, Luke’s coat, my scholarship, Kendall’s taunts—but they didn’t compare to what Trip had done.


      So I punched. I gouged. I jabbed. Trip did the same, but I didn’t care. I didn’t care about anything anymore. I simply wanted to kill him.


      The crowd eventually pulled us apart. A fight always draws a crowd, but I hadn’t even noticed until several hands gripped me and lifted. Trip and I glared at each other across a gulf of a few feet, although it might have been miles for all the friendship we felt.


      His lip was bleeding, courtesy of a vicious head butt, and I tasted my own blood. We were both panting, and I could feel the heat radiating from me in waves. Wren tried to see to his lip, but he brushed her away, his eyes locked on me. Christy made a move toward me, but I stopped her with an angry stare. She shrank back, and I glared hatred at Trip.


      Neither of us moved.


      “Man, fuck you,” he said at last.


      I snorted in contempt.


      “Paul, please…,” Wren said. “We wanted to tell you, but…”


      “But what? You were too busy stabbing me in the back? I thought you were my friends.”


      The crowd murmured, uncertain but drawn by the spectacle.


      “You two deserve each other,” I said at last. “Rot in hell for all I care.”


      I’d lost my backpack in the fracas, so I cast about for it. Christy picked it up from the floor by the wall. She held it out, her eyes full of unshed tears.


      “Thanks for nothing,” I snarled, and jerked the pack so violently that she staggered. “You knew about them, didn’t you?”


      It wasn’t really a question, but she nodded anyway.


      “Thanks for telling me. I guess I know whose side you’re on.”


      She stepped back, wounded by my nastiness.


      I turned and walked away. My knee hurt like hell, but I’d be damned if I’d show weakness in front of Trip. And if he wanted to jump me while my back was turned, I’d beat him to a pulp without a second thought, bad leg or no.


      I made it to the elevator on willpower alone. I couldn’t feel the pain yet—I couldn’t feel much of anything—but I knew it was coming.


      “Are you okay, dude?” someone asked, and I realized that one of the crowd had followed.


      “Yeah,” I sneered, “just fucking peachy.”


      “Dude, I’m tryin’ to help.”


      “Then go find someone who needs it.”


      I stumped into the elevator and jabbed the button for the lobby. With a sense of detachment, I noticed that most of my knuckles were skinned. My mouth hurt, and I felt a lump on my forehead from Trip’s jaw. In fact, my whole body had begun to ache, but I hobbled out of the building and into the cold January air.


      Outside, I looked at the world through a watery film of bewilderment. How could people go about their lives when everything had changed? Didn’t they know what had just happened?


      I didn’t know where to go or what to do, so I went to a place where no one would find me. It was a long, cold walk, but I eventually reached the big non-commuter parking garage.


      The adrenaline high finally wore off, and I shivered as the real pain set in. Exhausted, I sank to the cold concrete next to my car. I clutched my battered ribs and tried to hold in my emotions, but I simply didn’t have the energy.


      Tears stung my eyes and dripped to the ground as I sobbed in silence.


      I’d never felt so alone in my life.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      I jerked awake in the predawn darkness, cold and stiff from sleeping in my car. I’d driven away from campus so no one would find me, and I rubbed my eyes as I tried to remember where I was. I looked around and slowly remembered. I was parked behind a grocery store. A milk truck had woken me.


      I stared through the frosty windshield and recalled the scene at Wren’s apartment. Then I felt a wave of humiliation so crushing that I wanted to die. For real. I could drive my car into the river, I thought. Or jump off a bridge. Or just slit my wrists and go to sleep in the bath.


      How would Trip and Wren feel when they found out? I wanted them to hurt as much as I did. I wanted them to suffer for the rest of their lives. I lapsed into a dark fantasy of how they’d react to my death, but the feeling eventually passed.


      Why should they win? If I killed myself, they’d eventually live happily ever after. They might have twinges of conscience once in a while, but they’d get over it soon enough, and I’d still be dead.


      So no, I wasn’t going to kill myself. I wanted to enjoy seeing them suffer. I wanted to rip out their hearts and make them understand a tenth of what I felt. I wanted to humiliate them in front of everyone. I wanted to take away everything they cared about.


      I wanted revenge.


      A small part of me knew I wasn’t like that. I wasn’t like Hayley Devlin or Rod Fortner. I didn’t enjoy seeing other people suffer. Still, it was a tempting thought, if only to make them understand what they’d done.


      Unfortunately, I was better than that.


      As I slumped in the seat and watched my breath fog the air, I relived the moment when Trip had opened the door. I closed my eyes and remembered the sound of Wren’s voice as she called him Magic Man. She’d sounded so happy. I clenched my teeth and felt hot tears at the corners of my eyes. She’d used the same tone with me. It was playful and teasing, full of promise. It was… intimate.


      That hurt more than anything physical. The intimacy. They had it and I didn’t, and I felt like they’d taken it from me. I sulked for a moment, lost in self-pity, but then pounded the steering wheel in impotent fury. That focused my attention. Sharply.


      My hands hurt, from the skinned knuckles and from where I’d connected with Trip’s body. My ribs ached where he’d landed several shots of his own. My knee was stiff for a lot of reasons. My tongue was thick and puffy (I must have bitten it), and my mouth ached, courtesy of a vicious fight without a mouthpiece.


      All in all, I was in pretty sad shape. And to add insult to injury, I still had to deal with my scholarship, or face the prospect of using my savings to pay for tuition. I almost laughed at that. What did it matter if I had any savings or not? I wouldn’t be working with Trip any time soon.


      A fresh wave of despair washed over me. I wanted to be an architect more than anything, and that meant building things. I didn’t want to be the kind of designer who knew the theory but not the practice. Buildings weren’t just lines on paper—they were living, breathing places where people spent their lives.


      The thought of giving up my career made me want to sob with frustration. But I couldn’t get what I wanted without Trip. Oh, I could join a construction crew, but no one in their right mind would let me design anything. And then I’d have to wait years before I could do what I loved.


      It wasn’t fair! Why did Trip have to betray me? And with Wren of all people? Why not with someone I didn’t care about? Even Kendall would be better. But no, he’d stolen the one girl I really wanted. Stolen! From under my nose! And he called himself my friend? Ha!


      I pounded the steering wheel again. One of my knuckles began oozing blood, and I sucked it sullenly. It wasn’t fair!


      I viciously silenced the little voice that told me life wasn’t fair, get over it. I wasn’t in the mood to be mature. Instead, I wanted to kill someone, and I’d already decided it wasn’t going to be me.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      I left the grocery store before dawn, but didn’t return to my apartment. I went to the A&A building instead, where I curled up on one of the benches in the atrium. With the start of the quarter, the building was open day and night. The bench wasn’t very comfortable, but it was warmer than my car.


      I was too miserable to sleep, so I took out my sketchbook and made a few desultory sketches. Unfortunately, I kept lapsing into fantasies where I humiliated Trip, and Wren felt guilty for jilting me.


      I eventually put away the sketchbook and limped over to the financial aid office. My knee hurt, but I could put some weight on it, which was the first good thing in a long series of bad ones. The office was still closed when I reached it, so I sank to the cold steps and waited.


      I brooded, of course, although my mood had turned sullen by the time Gracie showed up. She joined me when she saw me slumped against the doors. She tried to start a conversation, but eventually grew tired of my one-word replies.


      When the office finally opened, we asked for Mrs. Halberstam. Her eyes widened slightly, and I supposed I looked pretty ragged.


      Without ceremony, I said, “Have you found it yet?”


      “Are you all right?”


      “No, I’m not,” I said testily. “I want my scholarship.”


      Her eyes hardened, but I didn’t apologize. I knew I should be polite to her, especially since she’d just shown the first kindness I’d seen from her, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it. I was being petulant and childish, and I didn’t care.


      “We’re doing our best,” she said, her voice as cold as the air outside.


      “Then you’ll have to do better, Mrs. Halberstam.” I took a perverse pleasure in throwing Joska’s words in her face. I should have felt guilty for that too, but didn’t.


      Gracie tried to smooth things over, so I retreated into a truculent silence. We eventually took a seat on the bench and watched as people filed past us to pick up their checks.


      Gracie tried to talk to me again, but I wasn’t in the mood and didn’t particularly care if I was rude to her. I didn’t care about anything anymore. Why should I? If I did, someone would just take it away, so why bother?


      I don’t know how long we waited, but it didn’t really matter. We didn’t have anything better to do.


      “Grace? Paul?”


      I snapped out of my funk and turned toward the speaker. She was the clerk from the day before.


      “We think we’ve found the problem,” she said.


      Gracie leapt to her feet. I winced at the pain in my… everything, and followed her to the counter.


      “The computer transferred your money into the general scholarship fund,” the clerk said. She pointed to a meaningless line on a green bar printout, as if that explained everything. She seemed disappointed at my blank look, but then rallied. “It means your scholarships aren’t gone!”


      I probably should have thanked her—she was trying to lift our spirits—but I still felt surly. “Can you fix it?”


      “We put in a request to print new checks—”


      “And how long will that take?”


      “Mrs. Halberstam already did it. She put a rush on it, too, so they should be ready after lunch.”


      I looked at my watch, muttered a curse, and said a perfunctory goodbye to Gracie. I didn’t know where I was going, so I wandered toward the apartment. Part of me hoped to find Trip and Wren—if only for the pleasure of making them squirm—but part of me never wanted to see them again.


      I wish, I snorted silently.


      Could I get a new apartment? Live in a dorm? I thought about a small apartment off campus, and fantasized about how Trip and Wren would feel if they never saw me again. But then I remembered the apartment lease I’d signed with the university. I’d still have to pay the housing fees, whether I lived in Andy Holt or not.


      Then again, how hard could it be to simply ignore Trip? I lapsed into a vindictive fantasy where he pleaded with me to listen to him, to be his friend again. In the fantasy I gave him the cold shoulder, and he was miserable.


      I smiled at the thought, but it still didn’t solve my problem. I couldn’t keep living in my car, but I wouldn’t go back to the apartment like everything was normal. Trip had stabbed me in the back, and I didn’t trust myself to keep my cool if I had to deal with him.


      At least I’m rational enough to avoid murder, I thought.


      For the moment.


      In the meantime, I decided to avoid him as long as I could. It would serve him right, and show him what a lowlife he was. So I walked into the lobby of the apartment building, where I hunched over the campus phone and dialed my own phone number.


      I let the phone ring a dozen times before I hung up and went upstairs. I showered quickly, but didn’t bother to shave. I packed my toiletry kit, grabbed several changes of clothes, and stuffed everything into a duffle bag.


      In a fit of spite, I took my filled sketchbooks too. I didn’t want to leave anything that Trip could use to renovate houses without me. If I had to suffer from our break-up, then so did he.


      I slipped out of the apartment and returned to the elevator. My knee felt a little better, but it still hurt to put my full weight on it. My stomach also let me know that I hadn’t eaten since breakfast the day before.


      I shuffled back to my car and drove aimlessly, and eventually settled on a diner on the other side of the river. The food was greasy, but at least my stomach stopped complaining. I sat for a couple of hours in the booth, drinking Cokes and trying to sketch. I couldn’t focus any better than before, so I gave up and simply stared out the window.


      When it was time to return to financial aid, I paid my tab and left the waitress a nice tip (she’d never lost her smile, even after two hours of my foul mood). It was a short drive back to campus, but doubt and frustration gnawed at me. I didn’t know what I’d do if they didn’t have my check. I lapsed into a fantasy where I shouted and smashed things, but that wouldn’t accomplish anything in the real world.


      Wonder of wonders, Mrs. Halberstam actually had a check for me. She even offered an apology for the screw-up. It was an olive branch, and I was too surprised to be a jerk. So I offered a weary smile and actually managed to sound grateful as I thanked her.


      I headed to the bursar’s office and then the bookstore. Even with all the computer problems, most students had already come and gone, so the lines were relatively short.


      I spent the rest of the day in the local art gallery, since I didn’t think anyone would find me there. I browsed through the paintings for a while, but the building itself was more interesting than the art. Something about it seemed familiar, and I wasn’t surprised when I found out why. The architect was John Russell Pope, and I’d done a first-year project on one of his later buildings, the Jefferson Memorial.


      The art gallery had originally been a residence, a Classical Revival mansion, and I could see how Pope had begun to refine his style. I’d always been interested in Beaux-Arts design, so I pulled out my sketchbook and finally managed to forget Trip and Wren.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      I only had one class on Thursday: Computer Applications in Design. Trip hadn’t signed up for it, so I knew I wouldn’t see him. Gracie and I sat together, and I apologized for being a jerk the day before. She waved it away, and we talked about other things until Professor Liang got our attention to begin the class.


      I still didn’t want to see my erstwhile friends, so I spent the rest of the day sketching the art gallery. The weather was blustery and cold, typical for January in Knoxville, but I could go inside to warm up whenever I needed to.


      I had dinner at a restaurant on the Strip. It was nicer than I could afford on a regular basis, but I knew I wouldn’t run into Trip or anyone else. I was still angry at Wren, for the obvious reasons, and Christy, for being an accomplice. Luke was still on my shit list for the coat, and I lumped Jeff with the rest, even though he hadn’t really done anything. Ash and Zoë were guilty by association.


      I spent another cold night in my car, parked in a dark corner of the big non-commuter garage. I woke shivering and stiff the next morning, but at least my knee felt almost normal. The HPER building had locker rooms with showers, so I used the facilities to clean up.


      My first class was in the Humanities building, and I wasn’t worried about seeing anyone I knew. Afterward, I skulked through the A&A building to History of Architecture. Gracie sat beside me, and we avoided the subject of Trip altogether. (I hadn’t told her about the fight, but she’d probably figured it out.) Then I had an Interior Design class, which was full of strangers.


      Unfortunately, I couldn’t avoid Trip forever. We had the same design class at one o’clock, so I arranged to meet Gracie beforehand. We walked in together and chose tables on the front row. I studiously avoided looking around, and talked to Gracie until Professor Joska began class.


      I could almost feel Trip sitting behind me somewhere, but I refused to look. Joska went through his usual first-of-quarter routine, including the class standings from the previous quarter. Gracie and I blushed and shared a look when he called our names.


      I still didn’t like playing second fiddle to anyone, but at least Gracie was nice about it. Then Joska assigned study- and project-partners. Not surprisingly, he paired me with Freddie DeFeo, who tossed his chin and said, “Hey, yo,” when we rearranged our seating.


      Once again, I managed to avoid eye contact with Trip, although I actually saw him for the first time since the fight. His split lip had closed up, but it was obvious that he’d been hit. I silently gloated that I’d hurt him more than he hurt me. On the outside, at least.


      My thoughts turned to Wren, and my spirits sank as Joska lectured in the background. Fortunately, he let us go early, at four thirty. I made a show of talking to Freddie, and Trip was gone by the time we headed for the door.


      Good riddance, I thought morosely.


      I ate dinner at the nice restaurant again, since I didn’t want to eat alone in the dining hall. Self-pity was fine, but I didn’t want to look pathetic too.


      “You look like I feel.”


      I glanced up, surprised that someone had spoken to me. I was sitting at the bar, staring at the remains of my hamburger, and had barely noticed the woman who’d taken the seat next to me.


      She’d been there long enough to order a glass of wine and finish it. She got the bartender’s attention and ordered another. He refilled her glass, and she raised it toward me in a mocking toast. “Misery loves company.”


      I clinked glasses with her, if only to be polite.


      “What’re you drinking?” she asked.


      “Um… Coke.”


      She laughed. “Really drowning your sorrows, huh?”


      Something about her sardonic expression made me smile. She was in her early thirties and pretty, but she looked like she worked hard to stay that way. Her hair and makeup were both expensive, and her dress revealed enough cleavage to show off her best assets.


      She was in the mood to talk, and since I didn’t really have anything better to do, I shrugged and caught the bartender’s attention.


      “Vodka martini,” I said. “Straight up.”


      The woman grinned. “Shaken or stirred?”


      “I dunno,” I said. “I’m not James Bond.”


      “You kind of look like him,” she said, although I knew better. I thought she was just flirting, but then she dropped a bombshell. “How do I know my husband didn’t send you to spy on me?”


      “I guess you don’t,” I said with a shrug. “Who’s your husband?”


      “A real jerk.”


      “Oh?”


      “He had to leave on a sudden ‘business trip,’” she said. Under her breath, she added, “And I’m sure his secretary already had her bags packed.”


      So, why is she telling me? “That sucks,” I said aloud, and sipped my drink as I tried to decide if I should spill my own problems. Misery loves company. “I know how you feel. My best friend just stole my girlfriend.” It wasn’t quite the truth, but close enough.


      She laughed, contemptuous and bitter. “Jerks.”


      “Yeah.” We toasted the jerks, and I offered my hand. “I’m Paul.”


      “Sandra.”


      We talked for almost an hour. I finished my first martini and had ordered another, but she had three more glasses of wine. Then she had a “sudden” idea. She’d been flirting and working up to it the entire time, and I wasn’t so naïve that I’d missed the signals. I might be slow on the uptake sometimes, but I wasn’t stupid.


      She was at least ten years older—and she wasn’t Susan—but she was female and interested. I didn’t really care that she was married, probably because her husband was cheating on her. Besides, I wanted to prove that I didn’t need Wren anyway, that I could have any woman I wanted. So I knew what was coming, and part of me welcomed it.


      “You know what we should do?” Sandra said, as if it had just occurred to her.


      “What?”


      “Let’s get back at ’em.”


      I knew who she meant, but something made me play dumb instead. “Who?”


      “My jerk of a husband,” she said. “Your best friend.”


      “Ex-best friend.”


      “Whatever. Let’s get revenge.” She turned unexpectedly coy. “Let’s do to them what they did to us.”


      I raised an eyebrow.


      “Well, you know… my husband’s out of town.”


      Something told me not to push it—she wanted to have sex, but she didn’t want to come right out and ask for it—so I threw her a lifeline: “Does he have a liquor cabinet?” Do you want to go back to your place?


      “Fully stocked.” Yes.


      “Let’s go,” I said. Let’s go.


      She finished her wine as I paid our tab, and we walked into the cold night. The wind had picked up, but we were flushed from the alcohol and flirting.


      I took out my car keys. “You want me to follow you?”


      “God, no,” she said immediately, but recovered just as quickly. “Let’s take my car.”


      “Okay, but I’d better drive.”


      Her flush deepened, and she gave me a look of such naked desire that I almost laughed. I suppressed the urge, because I didn’t want to ruin my chances of getting laid. Instead, I took her keys and did something her husband didn’t: I paid attention to her. I opened the Cadillac’s passenger door, and waited to close it until she pulled her dress out of the way. Then I walked around and slid into the driver’s seat.


      We flirted as we drove to her house, which was in a wealthy neighborhood a couple of miles from campus. I pulled into the garage and clicked the boxy transmitter to close the door behind us. She paused for a moment, and seemed to study my face in the light from the garage door opener.


      “How old are you?” she asked.


      I didn’t want to scare her with the truth, so I fibbed. “Twenty.”


      “I thought you were older.”


      “A lot of people do.” Except the ones who know me.


      “But I’m… a few years older,” she said. “So… why are you here?”


      I returned her gaze. “Honestly?”


      She nodded.


      “Lots of reasons, I guess. I mean, we’re both adults, and we’re both horny.”


      Her eyes widened in surprise at my candor, but she didn’t deny it.


      “Your husband’s screwing his secretary. My best friend’s screwing my girlfriend. Although she’s my ex now, I guess.” It was a white lie, but I had to keep up the fiction.


      Sandra nodded.


      In a moment of self-awareness, I said, “And I guess I don’t wanna be alone tonight. You probably don’t either.”


      She nodded in agreement, and looked a little surprised that I’d been so frank. Then she hesitated. “I’ve never done this before.”


      I knew I was about to blow my chance, but I wasn’t a self-centered jerk, even if I did act like it sometimes. “There’s still time,” I said. “I mean, I can take a taxi back to my car.”


      “Do you want to?”


      I shook my head. “To be honest, I wanna fuck your brains out. But I’ll leave if—”


      She kissed me, hard. When I recovered my wits, I kissed her back and tasted wine as her tongue invaded my mouth. Then she pressed against me, and I cupped her ass, drawing her closer.


      I lifted her dress and slid my hand up her stocking. She pulled back long enough to spread my collar. Then she moved in and kissed my neck as she ground her hips against me.


      After several minutes she panted, “Oh, God, I want you.”


      I pulled her into my lap, and we kissed and dry-humped for a couple of minutes. Then I reached under her to fumble with my zipper. I eventually managed to extract my erection, and she tugged her panties aside.


      She was hot and very wet, and I groaned as she abruptly sat on my cock. She began rocking almost immediately. We didn’t have room to move, but I came quickly, and she slammed her hips against me when she felt the spurts.


      When my orgasm subsided we panted in silence for several minutes. The wind rattled the garage door a couple of times, but neither of us spoke. She finally leaned back and looked at me curiously.


      “You’re still hard.”


      I nodded, but then grimaced. “Sorry I came so quickly.”


      “You’re twenty,” she said, as if she couldn’t believe it herself.


      “Yeah, but I normally have more control than that.”


      “It’s kind of flattering.”


      “You deserve it.”


      “I… um… do you want to come inside?”


      “Unless you wanna try the back seat,” I deadpanned.


      “Are you serious?”


      Instead of answering, I clenched my buttocks and made my cock swell within her.


      Her eyes widened. “I guess you are.” She laughed with a release of tension. “Well, you are only twenty.”


      “Yep. And I still wanna fuck your brains out. Let’s go inside and find someplace more comfortable… like the kitchen floor.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      I spent the entire weekend at Sandra’s house. We drank and talked, but mostly we fucked like horny teenagers. I was a horny teenager, but she enjoyed the attention, especially from someone my age.


      She also had an axe to grind, since her husband had been having affairs almost the entire time they’d been married. Not surprisingly, he’d been screwing around on his first wife with Sandra, but she thought he’d change when they got married.


      I wondered how she could delude herself like that, but a part of me understood all too well. I’d done the same thing with Kendall, and again with Gina. Still, I couldn’t understand how Sandra had spent six years doing it.


      She’d finally reached the point where she didn’t care anymore, and wanted revenge. To her, that meant an affair of her own. She’d wanted to pick up a random guy and have sex with him, which was the reason she’d gone to the bar. But then she’d met me, more eager and a lot younger than she’d expected.


      She wanted to have sex in every room in the house. Since it was a big old Southern Colonial, we had a lot of options. After the garage, we moved to the kitchen, where I made good on my promise to fuck her on the floor. Then we mixed screwdrivers and talked as we drank. I talked a little, but mostly listened as she complained about her husband.


      She finally wound down when we ran out of orange juice. She started to make more, but I took the opportunity to fondle her from behind. I quickly grew hard, and we kissed and groped our way to the study, where she sat on her husband’s desk. She wanted to leave a wet spot on the blotter, so I threw her legs over my shoulders and fucked her right there. When we caught our breath, she poured two glasses of Scotch and sat on my lap in the leather chair.


      We talked about life in general for a while, but then she slid to the floor and gave me head until I was hard again. After fooling around in the study, we went upstairs and added both guest bedrooms to the list. I hadn’t come yet, so we moved to the master bedroom, where she wanted me to fuck her in the ass.


      She fetched a jar of Vaseline and knelt in front of me to suck my dick back to life. Then she bent over a stack of pillows, spread her cheeks with both hands, and told me to ream her good. I was more than willing, but exhausted and drunk, so I wasn’t sure I could come again.


      I did my best for ten or fifteen minutes, but then thrust deep and faked an orgasm. She was too drunk to notice, so I pulled out and went to the bathroom to clean up. I returned a few minutes later and found her passed out, her breathing deep and regular. With a sigh of relief, I climbed into bed and fell asleep almost immediately.


      I had a major hangover the next morning, but Sandra fixed a couple of stiff Bloody Marys. She started sucking my dick before my head even stopped pounding, and we began the day with sex in the parlor.


      I spent the rest of the weekend in an alcoholic haze, but my dick was more than happy to run the show. Sandra had figured out that most guys would agree to just about anything, if they thought they were going to get laid. I wasn’t in the mood to prove her wrong, so I lost count of how many times we had sex. I think we managed every room, but things were just a bit fuzzy toward the end.


      Despite all the sex, we actually talked quite a bit. I tried to figure her out, but she was full of contradictions. At first, I’d thought she was some lonely society wife, but she didn’t have the background. She didn’t have the poise, either. As she drank more and let her guard down, she went from parlor perfect to dive-bar dirty.


      The sex was the same, full of contradictions that were more spiteful than puzzling. She wouldn’t let her husband come in her mouth, but she didn’t have a problem swallowing my load. She wouldn’t let him fuck her in the ass, either, but she definitely enjoyed it with me.


      I had fun, but part of me felt guilty for screwing another man’s wife. I’d had sex with married women before, but their husbands were usually involved. Sandra’s husband—I never asked his name, and she only called him Doctor Dickless, emphasis on the doctor—could’ve been a nice guy who simply neglected his wife. Then again, maybe he really was a philandering jerk.


      Unfortunately, I had my own axe to grind, and was happy to transfer some of my anger to Sandra’s husband. He hadn’t done anything to me, but Trip had, and the two were the same in my mind. I knew it was wrong, but I wasn’t in the mood to be honest with myself. So I fucked Sandra, and she fucked me, both for our own reasons.


      She drove me back to the restaurant early Monday morning. We hadn’t gotten much sleep, and I was still bleary-eyed from all the booze. She had turned sullen, probably because her husband was due home soon.


      I half-expected my Cruiser to have been towed by the restaurant, but it was sitting right where I’d left it. I got out of Sandra’s Cadillac and we said goodbye. We didn’t trade phone numbers, and didn’t promise to meet again. We simply exchanged a few words and then parted a bit awkwardly.


      I sat in my car and waited for the heater to warm up. I felt cold, and not just on the outside. I also felt dirty, and not just on the outside there, either. After all, I’d spent the weekend fucking some other man’s wife, for no better reason than revenge. Hers, mine, or ours, it didn’t matter. I told myself that I wasn’t like that, but that only made things worse.


      After a shower at HPER, I muddled through class, and didn’t really sober up until lunchtime. By then I had a pounding headache and a massive case of self-loathing. I didn’t want to see anyone I knew, so I wandered around campus with my head down, lost in a funk.


      Unfortunately, I couldn’t stop thinking about Trip, so my funk eventually became a fury. By the time one o’clock arrived, I wanted to beat him senseless and then kick him while he was down. Joska seemed to realize how angry I was, so he didn’t bait me. Maybe he understood that my reaction would be immediate and violent. Smart man.


      Gracie could tell that I was upset, but I shrugged her off when she tried to talk to me. I wasn’t in the mood to be consoled, by her or anyone else. Even Freddie knew to leave me alone. After class, I shouldered my backpack and walked out, oblivious to everything but my own misery.


      I skipped dinner and went to a bar on the Strip. I didn’t really have a plan, but I didn’t want to deal with life. So I tried to drown my sorrows with a pitcher of Long Island Iced Tea. It even worked. For a while.


      I drank too much, especially on an empty stomach, and ended up at some girl’s apartment with a bunch of people I didn’t know. I fucked the girl I was with, but most of the night was a blur, and I woke up the next morning on someone’s couch.


      The rest of the week was more of the same. When I wasn’t ashamed of my behavior and wallowing in self-pity, I was furious at the world. I went to class, but I didn’t eat very much, and I definitely didn’t do much homework. Gracie tried to talk to me, but I told her to mind her own business. Even Freddie seemed concerned, and he wasn’t the most observant guy in the world.


      I avoided my former “friends,” and went to bars at night. I drank too much, and had semi-anonymous sex with a different girl each night. I didn’t care about my usual standards, and didn’t bother with anyone who wasn’t in the mood for a one-night stand. I barely knew any of their names, and didn’t really care.


      I told myself I was just having fun, but I knew better. Sometimes I wanted to talk to Susan, or Gina, or even Leah, but I didn’t have anywhere to call from. I was basically living out of a duffel bag, spending the night on couches and floors, or in bed with a girl I hardly knew.


      I was still drunk when I woke up Saturday morning. I got out of bed and staggered through an unfamiliar apartment until I found the bathroom. It was a pigsty, with grime in more colors and textures than a Van Gogh painting. It smelled rank, and I did my best to avoid touching anything.


      When I went to pee, I realized I was wearing a condom, and a used one at that. I pulled it off and cleaned myself with some toilet paper (the only clean thing in the room). Then I let loose a stream and shivered at the feeling of emptying my bladder. My head started throbbing almost as soon as I finished—retribution for the momentary pleasure.


      Back in the living room, I looked around in a bleary stupor. The place was a disaster, with empty beer bottles, full ashtrays, take-out bags, dirty clothes, and more. The furniture was dingy and worn, and the whole place reeked of more smells than I really wanted to identify.


      I couldn’t remember where I was, how I’d gotten there, or who I’d been with. I shuddered at the thought of having sex with anyone who lived like this, and thanked whatever impulse had made me use a condom.


      I didn’t want to stick around to “meet” my new friend, so I snuck back to the bedroom. The woman was still asleep, but I got a good look at her. She really wasn’t my type—big hair, pockmarked complexion, tattoos—and I shivered at the knowledge that I’d had sex with her.


      I gathered my clothes in silence, and dressed in the living room. I didn’t even bother leaving a note, since I couldn’t remember her name. She probably didn’t remember mine either. I vaguely remembered that she was a bartender… somewhere. Or… a cocktail waitress. Or maybe just a random barfly. Then again, did it really matter?


      Outside, the sun nearly blinded me, and I stumbled toward the Cruiser. I was still drunk, and probably shouldn’t drive, but I didn’t want to stick around to sober up. So I cautiously backed out of the parking lot and prayed I wouldn’t run into the cops.


      I had no idea where I was, but eventually found a gas station. The attendant was behind bullet-proof glass—not a good sign—and gave me directions to a main road. From there, I managed to make it to campus, but I didn’t want to go to my apartment. I couldn’t keep living in my car and showering at HPER, either.


      I wanted to talk to Susan, but was too ashamed to explain what had happened. I thought about calling Gina, but shook my head almost immediately. I didn’t want to seem like a pathetic loser. Correction, like more of a pathetic loser. My parents would help, but I knew they’d be disappointed. I couldn’t talk to Professor Joska either, and no one else would care about my problems.


      I eventually headed toward the interstate. I didn’t know where I was going, but I had to get away from my life.


      ✧ ✧ ✧
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        ◄ 

        CHAPTER 15

      


      I slowed as I drove past the Coulters’ house, but the landscaping hid their garage from view. I couldn’t tell if Leah was home, and I definitely didn’t want to see her parents. I was too ashamed of how I looked—and smelled, and felt—but I didn’t have many other options, so I’d have to take my chances.


      I pulled into the driveway and stopped the car. The engine pinged and popped, and I sat there for a moment before I worked up the courage to get out. The cold air was a welcome relief from the stuffy car, but it also reminded me how bad I smelled. I rang the doorbell and hoped the wind didn’t shift.


      Leah opened the door and promptly blinked in confusion. I could only imagine what I looked like, and I knew what I smelled like.


      “Paul?”


      “Yeah,” I half-croaked, my throat raw from abuse. “Sorry I didn’t call.”


      Her brow furrowed. “Why are you here? What happened? Are you okay?”


      “It’s a long story. Are your parents here?” Even though it was Saturday, I still might get lucky. My hopes died when she nodded. Then she realized that we were standing with the door wide open.


      “Do you want to come in?” She was clearly reluctant, and I couldn’t blame her—I wouldn’t want to be near me either, but I didn’t have a choice.


      “I can’t.”


      “Are… are you okay?”


      “I need help, and I don’t know where else to go.” My eyes stung, and I blinked to clear them. “I can’t see your parents, ’cause they’ll tell mine. I hate to ask, but…” I thought she was going to turn me away, but then she grabbed her coat, called into the house that she’d be back in a minute, and joined me on the porch.


      “You can stay in the guest house,” she said. “I’ll have to tell my parents something, but they’ll understand. If not…” She shrugged. “I guess we’ll deal with it.”


      The guest house was dark and cold, but Leah turned on the lights and set the thermostat.


      “It’ll take a while for the water to heat up,” she said as she rummaged in the linen closet, “but you can take a shower when it does.”


      I shifted from foot to foot and felt like a hobo.


      “Do you have anything clean to put on after?”


      I shook my head.


      “Okay. I’ll bring you something. Leave your dirty clothes in the hall.”


      I shuffled into the bathroom. For some reason I didn’t want her to see me undress, so I closed the door behind me.


      I turned on the shower, but the water was still cold. I didn’t really care. I scrubbed myself from head to toe, three times, and was shivering by the time I finished. Leah had placed a folded blue robe on the counter. I donned it and stared at myself in the mirror.


      My eyes were sunken and dark, and my jaw sported several days of stubble. I felt like hell, wrung out and hung over, but at least I was clean for the first time in too long. I’d left my toiletry kit in the duffel bag with my dirty clothes, but Leah had set it next to the robe.


      I brushed my teeth, but didn’t have the energy to shave. Instead, I wanted to sleep. A part of me hoped I’d never wake up. It would serve me right. Then I wouldn’t—


      Leah interrupted with a gentle knock.


      “I put fresh sheets on the bed in the blue room,” she said, her voice muffled by the wood of the door.


      I opened it and tried not to look as pathetic as I felt. “Thanks. Is it okay if I take a nap? I… um… I didn’t get much sleep last night.” Or the night before, or the night before that, or… I couldn’t remember the last time I’d really slept.


      “Um… sure. Okay.”


      I shuffled to the bedroom and climbed into the cold bed. I pulled the covers up and curled around myself. Leah lingered for a moment, but must have decided that she didn’t want to be near me. I couldn’t really blame her.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      I blinked awake and stared at the ceiling for a moment. I’d grown accustomed to waking up in strange places, but I still felt a moment of panic as I tried to figure out where I was. Then I remembered and relaxed.


      I didn’t know what time it was, but it was dark outside. Leah had left a tray with sandwiches and milk next to the bed. I wasn’t in the mood to eat, but my stomach had other notions, so I mechanically emptied the tray. My eyes grew heavy as soon as I finished, so I lay back and pulled the covers over me. I closed my eyes and fell asleep almost immediately.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      I woke in a sweaty panic. I’d been dreaming, and could still hear the jeers ringing in my ears. The scene faded quickly but the feeling didn’t. I got up and shivered in the cold air on the way to the bathroom.


      Leah was asleep in the other bedroom, but she didn’t stir as I returned to my own. I stripped off the sweaty robe, climbed into bed, and pulled the covers over me. I felt lost and alone, stranded in a wilderness of my own making.


      The half-remembered dream didn’t help, but the emptiness was almost worse. I’d lost something in the dream, and people were laughing at me for it. The symbolism was obvious, and I let out a dark sigh at the way my mind worked.


      I closed my eyes and tried to go back to sleep, but I couldn’t escape the chaos of my emotions. The heat of anger had long since faded, replaced by a solid lump of guilt and shame, and plenty of self-recriminations. Sleep took a long time coming and was a welcome relief when it did.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Dust motes floated through a ray of sunlight, and I followed them back to the crack in the curtains. I didn’t know what time it was, but the sun was already well up. I rubbed my face and yawned. I still felt like some Viking berserker had used me for a practice dummy, but at least I was alive.


      Leah had replaced the tray on the nightstand with a glass of orange juice and a plate of toast. I wasn’t in the mood for food, but I drained the juice in several long gulps. Then I headed for the bathroom.


      When I finished, I stared at the mirror and saw myself for the loser I was. I looked like hell and felt worse, which was probably more than I deserved, especially after the self-destruction of the past week. Thinking back, I didn’t know how I’d ever explain it.


      Not for the first time, I wanted to crawl away and die quietly. Unfortunately, I knew I couldn’t kill myself. And I wasn’t likely to die in my sleep, no matter how much I wanted to. But I still wasn’t ready to face Leah’s disappointment, so I shuffled back to bed.


      A few minutes later she knocked softly and opened the door. “Are you okay?”


      I heaved a shrug.


      She came around and sat beside me. After a moment she brushed my hair back. Her own hair shadowed her face, but I could feel her looking at me.


      “Do you want to get up?”


      I shook my head, but she didn’t go away.


      “It’s been almost twenty-four hours.” She waited for nearly a minute. “Come on,” she said at last, “get up.”


      She pulled back the covers and tugged me out of bed. I followed listlessly to the bathroom, where she turned on the shower and tested the temperature. With unhurried movements, she undressed and twisted her hair into a loose knot.


      “Come on,” she said, “you’ll feel better.”


      The hot water stung my skin, but she gently pushed again, and I let the water stream over me. She turned me to face her and began lathering the soap. She washed me in silence, her hands moving gently over my body.


      When we finished she wrapped a towel around herself and handed the other one to me. Then she gave me a critical look.


      “I’ll be right back,” she said, and returned with a small stool from the rustic kitchen set. “Have a seat.”


      She began filling the sink with hot water, and I glanced at the foggy mirror, thankful that I couldn’t see any details. Instead, I watched her rummage for my razor and shaving cream.


      “Sit down,” she said. “Lift your chin.”


      She coated my jaw with shaving cream and then smiled at the uncertainty in my eyes.


      “My dad used to let me do this sometimes,” she explained, “when I was a girl.”


      She shaved me with a steady hand, and even took the time to trim my sideburns. “There, that’s better. But you need a haircut too.”


      She didn’t even ask if I minded. She simply pulled open the bottom drawer and came up with a pair of scissors and a bulky old electric trimmer. She unwrapped her towel and draped it around my shoulders. My eyes were drawn to her body, and I wondered if her nipples were hard because of the cool air, or something else.


      Leah ignored my gaze and worked quietly, snipping and combing and studying the results. I tried not to stare at her breasts, but I couldn’t help looking at the rest of her either. Her pubic area should have been covered in short, dark hair, but it was just as bare as the last time I’d seen it.


      “Much better,” she said when she finished. “You look almost human again.”


      “I don’t feel like it,” I said, the first words I’d spoken all morning. I felt like sulking, if only to show how miserable I felt, but then I realized the truth: I didn’t feel miserable. I felt almost human again.


      With a bewildered snort, I realized that Leah’s silent attention had done more than any words could have. It had been intimate, in a way that sex never could be. I looked at her with a new appreciation and wondered if she’d done it on purpose. Probably not, but that was even more troubling. It meant she actually cared about me, and I fought down a surge of emotion.


      “Let’s rinse off,” she said. “C’mon.”


      She carefully gathered the hair-covered towels, so I fetched clean ones. She had the shower going when I returned. She stepped into the tub and held the curtain for me. Then she moved under the spray and rinsed from the neck down.


      “Here,” I said, “my turn to wash you.”


      “That’s okay,” she said before thinking, “I—” She met my eyes and studied me for a moment. “Yeah, okay.”


      I reached behind her and tugged her hair. It swung loose and immediately grew damp from the spray. Her caramel skin was already slick with water, and I felt a sudden hunger for her body.


      I broke the spell with an almost physical effort. A smile flickered over her lips, but disappeared just as quickly. She smoothed her hair under the spray, and I stole a glance at the swell of her breasts as they rose and fell. Her nipples were dark and soft, almost perfectly round.


      She caught me looking and smiled for real. Then she handed me the shampoo and turned her back. I took my time as I lathered her hair, and worked the suds into the raven mass. Then I had her rinse, and repeated the massage with conditioner.


      In contrast with our first shower, I was being deliberately intimate. I didn’t need to coax her out of her shell, but I wanted to take my time. I’d seen her barely two weeks before, but it felt like years.


      In the meantime I’d said a lot of things I wasn’t proud of, and done even more. Worse, I hadn’t been able to talk to my friends—if they even were my friends anymore—and a part of me missed them more than I was willing to admit. Did they think about me? Worry? Had Trip told them anything? Were they miserable too? A gloomy part of me doubted it, but I wasn’t so sure.


      I was still lost in thought when I felt Leah pull away to rinse. She tugged me under and brushed stray hairs from my neck and shoulders. When she thought I was clean enough, she turned off the water and opened the shower curtain.


      We dried in silence, each lost in thought. I felt guilty that my brooding had changed the mood between us, but I didn’t know how to fix things. Then she began toweling her hair, and I had an idea. “Here,” I said, “let me do that.”


      She gave me a curious look, but then shrugged and let me take her towel.


      I rubbed her hair until it stopped dripping. Then I grabbed the comb and led her to the bedroom, where I sat on the bed and pulled her down in front of me. Our skin was warm and damp where it touched, and she smiled back at me. I gave her hair a final tousle and then began combing it out.


      Leah relaxed and tilted her head back. I combed until her hair shone with a jet black luster. Then I swept it aside and kissed her neck. She moaned softly as I pulled her against me.


      Her nipples arched skyward, hard from arousal and the cool air. I cupped her breasts and planted kisses up her neck. After a moment I pulled away. She moaned a question. Instead of answering, I slid from behind her and gently pushed her to the pillow. Then I climbed in beside her and pulled the covers over us.


      I kissed her gently and rested my hand on her belly before sliding it lower. Her pussy was hot and damp from the shower, and her own juices began to flow as I rubbed slowly. With an urgent little sigh, she reached between us and groped for my erection.


      I let her stroke me as our kisses grew more urgent. Then I climbed over her and nudged between her legs. She spread them for me, her eyes hooded with anticipation. Her expression changed when I didn’t enter her immediately. Instead, I grinned and slowly disappeared under the covers.


      She put her hands on my head and spread her legs as I shouldered them apart. I licked her gently and inhaled the clean scent of her arousal. She moaned and thrust her hips at me, so I cupped her ass and began licking in earnest.


      I hadn’t gone down on many of the girls during my week of insanity. For one thing, I wasn’t entirely sure of their hygiene. For another, several of them were hippie-hairy, which was a major turn-off. Sandra had been well-trimmed and clean, along with one other girl, but I hadn’t been inclined to go down on any of the others.


      Leah was different. She was fresh and clean, and she’d shaved for me. I smiled at the thought and swirled my tongue around her clit. Then I took my time and made sure her arousal built slowly. The air under the covers grew thick and hot, musty with the scent of her.


      When I finally decided that she’d had enough warm-up, I crawled up her body. I stopped to give her nipples a playful suck, but then burst into the cool, fresh air. We kissed, and she surged with pleasure at the taste on my lips.


      We were still kissing when she reached between us and set my manhood at her opening. I slid into her and felt a wave of pleasure at her smooth warmth. Then I began thrusting, our bodies pressed together as I ground against her clit.


      After less than a minute, she arched her back and cried out. I kept thrusting, and her pussy convulsed around me with a flood of heat and moisture. She dug her fingers into my back and cried out softly as waves of pleasure crashed through her.


      I thrust until she went limp, but then slowed to a stop, my cock buried deep inside her. She held me close and panted, her breath soft in my ear. I shifted my weight and grinned as the movement sent an aftershock through her.


      We held each other until she caught her breath. Then I began rocking my hips, and she pressed back against me. I was close to my own orgasm, but I didn’t want to come inside her. I thrust until I was ready and then pulled out and straddled her chest.


      She looked cross-eyed as she focused on my shiny cock, and I had to stifle a laugh. But then she captured the tip and swirled her tongue around the swollen purple head. I let out a deep groan and braced myself on the wall above the headboard.


      She gripped my balls with one hand and began stroking with the other. I didn’t last long, and jerked my hips as the first spurt coursed up my shaft. Leah moaned when she tasted it, and locked her lips around me while she pumped.


      When the jets of semen finally slowed to gushes and then stopped altogether, I sat back on my heels. My cock and balls rested on her soft stomach, and she grinned up at me, her lips moist with our combined juices.


      “Thanks.”


      “You’re welcome,” I said. More than you know.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      We made love for the next hour. She obviously wanted to know why I was there, but was too preoccupied to ask. That didn’t stop her from wondering, though.


      When we finally took a break, I could almost feel her thinking about it. I didn’t know where to begin, so I stalled.


      “What did you tell your parents? About why I’m here, I mean.”


      She shrugged and rolled against me. Her head rested in the hollow of my shoulder as she toyed with my nipple. “The truth,” she said laconically. “Sort of.”


      “Mmm?”


      “I told ’em you looked like crap and needed a place to hide out for a few days.”


      I chuckled, low and dark. “That’s the truth all right.”


      “I figured you’d tell me more when you were ready.”


      “And the wait nearly killed you,” I teased, “didn’t—? Ow! That hurt!”


      She released my nipple.


      “What was that for?”


      “For making me worry,” she said tartly. “And for sleeping a whole day. And for being a butthead.”


      “Butthead? When was I a butthead?”


      “Just now,” she said, as if I should’ve known.


      I rubbed my sore nipple and pushed her hand away.


      “So…,” she said mildly, “are you going to tell me what’s going on?”


      “Not if you keep pinching me.”


      “Awww.”


      “Hmph.”


      She laughed. “I’m not like Gina, you know. That cute little pout doesn’t work with me.”


      “I’m not pouting,” I lied.


      She raised her head and gazed at me. Then she arched a perfect eyebrow.


      “Okay, maybe just a little.”


      She rested her head on my shoulder again, satisfied. Then her finger circled my nipple. The threat was unmistakable. “So, tell me what happened. It can’t be that bad.”


      “It’s pretty bad.”


      “Talking about it’ll help.”


      “I’ll get there,” I said, a bit peevishly. “Just hold your horses.”


      She reached under the sheet and gripped my flaccid manhood. “Better?” she teased. “It’s a pony, at least.”


      “Ha ha,” I said dryly. She was trying to lighten the mood, but I knew better—nothing could lighten the past two weeks.


      She must have felt me gathering my thoughts, because she released my penis and rested her hand on my stomach. Then she kissed my chest, soft and friendly and reassuring.


      I drew breath and gathered my nerve. I didn’t know how I’d get through it all, or if I even could, but I owed it to Leah to try. No, I owed it to myself.


      The story seemed so monumental that I couldn’t tell it lying down, so I sat up and crossed my legs. After the warmth of Leah’s body, the cold air raised goose bumps, and I suppressed a shudder. Leah sat up and looked at me with calm curiosity.


      I began slowly, determined to tell all of it: the good (what little there was), the bad, and the really ugly. Leah never interrupted, but she filled my awkward pauses with questions that got me speaking again. Each time she did, I listened for a reaction in her voice, but she never betrayed any.


      A childish part of me wanted her to be furious at Trip and Wren, if only to justify my reaction. The guilty part of me wanted her to be appalled, to tell me I was a loser and a lowlife. But mostly I wanted her to know the truth, to judge me on all the facts instead of just the obvious ones.


      So I laid myself bare and told her everything, from the fight and its aftermath to Sandra and the others. I even told her about wanting to kill myself, which was harder to admit than all of the rest.


      “So that’s why I’m here,” I said at last. “I didn’t know where else to go. And I couldn’t keep doing what I was doing.” I wiped my eyes. “Sorry I messed up your weekend.”


      “You didn’t mess it up.”


      I stared at my hands, afraid to meet her eyes.


      “And I’m glad you’re here.” She couldn’t bring herself to say it, but she touched my leg and the message was obvious: “I’m glad you didn’t kill yourself.”


      Me too, I thought. At least… I think I’m glad. Sometimes I wasn’t so sure.


      The silence hung between us, but then Leah let out her breath. “Wow. No wonder you looked like crap.”


      I laughed cynically. “Do you hate me?”


      “Of course not, but I had no idea you’d go that far off the deep end.” She shrugged philosophically. “I guess you had pretty good reasons, though.”


      “Not really. Now that I’ve had time to think about it, it was all pretty stupid. Well, the little stuff was. I mean, I got orange juice on my sweater. Big deal. And the thing with Christy was my own fault. I should’ve been paying attention instead of looking for Wren.”


      “Yeah, but that happens.”


      “The other stuff was just as piddling,” I went on. “Luke left his coat on the floor. He always does that. He’s a slob, and I should know better. I mean, it’s not his fault I twisted my knee.”


      “It sorta is,” Leah said, “but I know what you mean.”


      “The scholarship was a big deal,” I continued, “but I shouldn’t’ve lost my temper.”


      “Yeah, but after everything else…?”


      “I know. Still…” I stared into space for a moment. “The worst part was Trip and Wren.” I drew a breath and controlled my emotions. “The sound of her voice when she called his name…” My eyes stung with the memory. “And his face when he saw me, like he knew what he’d done.”


      “He deserves whatever he gets,” Leah spat.


      I blinked at her venom. “Well, he did try to tell me about Wren and him.”


      “Yeah, right.”


      “He did.”


      “When?”


      “The note.”


      “What note?”


      “The one where he said we needed to talk, that it was important. I only thought it was about the houses. It wasn’t, obviously.”


      “How do you know?”


      “I know Trip,” I said. “Trust me.” I snorted at a memory. “He had me fly him to Louisiana once, just to break up with a girl. He wouldn’t do it over the phone.” Leah’s eyebrows shot up, and I nodded. “He wouldn’t tell me something like that in a note, either. He’d do it in person. So that’s what it was about, not the houses.” I paused to remember, and wanted to kick myself for jumping to conclusions. “And when I stopped at Wren’s apartment instead of mine…” I shrugged. “I pretty much set myself up for that one.”


      “But he shouldn’t’ve slept with her in the first place!”


      “I dunno,” I said with another shrug. “I mean, I did everything but throw her at him. I guess I was already thinking that Gina and I would get back together. I didn’t want Wren to feel jilted. Subconsciously, at least. I… I don’t know. All I know is, I told him to call her, and went out of my way to say we were just friends.”


      “Still,” Leah objected, “he shouldn’t’ve slept with her. And what about her? She was supposed to be your friend.”


      “She still is, I think.”


      “What are you talking about?”


      “I saw her expression after the fight. She looked like she’d been punched.”


      “It’d serve her right!”


      I understood Leah’s anger, but I didn’t share it. Not anymore, at least. I’d had time to cool off, to think about things and get some perspective. By contrast, the betrayal was fresh in Leah’s mind, and her defenses were up. I smiled, but it was melancholy.


      “No,” I said, “it was pretty much my fault.”


      “What? How?”


      “Think about it,” I said reasonably. “I treated Wren like a back-up for Gina.” I gave Leah a shrewd look. “How did you like it? When you thought I did it to you, I mean?”


      “I wanted to kill you, but…”


      “Exactly. Wren was a bit less dramatic, but just as angry.” I paused to let it sink in. “Besides, she and Trip are friends. They have a lot in common. So when he called her before Christmas, one thing probably led to another.” I shrugged and left the rest for Leah’s imagination.


      “Still… how can you be so calm about it?”


      “I’m calm now,” I said, “but I wasn’t then.” I snorted a harsh laugh. “I basically tried to kill my best friend. Then I wanted to kill myself. Then I slept with a married woman, just because I thought her husband deserved it. Last but not least, I spent a week getting drunk and screwing anything that moved.”


      She blinked at the reminder.


      “If you think that’s calm,” I said, deliberately composed, “then I’ve got a bridge in Brooklyn to sell you.”


      “They still shouldn’t’ve done it,” she said hotly.


      “No, probably not. Not in a perfect world. But it’s not a perfect world, and they’re only human. At least they tried to tell me before I found out on my own.”


      “Yeah, right,” she scoffed. “The note.”


      “I’m sure that’s what it was about,” I said. “I’ve had a lot of time to think about it, and I know Trip. I saw the look on his face when he answered the door at Wren’s apartment.”


      Leah crossed her arms beneath her breasts, unwilling to give him the benefit of the doubt.


      “Trust me,” I said softly.


      “I guess.” She was unconvinced, so I changed the subject.


      “Believe it or not,” I said, “I really miss talking to him.”


      “Why?”


      “How would you feel if you and Erin had a fight and stopped talking?”


      “She never stole my boyfriend.”


      “Wren wasn’t my girlfriend.”


      “So? Close enough.”


      “No, not close enough. We were friends—good friends—but nothing more. I thought we might be, but I missed my chance.”


      “I still don’t understand how you can be so calm about this.”


      I shrugged. “I’m over it, I guess. Besides, what good will it do to stay angry? I did that already, and look where it got me.”


      “Still, you could tell them or something…”


      “Why? They know what they did. They know how I feel about it. I think I made that clear.”


      “Not clear enough,” Leah muttered.


      I tried not to laugh. She was trying to stand up for me, but I didn’t need her protection. I didn’t need her approval, either, or her absolution. Maybe I just needed her to listen, so I could talk through my feelings and prove that I was still human after all.


      Leah couldn’t read me like Kendall, but she could sense when I was done with a subject. “What’re you going to do?”


      I took a deep breath and let it out. The words formed without thought: “Apologize, I guess.”


      Her eyes bugged. “You’re what? I can’t believe you’re going to apologize. After what they did!”


      “I’m not going to apologize for what they did,” I said. “They’ll have to deal with that themselves.”


      “Then what for?”


      “For what I did.”


      Her jaw dropped, but I shrugged it off.


      “I shouldn’t’ve called Wren a slut,” I said softly. “That’s why Trip jumped me. I’d’ve done the same thing.” I laughed harshly. “Heck, I did. I almost broke a guy’s arm back in high school.”


      “That was different.”


      My eyebrows shot up. “You remember that?”


      “Of course I do,” she snapped, and I had to suppress a grin. “The Iranian Hostage Crisis. Everyone thought we were Iranians.” She shook her head in annoyance. “As if Gina looks anything like a Persian. She’s darker than me, and even more Indian. I’m the one who looks Persian. Idiots!”


      I laughed in spite of myself.


      “What’s so funny?”


      “You.” I met her eyes, which glittered with suspicion. Something made me keep my mouth shut, and the silence drew out. “Have I told you how beautiful you are when you’re angry?”


      “That’s beside the point,” she said irritably.


      “Still, I thought you should know.” And I thought I should change the subject.


      “Well, I know. Now, what’s this have to do with you apologizing for what they did?”


      She wasn’t going to let me off the hook, and I sighed. “I’m not going to apologize for what they did. I’m going to apologize for what I did. That’s what grown-ups do. They admit when they’re wrong, and—”


      “Wrong? You didn’t do anything wrong! They—”


      “Yes, I did,” I said deliberately, which stopped her mid-rant. “I said some really nasty things, things I didn’t mean.”


      “They deserved it.”


      “No, they didn’t.” My words hung in the air like soap bubbles, and neither of us spoke until they popped.


      “But they…” She knew she was wrong, but she couldn’t bring herself to admit it. I didn’t blame her, though. I had taken almost two weeks to come to the same conclusion, and I’d gone through a lot more soul-searching than she had.


      “Look,” I said at last, “there’s enough blame to go around. I can’t do anything about their part, but I can stand up and be a man and admit my part of it. If that means I need to apologize, then so be it. I won’t like it, but the right choice isn’t always the easy one.”


      Leah simply stared at me. After a moment she shook her head. “I don’t think I’ll ever understand you.”


      “Well, I guess that makes two of us.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      We ate dinner with her parents in the main house. They kind of insisted. I think they wanted to see the vagabond who’d shown up on their doorstep and needed a place to hide.


      For my part, I was well-groomed and dressed in clean clothes for the first time in more than a week. I was subdued and afraid of pointed questions, but the Coulters seemed to trust Leah’s judgment. Well, Chris trusted her. Elizabeth obviously wanted to grill us, but he gave her a curt headshake. She frowned and kept her comments to herself.


      Leah missed the whole exchange. I probably would have too, if I’d been her age. I snorted at the thought, and wondered why my flashes of maturity always seemed to be at the wrong time.


      “So,” Elizabeth finally asked, her tone carefully neutral, “what are your plans?”


      “I’d like to stay in the guest house,” I said. “At least for tonight. If you don’t mind.”


      “No, of course not,” Chris said. “That’s what it’s there for.”


      “But I need to get back to school tomorrow,” I added. “So I’ll have to leave early.”


      Elizabeth simply nodded, although the curiosity never left her eyes. She’d probably tell my mother after all, but I wasn’t worried. Mom knew me well enough to let me keep my secrets—the illusion of them, at least. I laughed silently and shook my head at the thought.


      Treacherous maturity!


      Leah gave me a suspicious look. “What’s so funny?”


      “I… um….” I laughed in defeat. “I don’t think I could explain it if I tried.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      I rose early the next morning. Frosty grass crunched beneath my feet as I took my duffel bag out to the car. The Cruiser protested when I turned the ignition, but the engine eventually caught and settled to a chugging idle. I turned the heater to full blast and shut the door as quietly as I could.


      I walked back to the guest house through a red-tinged cloud of exhaust and early morning fog. Leah stood in the door, shivering despite her thick robe. I ushered her inside and pulled her into my arms. She hugged me tight, her face pressed to my chest.


      “Thanks,” I said softly. “I don’t know what I would’ve done without you.”


      She nodded and we held each other until she felt me shift with the need to go. She pushed away and brushed her hair out of her face. I suppressed a grin at the imprint of my zipper in her cheek.


      “Drive safely,” she said.


      “I will. Go back to bed and sleep for a couple of hours.”


      She shook her head. “I need to study. Chemistry.”


      “Have you talked to your mom yet?”


      “No, not yet. Don’t you need to go?”


      I grinned and bent to kiss her cheek. “If you ever need someplace to hide out for a couple of days, you know where I am.”


      She tried to look prim. “I’m sure I won’t, but thanks anyway.”


      I chuckled and kissed her again, this time on the lips. It was soft and friendly, but I lingered when she didn’t pull away.


      “Okay,” I said at last. “I really need to go if I want to make my first class.”


      She nodded and straightened my jacket collar. “Call me tonight and let me know how everything went.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      I spent most of the drive lost in thought. Traffic was sparse until I hit Chattanooga, but I was well ahead of the morning rush hour. The sky began to lighten in the east as I approached Knoxville. I wasn’t ready to return to campus, so I parked near the World’s Fair site.


      The Sun Sphere glowed with morning light, a blaze of copper and cinnamon, salmon and persimmon, amber and gold and saffron. For the first time in my life, I wanted more than a pencil to sketch with. But even if I’d had a set of pastels, I knew I’d never capture the scene as the sun burned through one palette after another.


      I made it to class with seconds to spare. I was still breathing heavily from the run across campus, and had to force myself to focus on my notes from the week before. My writing was sloppy, probably because I’d been hung over for most of it. Fortunately, the professor simply covered the material in the book, so I wasn’t all that worried.


      Gracie was happy to see me in History of Architecture, especially when she realized that I wasn’t surly and half-coherent. I didn’t assault her senses, either, which definitely helped. We didn’t mention the past week, but she was fit to burst from curiosity. I wasn’t in the mood to offer an explanation, if I ever would be, so we talked about class instead.


      By the time noon rolled around, I was feeling almost normal. I still missed talking to my friends, especially Trip, but at least I was back to my routine. Mostly. I grabbed a quick sandwich for lunch and went to fetch my things from the Cruiser.


      The apartment was empty when I arrived, but it looked unchanged. It had only been two weeks since I’d been there—less, actually—but a lot had happened in the meantime. Still, I guess I expected it to reflect the changes. Part of me was disappointed, in a weird way, but mostly I was happy to be back.


      I left Trip a note in case I didn’t see him before design class: We need to talk. It’s important. - Paul


      I thought about apologizing in the note, but decided against it. I wanted it to be personal. I wanted him to see my face, and to understand that I really was sorry.


      I pulled up my collar as I walked to the A&A building. After the pink-gold sunrise, pregnant clouds had rolled in. They hung full-bellied in shades of slate and dove gray. The wind had also picked up, and the scent of moisture filled the air. It would snow soon, especially if the temperature stayed below freezing.


      The weather matched my mood, since I didn’t know how I should feel about my apology. Part of me accepted it, but part of me felt like Trip needed to make the first move. After all, I hadn’t slept with my best friend’s girlfriend, even if she was only a potential girlfriend.


      With a dark snort, I told myself to grow up. I wasn’t a ten-year-old, no matter how much I acted like it sometimes. Besides, I was the one who started it when I called her a slut.


      The atrium of the A&A building was stifling and crowded with people changing classes. I threaded among them and tugged off my gloves, still lost in thought. Gracie was already at her drafting table when I arrived, and I slid onto the stool at the table next to her.


      “Hi,” she said, and smiled.


      I gave her a quick wave and tried not to look nervous as I watched for Trip.


      “Hey, yo,” Freddie said as he dumped his things between his table and mine. He gave me a furtive look and then a longer one when he realized I wasn’t in a foul mood.


      I met his eyes. “Good to see you, paisan.”


      His face split in a grin and he gave me a big Italian hug.


      I did my best not to look embarrassed when he pulled back, but he didn’t even notice.


      “Yo, Grace,” he said, “our boy’s back.”


      “Yeah, Freddie, I noticed.”


      “So,” I asked casually, “did you have a good weekend?”


      “Are you kiddin’? Fuggedaboutit!”


      He was irrepressible, and I couldn’t help but smile.


      Gracie’s design partner slid into his seat with his usual “Hey, y’all,” and I took the opportunity to glance toward the door again.


      A shot of adrenaline made my breath catch when Trip came in, but he didn’t even look my way. Instead, he took his seat next to his partner, two rows back. I knew we couldn’t speak before class, but I still wanted to make eye contact. He deliberately ignored me, and Professor Joska arrived a few moments later.


      Joska lectured until the break. He fired a few questions at us, but never called on me. Part of me was disappointed, but another part was relieved. I hadn’t done any of my reading and was woefully behind.


      I hadn’t done much on my current project, either, and had a lot to catch up on. So the lab portion of class passed quickly, although I felt Joska behind me a couple of times. My sketches and notes held my attention, so I never looked up. By the time the bell rang at 4:50, I was stiff and a bit bleary-eyed, but I’d managed to add two critical drawings to my project.


      Trip ignored me and left without a backward glance. Gracie and Freddie saw my expression and offered looks of sympathy. I hadn’t told them what was going on, but they knew.


      “Fuggedaboutit,” Freddie said, his all-purpose answer. This time he meant just what he said.


      Gracie agreed, “Yeah, forget about it.” Then she laughed nervously.


      I wasn’t ready to shrug it off, so I said goodbye and went to find Trip. Back at the apartment, I met him coming out of the bedroom. He couldn’t avoid me in the hallway, but he wouldn’t look at me.


      “Hey,” I said, and wanted to kick myself for sounding nervous.


      Hard eyes settled on mine.


      “Um… I guess we need to talk.”


      “I don’t have anything to say to you.”


      I blinked, stung. “Okay,” I said slowly, “then I guess I’ll do the talking.”


      “I don’t care what you have to say. As far as I’m concerned, you don’t exist.”


      My breath whooshed in shock.


      He shouldered past me and the front door slammed before I could say anything else.


      Jeff stuck his head out of his room. “Oh, hey.” He frowned when he saw my expression. “What the matter?”


      “I don’t exist.” I shook my head, still gripped by disbelief and a growing sense of humiliation.


      “Whatever,” Jeff muttered, and returned to what he’d been doing. “Welcome back, by the way.”


      I eventually recovered and stalked into my room. I slung my backpack on the bed, where it scattered a pile of confetti. I grabbed one of the scraps and gritted my teeth—it was a torn-up piece of my note. Anger replaced humiliation, and I felt the need to hit something, preferably Trip’s face.


      After a moment I snapped out of it and cast about the room. I passed over my weights and yanked open a dresser drawer instead. My heart thudded in my ears as I changed into a sweat suit, grabbed my hat and gloves, and stormed out.


      In the lobby, a blast of cold air hit me as I thrust open both doors. I tugged my hat over my ears and jabbed my hands into my gloves. Then I set off at a jog.


      Fat snowflakes drifted to the ground, and the world seemed muted and distant. I barely gave it a second thought. Instead, I lowered my head and picked up my pace. I tried to relax, but my thoughts were as turbulent as the sky above.


      I ran until I couldn’t feel my legs. I felt like a fool and cursed my own stupidity. I’d been ready to swallow my pride and apologize! Trip didn’t deserve it. I felt like running away, but that wouldn’t solve anything. Besides, I wasn’t going to let him win—if he wanted me out of his life, he’d have to work for it.


      So I eventually returned. I paused at the door, keys in hand. I wasn’t spoiling for a fight, but I wasn’t going to back down either. Part of me hoped he’d be gone, but another part wanted a confrontation. Maybe then I’d get to vent my frustration. I knew it was wrong, but the childish part of me didn’t really care.


      I took a deep breath and slid the key into the lock. The door opened quietly, but no one could have heard over the music. It wasn’t loud, but it easily covered my footsteps and the light rasp of the hinges.


      I stepped into the living room. My face felt flushed, and from more than just the cold. Melted snow began to drip from my stocking cap, but I ignored it as it hit the back of my neck.


      Wren and Trip were sitting on the floor by his stereo, records stacked around them. He saw me first and his face went hard. She turned, and hers lit with a mixture of surprise and relief. She stood immediately, and Trip rose as well. He towered over her and scowled. I gazed back blandly.


      “You’re back,” Wren said at last. “Are you okay?”


      Trip stiffened when I shifted my gaze to her. I thought of a few spiteful answers, but settled on something simple. “More or less.”


      “When you didn’t come home…,” she said, but trailed off. “We were worried something had happened.”


      Trip hadn’t been worried at all, and his expression said so.


      I didn’t know how to react, but he was a prime example of what not to do, so I took the high road. “I had to sort a few things out,” I said vaguely. “So I went home for the weekend. I got back this morning.”


      She looked at Trip. “Did you know he was back?”


      He didn’t answer, so I did. “He knew,” I said maliciously. “At least, he did when he saw me in class.” I met his hostile glare, but kept my expression neutral. “If he somehow managed to miss me as I sat in front of him, he definitely knew when he came back to the apartment and tore up my note. And if that didn’t tip him off, he saw me face to face about two hours ago.” Take that!


      Wren turned to him. “Why didn’t you tell me?”


      “Because I don’t exist,” I cut in. “At least, not as far as he’s concerned.”


      Trip reacted at last, and his eyes blazed with hatred as he looked at me.


      “Is that true?” Wren said.


      He had to look away.


      “’Fraid so,” I said, and took a perverse pleasure in his discomfort. I knew I was being petty and vindictive, but he’d earned it. “Anyway,” I added, “I’m here now, and I’m not going anywhere.”


      Wren looked at me. From her expression, she was trying to decide who to be angrier at, him for being a jerk, or me for rubbing it in.


      I still had feelings for her, so I relented and let my expression soften. “Sorry,” I said, and she accepted with a nod. “I need to talk to you, though.” I included Trip with my eyes. “Both of you, actually.”


      “Like hell,” Trip said.


      I suppressed a surge of anger and managed to look resigned instead. “Whatever.” I glanced at Wren. “I guess it’s just you and me.”


      Trip started toward me, but checked the movement almost immediately. “If you come near her, I’ll…”


      “You’ll what?” I said in a flare of sarcasm. “Talk to me? Listen to what I have to say? Acknowledge that I exist?”


      He set his jaw and looked away.


      When I got my temper under control, I looked at Wren. “If this isn’t a good time…”


      “No, it’s fine.”


      Trip let out a strangled cry. “Wren, you’re not—”


      She rounded on him. “Don’t take that tone with me, Trip Whitman! And don’t try to tell me what to do. You knew this was going to happen.”


      I wanted to smirk, but resisted the urge.


      Trip clenched his jaw.


      “You know how I feel,” she said evenly. “You’ve known since the beginning. If you can’t handle it…” She left the rest hanging, but it was obvious.


      For all of my fury at Trip, I didn’t want to make things worse. “It’s okay,” I said. “We can talk later.”


      “No,” Wren said. “Now’s fine. I was just leaving anyway. You can walk me down to my apartment.”


      Trip let out a strangled cry. “But I thought…”


      “I think I want to be alone tonight,” she said. “Besides, you and Paul need to talk.”


      He stiffened. “I don’t have anything to say to him.”


      “Well, that’s too bad,” she said. “I do. Now, goodnight.” She looked at me expectantly.


      I didn’t meet Trip’s eyes, but I could feel him glaring pure hatred at me.


      “Will you walk me down?” Wren said to me, the picture of Southern gentility.


      “Sure.” I mustered an apology as the apartment door closed behind us, but Wren stiffened. Then she balled her fists and threw a silent tantrum.


      “Ugh!” she said at last. “He’s worse than you ever were. He drives me crazy sometimes, and last week was the worst.”


      I saw a chance to drive a wedge between them, but I couldn’t do it, even to Trip. No, especially to Trip. I wasn’t like him, I told myself. “Treacherous maturity,” I mumbled.


      “What?”


      I shook my head irritably. “It’d take too long to explain.” Before she could hijack the conversation again, I plunged ahead. “Look,” I said, “I’m sorry about what happened before… when I found out. I was shocked and upset, and I’d had a lousy day, but that’s no excuse. I shouldn’t have said… what I did. I was wrong, and I apologize.”


      “That’s okay,” she said, but I could see that she appreciated it. “I’m sorry you found out the way you did. We wanted to tell you, but…”


      I shrugged. “I messed things up.”


      “You didn’t mess them up,” she said softly. “We all did.”


      “Yeah, I guess.”


      We started walking toward the stairs, but neither of us was in a hurry.


      “Trip feels guilty,” she said at last.


      “Do you?”


      “A little, but not really.” She looked up at me. “You and I…” She sighed. “It never would’ve worked. You know that.”


      I didn’t know anything of the sort, but I didn’t argue.


      “I love you,” she said, “but not like that. You’re like… my brother.”


      I blinked in surprise. “Wow, that’s a real brush off, isn’t it?”


      “It’s not like that,” she said. “I still have feelings for you, and I’ll always love you, but Trip…” Her eyes grew soft. “He’s… special.”


      What could I say?


      “You know how you felt when you had two girlfriends?”


      “Yeah, frustrated and foolish. One didn’t have time for me and the other manipulated me.” The truth was a bit more complex—okay, a lot more complex—but I wasn’t feeling particularly expansive.


      “No, not then,” Wren said impatiently. “In the beginning, when you loved them both.”


      My face flushed as I remembered the early days of the P-G-K triangle.


      Wren nodded. “That’s how I feel, but I guess I’m not like you. I had to decide.”


      “Yeah, right,” I said, and immediately regretted the sarcasm.


      “You think it was easy? That I just flipped a coin? Heads for Trip, tails for Paul?”


      “No, of course not.”


      “He knows I still love you,” she said, almost defiantly.


      My eyebrows shot up. “Then why are you…?”


      “Why am I with him and not you?” She shrugged. “I love him too. More than I ever thought. It hit me like a bolt of lightning when we— Um… you know. I’d never felt anything like it.”


      I nodded soberly.


      “He makes me laugh,” she said, distracted by a memory. “And when I’m with him, I think maybe he could be the one.” She smiled in embarrassment when she realized who she was talking to.


      “That’s okay,” I lied. “I understand.”


      “It was always different with you, although I never realized until…” She broke off and looked self-conscious again.


      “Until you slept with him.”


      She let out her breath and gave a tentative nod.


      “Was it because we never did it?” I asked, but she immediately shook her head. The bottom of my stomach dropped out.


      “It’s not like that,” she insisted. “I still want to.”


      My brows shot up.


      “That’s the thing I can’t figure out. I thought it would change when I found the right guy, that I wouldn’t want anyone else.”


      “But it’s not that simple, is it?”


      She shook her head ruefully. “I still want you, which is why Trip doesn’t want me to see you.”


      “Ah. That makes sense.”


      “I’m glad you think so,” Wren said tartly. “Now, can you explain it to me?”


      I glanced at her sidelong.


      “Yes, I’m serious. How come guys can do it with anything that moves, but girls can’t?”


      I held my hands up defensively. “Hey, I don’t make the rules.”


      “Good! ’Cause—”


      “I didn’t say I subscribed to ’em either.” She gave me a look, and I shrugged. “I’ve known a lot of women.” I paused to make sure she understood the euphemism. “They’ve all been pretty normal,” I added, “and they’re all like you.”


      “All of them?”


      “Well, most.”


      “How many women are we talking about here?” she asked suspiciously. “Five? Six?”


      “That’s not the point.”


      “More than ten?”


      I did some quick counting, but then shook my head irritably.


      “More than twenty?”


      “Wren—”


      “Twenty-five?”


      “Enough that I know what I’m talking about,” I snapped. “Besides,” I added in a calmer tone, “a gentleman never tells.”


      She snorted.


      “The point is,” I went on doggedly, “you’re normal, and it’s okay. You don’t have to act on your feelings, but—”


      “What if I want to?”


      I blinked and tried to decide if she’d meant what I thought she had.


      “Yes, you heard me,” she said. “I want both of you.” We’d been standing outside her apartment for several minutes, and she shot a nervous glance at the door across the hall. “Do you want to come inside?”


      “I… um… I probably shouldn’t.”


      “Why not?”


      “’Cause I still need to apologize to Christy.”


      “Isn’t now the perfect time?”


      I shook my head. “You and I still have a lot to talk about, and I don’t want it to sound like an afterthought. I really hurt her feelings, though I don’t know how. Still, I did, and I need to tell her I’m sorry.”


      “She broke up with Simon,” Wren said quietly. “That’s what she told you, and you said something totally stupid, like, ‘Well, I guess you had fun anyway.’”


      “Oh, shit.”


      “Yeah.”


      “I was looking for you,” I tried to explain. “I wasn’t paying attention, but it was only for a split second.” I trailed off and shook my head at my own stupidity. “God, she must hate me.”


      “She wasn’t very happy, that’s for sure.”


      I let out a dark sigh. “Boy, when I screw things up, I don’t do it halfway.”


      “You can say that again.”


      “Is she okay?”


      “I guess,” Wren said with a shrug. “We’ve all been a bit upset lately.”


      “Yeah, sorry ’bout that.”


      “It wasn’t your fault. Not all of it, at least.”


      I nodded, and we fell silent.


      After a moment she said, “Do you wanna go somewhere else?”


      My stomach growled and I nodded. “But you should probably let someone know where you’re going.”


      Her brow furrowed.


      “Trip’s gonna call you, if he hasn’t already. And if your roommates tell him they haven’t seen you and don’t know where you are, he’ll think something’s up. Since he knows how you feel about me…”


      “Ah. Right.”


      “No sense getting blamed for something you didn’t do,” I said. “So let’s go someplace public, like… um… Presidential Grill.”


      She entered the apartment and returned a minute later with her coat and scarf. We walked through the snowy evening in silence, and welcomed the warmth of the small campus restaurant. She’d already had dinner, so I bought two Cokes and a hamburger for myself, and we picked a booth well away from the small crowd near the TV.


      “Thanks,” I said, and gestured with the burger. “I didn’t get a chance to eat dinner.”


      She nodded distractedly and fell silent for several long moments. Then she said, “I’m not some kind of sicko, am I?”


      I gave her a look as I finished chewing.


      “Because I want you both?”


      “Uh-uh. You’re actually pretty normal.”


      “These other women…,” she said tentatively. “They… um… I mean, some of them wanted to do it with two guys?”


      I took another bite and nodded.


      She seemed dubious. “At the same time?”


      Another nod. “Sometimes more.”


      “More?”


      “Uh-huh.” I thought of Elaine Raeford. “I have… um… a friend… who likes three guys at once.”


      “Three? How’s that work? Never mind, I figured it out.”


      I grinned at her pink cheeks and took another bite.


      “Does anyone think she’s… you know… a slut?”


      I swallowed. “Do you think I am?”


      She blinked at the non sequitur.


      “I’ve done it with three women at once.”


      “Yeah, but you’re a guy.”


      “Remember those rules?” I said, half taunting, half serious. “Why should they be different for men and women?”


      “But…” Her eyes narrowed suspiciously. “Hold on, you only have one dick. How’d you do it with three women at once?”


      “Wouldn’t you like to know.”


      “Liar.”


      I took another bite and shook my head.


      “Really?”


      I crossed my heart.


      “Wow.”


      I swallowed and said, “No one called me a slut. Well, not to my face, at least.”


      “But it’s different for women.”


      “Not always. Not with the right people.”


      “Oh yeah? Like who?”


      “Swingers.”


      “Swingers? What do you know about—?” Her eyes flashed. “You’re kidding!”


      “Nope.”


      “Is that why you’ve done it with so many women?”


      “Yes and no.”


      She arched an eyebrow.


      “I’ve been lucky,” I said evasively. “Very lucky.”


      “I’ll say.”


      “But I also grew up around people who are pretty open-minded.”


      She snapped her fingers. “The older woman!”


      “Her,” I admitted, “but also my parents. And their best friends.”


      “Kendall’s parents?”


      “Gina’s. Kendall’s probably knew about the swinging, but they pretended not to.”


      “Huh?”


      “It’s complicated. You know what kind of hang-ups people have about sex.”


      “Tell me about it,” she said, and then sighed as I finished my burger and cleaned my hands on a napkin. “Why can’t everyone be like you?”


      I shook my head. “You wouldn’t like that.”


      “Why not?”


      “’Cause I’m pretty immature. Insecure, too.” I thought for a moment. “Self-centered… stubborn… clueless… impulsive… the list goes on.”


      “You’re also one of the most honest people I’ve ever met. Honest with yourself, I mean.”


      “No sense lying, especially to yourself.”


      “You’d be surprised how many people do.”


      I thought about Sandra and nodded.


      “I think that’s what I love about you,” Wren continued. “If I asked Trip about his faults, he probably couldn’t think of any.”


      “Oh, come on,” I said, “give him more credit than that.”


      “No, seriously. I don’t think he’s mature enough.”


      “Ha! And you think I am?”


      “You were ready to apologize tonight, and he wasn’t.”


      “For all the good it did me.”


      “He’s embarrassed,” she said. “And jealous.”


      “He shouldn’t be. Jealous, I mean.”


      She started to say something, but then stopped when she realized what I’d said. “Why not? Don’t you…?” Don’t you want me anymore?


      “Oh, I do, but I’m not going to steal you away. I’m not like that.”


      Her eyes tightened at the implication that Trip was.


      I hadn’t meant it that way, but I didn’t apologize. “Besides,” I said, “I wouldn’t do that to you. Or him, for that matter.”


      She tilted her head and studied me. “You really miss him, don’t you.”


      “Is it that obvious?”


      “Not to him,” she said softly. We fell silent, but then she touched my hand. “Don’t worry, he’ll come around. If he doesn’t, I’ll convince him.”


      “Good luck,” I scoffed. “He’s pretty stubborn.”


      “He’s scared.”


      “Because you still love me?”


      She nodded.


      “But you’re not in love with me.”


      “No.” Her expression softened. “Are you okay with that?”


      “Not really,” I said, and grimaced at how bitter I sounded. “But I’ll survive. I guess I just need to move on.”


      “I wish you didn’t have to.”


      “Me too. But you don’t want two boyfriends. Trust me.”


      She smiled, but it was sad. “I still wish I could have you both.”


      “Well, that’s not gonna happen. Not as long as you’re with Trip.”


      “He could change…”


      “Or not,” I said. “I mean, he’s not like me.” He didn’t grow up in a family of swingers. “And I still don’t think he understands the difference between love and sex.”


      “But I do,” she said. Her brow creased. “Huh. I wonder why that is.”


      “Maybe you’re just open-minded.”


      “I’d have to be,” she said with a genuine laugh. “My mother’s sort of a lesbian and my father’s had a string of mistresses. I still love them, though.” Her hand flew to her mouth.


      It was my turn to laugh, more at her expression than anything else.


      “Wow. I didn’t mean to say that. You won’t tell anyone, will you?”


      “About your parents? Why would I?”


      “Well, it’s not normal.”


      “Ha! And you think swingers are?”


      “Good point.”


      “Don’t worry,” I said. “I’ll keep your secrets and you keep mine. Deal?”


      Her hazel eyes smiled as she nodded, but then her expression fell. “I wish Trip could be here with us.”


      “Yeah, me too.” I shrugged. “He’ll come around. Eventually.”


      “But he’s so pig-headed. And immature.”


      “I am too.”


      “Not like him.”


      “Maybe, maybe not,” I said. “But on that note, you need to be getting back.”


      She looked at her watch. “Oh my God. He probably thinks…!”


      “Relax. He’ll get over it. But I have some advice. If you want it, that is.”


      She looked baffled at my calmness. “Of course.”


      “Spend the night with him.”


      “Excuse me?”


      “Seriously. And I’m not saying that just because it’ll put him in a better mood.”


      She frowned at the jibe.


      “He’s gonna think we were up to something, no matter what you tell him.” I paused to let her think it through, and she reluctantly nodded. “So,” I went on, “what’s the best way to prove nothing happened? Let him figure it out himself.”


      “What if I’m not in the mood?”


      “Then you’d better get in the mood. Either that, or…”—I cleared my throat significantly—“take one for the team.”


      “Ha ha. Very funny.”


      “I’m serious. If you spend the night by yourself, you’ll never convince Trip we weren’t up to something tonight.”


      “He’ll just have to trust me,” she said airily.


      “Uh-uh. No way.” I gave her a stern look. “Relationships are all about trust. And if he’s jealous already, don’t give him a reason to doubt you.” I remembered how my doubts about Gina grew after the Vermont trip. “It’ll just fester and get worse. Trust me.”


      She huffed. “Why are relationships so difficult?”


      “Because they’re worth it,” I said simply. “Especially if it’s the right person. Besides, you’ll enjoy tonight, and you know it.”


      Her eyes grew unfocused. “I was kind of looking forward to it. I mean, we’ve spent the night together ever since… um… since you left.” Her expression returned to the present and she frowned. “Speaking of which, where’d you go?”


      “Off the deep end.” Way off, I added to myself.


      “I’m serious. We were worried. Where were you?”


      “It’s a long, sordid tale,” I said, “and I’m not going to tell you.” She tried to object, but I shook my head. “Sorry. Not gonna happen. Maybe someday, but don’t hold your breath. Anyway, we should be getting back.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      I called Leah when I got back to the apartment. She had homework, so we didn’t talk long, but I told her I’d made it okay. When I hung up, I stared at the shiny black plastic of the receiver.


      I knew I should call my parents—Leah’s mom had probably told mine about my visit—but I wasn’t in the mood for a long conversation. Besides, they couldn’t live my life for me. Still, I needed to call them, if only to check in.


      In the end, I called and talked to Mom for a while. I didn’t mention my weekend in Atlanta, and neither did she. But the call told her I was okay without the need for details. She understood, and even managed to hide her relief. Mostly.


      I actually smiled to myself when I hung up. I get older and she gets wiser, I thought.


      But only one of us had changed, of course.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      I woke up early the next morning and did some quick crunches and push-ups. Trip had spent the night with Wren, and I was just as happy not to have to talk to him. Or to be ignored, more likely. He hadn’t said a word to me the night before, and had barely looked civil when Wren wanted to talk to him. Still, he hadn’t come home, so I figured they’d worked things out.


      I put on my sweat suit and jogged to the HPER building. A thick blanket of snow covered everything and muted the sound of campus as it came to life. A few other hardy souls were out early, but the snow had kept most people inside.


      I was a little rusty after a week without workouts, so I pushed myself hard. It felt good to sweat, and I could vent my frustrations on the weights without anyone getting their feelings hurt.


      By the time I finished, snowplows had managed to clear Andy Holt Avenue, but the side streets were still covered. The temperature wasn’t supposed to venture above freezing for a couple of days, so the snow was here to stay.


      I ran into Trip and Wren and the others in the apartment lobby. They were headed to breakfast and pulled up short when they saw me. Trip gave me a flat, angry stare. I didn’t think it was possible, but he looked even more hostile when Wren greeted me.


      Christy’s expression was harder to read, although Ash and Zoë said hi with their usual warmth. I wondered what Wren had told them, but Ash answered the question for me.


      “How’s your project going?” she asked.


      I flashed a glance at Wren, who shrugged in apology at the white lie.


      “Okay, I guess,” I said. “I had a lot of stuff to figure out.”


      “Any luck?”


      “Too early to tell. I fixed one problem”—I glanced at Wren—“but still have another.” I didn’t glance at Trip, but he understood. “It’s even bigger, and it’s not making things easy.”


      Trip’s eyes tightened, and Wren shot him a look. Ash and Zoë didn’t have a clue, but Christy got it, although she met my gaze with mild interest and a fixed smile. I’d seen the same look on my mother, which wasn’t a good sign.


      “Wow,” Ash said, oblivious. “No wonder you’ve been so busy.”


      “Busy making a mess, more like it,” I said, and flicked a glance at Christy. “I hope I can still fix things.”


      “Sounds like you have your work cut out for you,” Zoë said.


      “Yeah, I guess so.”


      Ash perked up. “Hey, you wanna come have breakfast with us?”


      “I’d love to, but…” I plucked at my sweaty clothes. “I need to shower before class. Maybe some other time.”


      We were about to go our separate ways when I caught Christy’s eye. “Do you have a minute?”


      She stiffened.


      “Sure,” Wren said to her. “You can catch up with us.”


      “Yeah,” Ash said, “we’ll save you a seat.”


      The others left, and Christy waited expectantly.


      “Wren told me about you and Simon,” I said. “I’m sorry you broke up, and I’m really sorry about what I said. I wasn’t paying attention, but I should’ve been.” I paused to let my apology sink in. “I’m sorry I was a jerk after the fight. You were just trying to help.”


      She looked down and shrugged. “It’s okay.”


      Silence hung between us, thick and emotional. But then she looked up, and I felt like someone had kicked me in the gut.


      “Where were you?” she said. “We were worried sick.”


      “I… um… I was pretty upset.”


      “So you disappeared for a week?”


      “I still went to class,” I said, which sounded weak. “But… I wasn’t ready to come home yet.”


      “Well, you could’ve told someone!”


      “I guess I wasn’t thinking.”


      “So now you think a cute apology will make it all better? That’s just like you!” She started to say something else, but then huffed and stalked away.


      My cheeks burned with anger and humiliation as people turned to stare.


      And I thought I understood women? Ha!


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      I stayed late after design class, partly because I needed to catch up, but also because I didn’t want to go back to the apartment. I wasn’t going to give up without a fight, but I wasn’t eager to face Trip and his stony silence. Or Christy, whatever her problem was.


      So I grabbed a burger at the Presidential Grill and returned to the apartment after dark. Much to my relief, Trip wasn’t there. Luke and Jeff were, along with Meredith and a bleach blonde who giggled at everything Luke said. I stuck my head into the living room and said hello, but then retreated to the foyer.


      See, Luke? I thought as I hung up my coat. It’s not so hard.


      On a whim, I picked up the phone, dialed, and tugged the cord into my room. It was long enough to reach my bed, so I threw myself onto it and waited for Leah to answer. Elizabeth picked up on the fourth ring.


      Before I could say anything, Leah said, “I got it, Mom.”


      Elizabeth hung up without asking who it was. Things had been the same in our house: any phone call after a certain time was almost always for Erin or me.


      “Hello?” Leah said.


      “Hi. It’s Paul.”


      We talked for more than an hour, although she mostly listened while I vented about Trip and Christy. When I finally wound down, we talked about other things. Much to my surprise, I realized that I didn’t miss Gina—I just missed talking to her. Leah had the same intelligence, but we didn’t have the baggage that Gina and I did. So I enjoyed talking to her, and felt a lot more relaxed by the time we hung up.


      Trip came home about eleven o’clock. I was reading in my study cubicle, playing catch-up for Western Civ., but he ignored me and went straight to bed without a word. Jeff stuck his head out of his cubicle and caught my attention.


      “What the fuck was that about?”


      I shrugged. “He’s being a dick.”


      “Oh,” Jeff said, as if that answered everything.


      “Exactly.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      By Thursday I was ready to kill Trip. I’d tried to fix things by acting like everything was normal, but he continued to ignore me. I’d even tried talking to him, although “at him” would describe it better. I wasn’t looking forward to another afternoon of the silent treatment, so I changed into my sweat suit, grabbed my Walkman, and headed out.


      The ground was still covered with snow, but the streets and sidewalks were clear. I glanced at the sky and began jogging. I didn’t know where I was going or what I wanted, but anything was better than Trip’s childish bullshit.


      I weaved through the flow of pedestrians and settled into a comfortable jog. At the Sports Bubble I had to slow for a group of people, and the last turned at my approach. His face lit with recognition, so I slowed to a stop.


      “Hey, Paul,” Glen said. “How’s it going?”


      “Good. How’re you? How’s T.J.?”


      T.J. and Glen had been my suitemates the year before. Glen was just as tall as I remembered, although he seemed even bigger in his winter coat.


      “He’s good,” Glen said. “Still has an attitude two sizes bigger’n he is, though.”


      “Sounds like him,” I said with a laugh.


      “Yeah. You and… um… whatshisname still rooming together?”


      Whatshisname? Yeah, whatshisname. “Trip? Yeah, we’re still together, but I had to get out of the apartment for a while.” I grimaced. “You know how it is.”


      “Yeah,” Glen said with a soft laugh, “T.J. worries on me like a pup sometimes.”


      I thought of a T.J.-terrier nipping at a much larger dog, and couldn’t help but laugh. “You going to work out?” I asked, hoping for a partner strong enough to spot for me.


      He shook his head. “Martial Arts Club.”


      I looked a question at him.


      “They don’t do aikido, but judo’s close enough. ’Sides, it’s somethin’ new, which is cool.”


      Glen was one of the few people I’d met who was stronger than me, but also one of the most even-tempered. He was the reason T.J. and I hadn’t beaten the crap out of each other on more than one occasion.


      I’d only seen Glen in an actual fight once, although he barely touched the other guy. He hadn’t hit him at all. Instead, he put him in a wrist lock that completely subdued him. He could’ve beaten the other guy to a pulp, but he’d chosen not to.


      I’d been a wrestler long enough to recognize another trained fighter in Glen, and I admired his self-control. Part of it was his temperament, but part of it was training, so I was curious about what made him so dangerous and calm at the same time.


      “What’s it like?” I asked.


      “Judo? ’Bout like any other martial art, I s’pose.”


      “You mind if I watch?”


      He shrugged. “No reason why not. Join in if you want.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      I returned to the apartment later that night and threw myself onto the bed.


      Finally! I thought with something close to rapture. A way to vent my pent-up frustrations.


      Running gave me time to think, and I enjoyed the solitude, but it wasn’t very explosive. Weightlifting helped, but it was lonely without a partner. Neither was very competitive, and both were entirely too pacifist.


      I was honest enough to admit that I’d never be as levelheaded as Glen, so I needed an outlet for my violent urges. And it needed to be socially acceptable, because pounding the snot out of my best friend might feel good, but the police would probably object (not to mention the friend in question).


      Judo was the answer. Like wrestling, it relied on speed and flexibility as much as strength. Stamina didn’t hurt, but the bouts were usually quick and decisive. I was already familiar with several moves, but the techniques were subtly different, and most were entirely new. Still, I’d learned a lot in only a couple of hours, and was already looking forward to more.


      Even better, I felt drained, which was exactly what I needed, physically and mentally. So I’d signed up at the end of practice, and promised to bring a check for my dues to the next one. I’d have to buy a proper gi before then, but the instructor had told me where to find one.


      I lay awake for a long time that night, thinking about what to do with my life. Trip wasn’t making it easy, but I refused to let him ruin things for me. I didn’t know what to do about Christy either, which bothered me almost as much. Still, I knew I couldn’t change them. All I could do was live my life.


      To that end, I called Earl Walker the next morning. I set up a regular time for flight lessons and transferred money into my checking account to pay for it. If I couldn’t spend time with my friends, then at least I could finish my instrument rating.


      So between schoolwork, flying, and judo, I managed to fill the weekend with distractions. I even spent some time with Wren, although not as much as my first night back. Trip was a jerk, and I missed drawing with Christy, but I wasn’t going to humiliate myself by making the first move again.


      An olive branch makes a lasting impression, especially when you get smacked in the face with it.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      To be continued…


      If you enjoyed this free book, please take 30 seconds

      to send me a quick thank-you note. Scroll down.


      Then you can read the next part of the story in

      Best Intentions.


      And if you want even more Summer Camp Swingers, you can
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         ►

        INTRODUCTION

      


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


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


      The Epilogue in So Long, Summer Camp (book 8 in the Christy series) will wrap up the whole saga and answer the two big questions from the very beginning—who’s the wife and who died?


      - Nick


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      CHAPTER 16


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


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


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


      “What’re you doing here?”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


      “It’s none of his business.”


      I snorted.


      “What’s that supposed to mean?”


      “You know.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


      “I’m not—!” She realized what she was doing and huffed. “I’m angry at him,” she said at last. “He’s being a butt. He’s miserable, but it’s his own fault. He’s so stubborn!”


      I chuckled at the irony.


      “He misses you, but he’s too pig-headed to admit it. He doesn’t think I can tell, either. Can you talk to him? Try to apologize again?”


      “Uh-uh. I tried that once. Remember?”


      “Couldn’t you try again?”


      “Why? To give him the satisfaction of rubbing my nose in it?”


      “But, please! Just this once?”


      “No,” I said firmly, and felt a flush of anger and humiliation at the memory of the first time.


      “Why not?”


      “Because! I’m not going to go crawling back.”


      “But he’s so pig-headed,” she said, almost plaintively.


      “Then I guess that makes two of us.” I jabbed my arms into my robe and closed it with a savage jerk.


      “You’re right,” Wren said at last. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t’ve asked.” She shrugged. “I just thought…”


      I felt my anger drain away. “I know,” I said gently, “but friendship’s a two-way street, and the ball’s in Trip’s court.”


      She nodded, preoccupied by our little love triangle. I understood exactly how she felt, and I didn’t envy her. She forced a smile at last, but it was sad.


      As if on cue, Siobhan tapped on the door and then opened it. “Ready, Paul?”


      “Be right there,” I said, and looked at Wren. “Sorry. I tried once, and you saw what happened.” I thought about trying again, but then shook my head. “I’m not gonna waste my time on a guy who doesn’t want to be friends with me. You know?”


      Wren sighed. “You’re right. It’s up to him.”


      Awkward silence hung between us. I felt sorry for her, but I wasn’t going to set myself up for more disappointment.


      “I’d better get out there,” I said at last.


      “Yeah.” She reached for her backpack, but her eyes were far away.


      When I emerged from the office, Siobhan was giving pointers on how to draw the male physique. She finished her thought and then introduced me. From experience, I knew that the first two weeks were simple poses, so I unbelted my robe and settled on the stool in the center of the ring of easels.


      Modeling was actually pretty boring, especially by myself, and I usually thought about architecture. But this time I couldn’t stop thinking about Trip. And the future. Part of me was furious that my life was in a shambles. Another part was sullen and dejected.


      I knew myself well enough to see a funk coming, so I took a deep breath and focused on the people around me. As usual, Siobhan walked behind them, commenting and critiquing, offering hints and advice and encouragement. She was a good teacher, and I saw why Christy liked her so much.


      At the thought of Christy, I felt my temper rise, so I cleared my mind and looked for a distraction. My eye settled on a pretty girl with high cheekbones and a long, straight nose. Her sandy blonde hair was pulled back in a loose, twisted knot, which made her look older than she probably was.


      I didn’t want to get caught staring, but something about her piqued my interest. Her clothes were normal enough, a cable-knit sweater and stirrup pants, so I couldn’t put my finger on why she’d caught my eye. She glanced up to get another look at me, although she didn’t notice me looking at her. Then our eyes met and she looked away quickly.


      A blush crept up her cheeks, so I waited for her to recover her composure. She looked up almost hesitantly, and I smiled when our eyes met. Her answering smile was shy, and she went back to her sketch quickly.


      I let my gaze move on, but watched her out of the corner of my eye. I felt a moment of panic, but suppressed it and tried to control my breathing. It was one of the first things I’d learned in judo, and I used it to center myself.


      When I finally had my pulse and breathing under control, I casually met her eye and offered another smile, friendly and confident, but not too cocky. I spent the rest of class flirting with her, and could feel her eyes on me whenever she thought I wasn’t looking.


      Oddly enough, I wasn’t worried about getting an erection. I definitely felt a spark of attraction, but she didn’t seem like the seductive type. From her blushes and shy glances, I thought she might be a virgin, and a part of me wondered if I really wanted that kind of responsibility.


      I was still thinking about it when Siobhan drew the class to a close and thanked me. I gathered my robe and tried to look cool as I strode from the circle. But once past the students, I quickened my step and practically burst into the small office.


      Wren looked up in surprise. “What’s going on?”


      “Gotta go,” I said as I hopped and almost tripped when my foot caught on my boxers. “Sorry. Need to meet someone before my next class.”


      Wren looked disappointed, but she closed her book and gathered her things. “Yeah, I need to get to class too. Business Finance. Ugh.” She walked toward me as I fastened my khakis.


      I didn’t know what to expect, so I was surprised when she tilted her face up. We kissed on the cheek, and she gave me a resigned look when she pulled back.


      “Sorry we didn’t get to talk more,” she said. “I really miss that. Maybe when we start modeling together.”


      “Yeah,” I said quickly, “that sounds good.”


      Wren was in her own world, so she didn’t notice my distraction. Instead, she gave a wan smile and left with a wave. I finished dressing and rushed out of the office. If I was lucky, I could catch the blonde before she got too far. I started to dash out of the studio but then skidded to a halt.


      She was talking to Siobhan! I couldn’t believe my luck. I took a deep breath and tried to master my racing heart.


      Siobhan was giving her hints on how to draw my shoulders. I glanced at her sketch and suppressed a wince. It wasn’t bad, but it wasn’t very good either. I couldn’t help but think of Christy, whose drawings were so lifelike. The new girl didn’t stand up to the comparison, and I wanted to kick myself for thinking of Christy in the first place.


      “It just takes practice,” Siobhan told her. “Hello, Paul. I was just telling Daphne that your shoulders are hard to draw. It has to do with muscle definition.”


      “I’ll try to be less defined next time,” I said dryly.


      Daphne blushed and smiled.


      Siobhan gave me a searching look. “Have you two met?”


      “Not yet,” I said, and held out my hand. “I’m Paul.”


      “I know.” Daphne shook my hand. Hers was warm and soft, and a little smudged from her drawing. She looked at it in embarrassment. “Sorry, I… um…”


      “It’s okay,” I said as I rubbed away the graphite. “Mine get that way too.”


      “Are you an artist?”


      “Architect,” I said. “Well, not yet, but I will be.”


      Siobhan realized what was going on, so she patted my arm. “Thank you, Paul. I’ll see you Thursday.” Then she glanced at Daphne. “Keep practicing. You’re doing well.” She said goodbye and disappeared into her office.


      I turned to Daphne and thought about blowing off computer class. “So, um… do you have class now?”


      She dashed my hopes with a nod.


      “Oh, okay. Where’re you headed?”


      “Just downstairs.”


      “Cool. I’m headed to the computer lab. Wanna walk down together?”


      “I guess.” She seemed unusually shy, but I wasn’t going to let the opportunity slip away.


      I mustered my courage at the first floor landing. “I know we just met,” I said, “but maybe we could get together sometime. Do you mind if I call you? We could go to dinner or a movie.”


      “I’m free tonight,” she said, and her cheeks immediately flushed.


      “Ah, okay. Cool. I’m busy till six, but I can call you afterward. Can I get your number?”


      “Um… I have to be on campus till five.”


      “Oh. Okay. Then do you wanna just meet somewhere?”


      She suddenly thought better of it. “I probably shouldn’t.”


      “I really want to see you,” I said earnestly. “I’ll be the perfect gentleman. Dinner and a movie, and then I’ll drive you home. Maybe a kiss on the cheek at the door, but that’s it.”


      “I don’t know about a movie…”


      “But the rest is okay?”


      The sincerity in my voice made her smile, and she nodded.


      “Great! Do you want to meet at the Sports Bubble? I should be done by six. I can cut practice short if—”


      “No, six is okay.”


      The bell rang and I fought down my annoyance. Then I held her eyes and smiled. “I’m really looking forward to it.”


      She looked down and tried to hide a smile of her own.


      My grin widened. “See you at six!”


      She nodded and walked into her class, and I broke into a run toward mine. Professor Liang was already lecturing when I arrived, so I slid into my seat as quietly as I could.


      Gracie stared at me covertly as I took out my notebook. I knew she was curious about my goofy grin, but I ignored her and pretended to focus on the lecture. I didn’t really hear what the professor was saying, though, because I couldn’t stop thinking about Daphne’s smile.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Judo practice took a lifetime, since I didn’t know if Daphne would show up or not. I didn’t even know her last name, so I couldn’t call her if she didn’t. I tried to focus on Glen, but I couldn’t stop glancing at the door. Not surprisingly, I spent a lot of time on the mat, staring up at the ceiling and blinking to clear my head.


      I still hadn’t seen her by the time practice was over, so I reluctantly decided that I’d been stood up. I talked to a few of the other guys as we gathered our things, but my heart wasn’t in it. Then someone whistled in a low cat-call.


      “Sweet Jesus,” he said, and the rest of us followed his gaze.


      My breath caught as I saw Daphne, tall and slender in a white coat with a fur collar. She’d changed clothes and fixed her hair, but she still had her backpack. Her nose and cheeks were red from the cold, and she looked a little lost.


      “I think I died and went to heaven,” someone said, and the others agreed.


      “Five bucks says I can get her number,” another guy said. “Any takers?”


      “Sorry, guys,” I said, “but she’s meeting me.”


      Several guys looked at me with undisguised envy.


      “Bullshit,” one said.


      I caught her eye and waved, and she visibly relaxed. Then a tingle of anticipation made my heart race as she smiled.


      “Lucky bastard,” somebody muttered.


      Glen shot me a grin as I waved farewell and headed toward Daphne. “Wow,” I said when I reached her.


      She hid a bashful smile.


      “My friends are all jealous.”


      “Why?”


      I couldn’t tell if she was playing hard to get, or honestly didn’t get it. “’Cause of you,” I said at last.


      “Me?”


      “Um… yeah.” I felt a little self-conscious in my gi, so I shrugged into my winter coat and used the time to think about what I wanted to say next. Faint heart never won fair lady, I thought, and decided to be bold.


      “Listen, I know you probably hear this all the time,” I said, “but you look incredible.”


      “Thank you.”


      Flattery, I could do. Seduction, too. I usually screwed up the relationship part, but I definitely had a good handle on the first two.


      “C’mon,” I said, “let’s head back to my apartment.”


      She stiffened slightly.


      “I need to take a quick shower”—I shot her a reassuring look—“alone, and find something to wear that won’t make you ashamed to be seen with me.” I didn’t honestly think she’d join me in the shower, but it never hurt to plant the idea.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      I finished buttoning my collar and slipped into a sweater. Then I looked at myself in the mirror.


      Hair? Check.


      Teeth? Check.


      Smile? Devilishly handsome.


      I grinned at my reflection as I fastened my watch. After a final critical look, I opened the door and stepped into the hall. Daphne was looking at several drawings I’d taped to the wall above my desk.


      “Did you do these?”


      I stepped close and followed her gaze. “Uh-huh. That’s the Fountain of the Four Rivers in the Piazza Navona.”


      “In Italy?”


      “Yep.”


      “It’s beautiful.” She turned and looked at me, eyes wide. “Have you been there?”


      I nodded.


      She turned and studied the lines of the obelisk in the middle of the baroque sculpture. It was incredibly phallic, and her gaze raised more than my eyebrows.


      “Would you like it?” I asked. The drawing… or the phallus?


      “I couldn’t,” she said aloud.


      “I want you to have it.” Er, them.


      Her face lit up. “Oh, thank you. I always wanted to go to Italy.”


      “Maybe I’ll take you there someday.” I flashed her a cocky grin. Then I carefully took down the drawing, rolled it up, and held it closed with a rubber band. “But let’s go to dinner first. Since you mentioned it, how ’bout Italian? I know a great place.”


      “Okay.”


      I helped her into her coat and handed her the rolled-up drawing. I shrugged into my own coat in the foyer and offered to carry her backpack. I settled it on one shoulder and reached past her for the doorknob. “You’re really gonna like this place,” I said. “It’s—”


      Christy pulled back in surprise, with her hand still poised to knock. She gawked at Daphne for a moment, but then her expression hardened into a glare.


      “What?” I blurted, part indignant, part clueless.


      “You don’t waste any time, do you?”


      “Did I do something to you?” I snapped.


      “What haven’t you done?”


      “I don’t know, you tell me! You seem to have all the answers.”


      She set her jaw and her nostrils flared. “If you don’t know, then I’m not going to tell you.” She turned and stormed away.


      “Great answer,” I called after her. “I’m not a mind reader, you know!”


      Daphne looked like she wanted to be anywhere else.


      I stood there and fumed until I recovered my manners. “Sorry,” I said, my pulse still pounding, “that was totally uncool.”


      “Is she your ex?”


      “No way,” I said and closed the door behind us. “I don’t know what she is, but she’s acting like I left her at the altar.” I shook my head to clear it. “Sorry. Let’s just go.”


      Daphne nodded, although she didn’t say anything until we reached the restaurant. I was in my own world, half brood, half simmer. What had I ever done to make Christy so angry? It wasn’t my fault we weren’t talking! Wren had forgiven me, so why couldn’t she?


      I fumed until the maître d’ seated us and gave us menus. Then I realized where I was, and who I was with.


      “I’m sorry,” I told Daphne for the third time. “I used to be friends with… that girl, but we had a fight.” I shrugged. “She’s been totally weird ever since. She just broke up with her fiancé, so that’s probably why.”


      Daphne nodded.


      I shook my head in irritation, again, and tried to focus on the girl I was with. I actually had a chance of understanding her. She was nervous, uncertain, and a little shy, but at least she was civil.


      And attracted to me, I reflected. So I took a deep breath and tried to be polite. “Do you want some wine? It’ll take the edge—”


      “God, yes!” Daphne said, and looked surprised at her own words.


      Our eyes met and we burst out laughing. After so much stress and awkwardness, we couldn’t help ourselves. I barely held a straight face when the waiter arrived to take our drink order. He looked down his nose at us, which made Daphne break into giggles again, and we didn’t stop snickering until he returned and poured the wine.


      “Oh, God,” I sighed after he left, “I needed that.”


      “Me too,” Daphne said. “I’ve been…” She shrugged and gave me a helpless look.


      “Yeah, I know. Same here.”


      “Gee, you hide it well,” she said, and tasted her wine.


      “More balls than brains, I guess.”


      Her cheeks turned rosy, but she smiled.


      We fell into a tentative silence and studied our menus. When the waiter came and took our orders, I used the opportunity to refill our glasses.


      “So…,” I said at last, nervous in spite of myself, “what should we talk about?”


      “Will you tell me about Italy?”


      “Sure.”


      “When did you go?”


      “After high school. For a month with my girlfriend.”


      “The little princess?”


      My face reddened at the thought of Christy. “No, not her. Another girl.” I didn’t feel a pang of regret at the thought of Gina, although it took me a moment to realize it. “Christy wasn’t ever my girlfriend. I told you that. Anyway, I don’t wanna talk about her. So, what do you want to know about Italy?”


      I talked all through dinner and most of a second bottle of wine. Daphne listened as though I knew the answer to life, the universe, and everything (it’s 42, by the way). By the time the waiter brought the check, I had moved from Italy and architecture to my life growing up, minus the nudist part, of course. I felt a little vain talking about myself so much, but she seemed genuinely interested.


      “How did you get into modeling?” she asked as we walked to the car.


      “My girlfriend at the time,” I said. “She saw a flyer and thought it would be cool.”


      “The girlfriend from Europe?”


      “Um… no, a different one.” I cleared my throat self-consciously. “How come we keep talking about my ex-girlfriends?”


      “You brought them up,” Daphne protested, “not me.”


      “Then let’s talk about you instead.” A thought struck me and I wanted to smack myself in the forehead. “Hold on, you know my life story, but I don’t even know your last name! God, how self-centered is that?”


      She flashed a shy grin. “Chase.”


      “Nice to meet you, Daphne Chase.” I held out my hand. “Paul Hughes.”


      I held her hand a bit longer than normal, and our eyes met. She blushed and looked down, so I opened the car door and handed her in. I let my eyes wander over her long legs, and imagined them wrapped around me. With a silent snort at my self-confidence, I walked around to the driver’s side. “So, what’s your major?” I asked as I climbed behind the wheel.


      “Art Education.”


      “Are you going to teach?”


      “I hope so. I graduate in May.”


      My eyebrows shot up. “This May? That soon? So that makes you… what? Twenty-one?”


      “Sort of. I worked for a couple of years before college. Why? How old are you?”


      “Uh-uh,” I chided. “Nice try, but you’ve been doing that all night. Every time I ask you something, you turn it into a question about me. So, how old are you?” I glanced at her and sized her up. “Twenty-three?”


      “I thought it wasn’t polite to ask a woman’s age.”


      “Who said I’m polite?”


      She laughed. “You did!”


      “No, I didn’t.”


      “You said you were the perfect gentleman.”


      “I said I’d be the perfect gentleman when I take you home.”


      “Oh?” she teased. “And what will you do then?”


      “Give you a kiss—just one—on the cheek.”


      “That’s all?”


      “Well, then I’ll probably go back to my apartment and think about how pretty your smile is.”


      She showed it again, shy and inviting at the same time. “Is that all?”


      “No comment.”


      She giggled.


      “It’s our first date,” I teased, “and you’re already giving me a hard time.”


      “Isn’t that what I’m supposed to do?”


      My cheeks flushed when I realized what I’d said.


      She giggled again.


      “I think I’ll shut up now,” I said.


      “No, I thought it was cute.”


      “Well, at least one of us did.”


      “Honest,” she said, “you’re cute when you blush. You don’t do it very often.”


      The wine must have loosened her up more than I’d thought. I didn’t want to take advantage of her—well, I did, but I’d promised to be a gentleman—so I changed the subject.


      “Nineteen,” I said, and saw that she didn’t follow. “I’m nineteen. And a half. I’ll be twenty in June.” I shot her a look. “Have you ever dated a younger guy?”


      “Are we dating?”


      “You know what I mean.”


      She smiled.


      “So… does it bother you that I’m younger?”


      She actually thought about it for a moment. “Not really. Most college guys are kinda immature, but you’re not like that.”


      “Sometimes I am.”


      “Not tonight,” she said, low and suggestive.


      I hid a look of surprise. Was she coming on to me? We’d been flirting since we left the restaurant, but this was something more, less girlish and more sophisticated. I cleared my throat. “Um… you need to tell me where you live.”


      She smiled and gave me directions to a yellow Victorian house in Fort Sanders, on the other side of the Strip from campus. The big old house had been converted into several apartments, complete with two front doors and exterior stairs that led to the second-floor apartments. The house still had the dignified look of the Gilded Age, even with the shabby renovations.


      “This is nice,” I said. “Do you live alone?” Part of me was hoping she’d invite me in, but another part wanted to stick to my promise, if only to prove that I could.


      She shook her head. As if to underscore her point, a light came on in one of the first-floor apartments. “That’s mine.”


      I smiled and walked her to her door. “I had a really good time tonight,” I said, and tried not to frown at the cliché.


      “Me too.” She didn’t immediately reach into her purse for her keys, so I thought I might have a chance at a second date.


      “I’d like to see you again,” I said. “Can I call you?” Then she did reach into her purse, and my heart stopped beating until she came out with a pen.


      “Here’s my number,” she said, and wrote it on my palm. Our eyes met when she finished.


      “I promised you a kiss,” I said. We were the same height, so I paused to admire her. Then I bypassed her lips and kissed her cheek instead. Her skin felt cool against mine, and I knew she could feel my breath on her ear.


      “One kiss, on the cheek,” I said softly. “Just like I promised.”


      Her breath caught.


      I pulled back and grinned as she opened her eyes. “If I kissed you again,” I said, “I wouldn’t stop. And I’m a man of my word, so…”


      Her eyes widened with disbelief. Then they narrowed slightly and her nostrils flared with a look of pure desire.


      “I’ll call you tomorrow,” I said, and took a cautious step back. Then I took another, and another, until I reached the edge of the porch. I held her eyes and backed down the steps. “I’ll wait till you get safely inside,” I said at the bottom.


      She broke the spell with a visible effort and rummaged in her purse. Then she dropped the pen and huffed in frustration. When she bent to pick it up, her keys fell onto the porch. She juggled her purse and barely kept everything else from spilling out.


      When she finally stood, she looked mortified. I wanted to say something, to laugh it off, but she unlocked the door and disappeared inside.


      I didn’t see a curtain pull back, but I knew she was watching me. At least, that’s what I’d be doing. So I lingered for a moment and let my guard down as I smiled at the memory of the brief kiss.


      I walked back to my car and felt the weight of her watching me, so I looked back one more time. I couldn’t see her, but I smiled anyway.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Trip had been avoiding me all week by sleeping at Wren’s or coming home late. I’d been avoiding him too—I went for runs in the morning and skipped our usual mealtimes.


      Despite all that, he still managed to surprise me in Design class on Wednesday. He actually came up to Joska and talked to him right in front of me, without so much as a glance in my direction. I wanted to punch the stone-cold prick in the face.


      Trip, not Joska.


      Unfortunately, seeing Trip reminded me that I wouldn’t have a job over the summer. I was pretty sure I could renovate a house with a little help, but I didn’t know where to start.


      After class I spent most of my workout thinking about it, although “obsessing” was more like it. I started making notes over dinner, but I simply didn’t have enough experience.


      I wasn’t in the mood to talk to anyone when I got back to the apartment, but I’d promised to call Daphne, so I did. She made me forget all of my problems. She listened as I talked about houses, and even laughed at my stupid jokes.


      “God, listen to me,” I said at last. “All I do is talk about myself.”


      “You’re really interesting.”


      “I’m glad you think so,” I said, “but I don’t know a thing about you.”


      I could almost hear her shrug. “I’m not that interesting.”


      “Sure you are. Tell me something about yourself.”


      Before she could say anything, I heard someone call her name in the background. “Oh, I can’t,” she apologized. “My roommate just got home. I need to go.”


      “I want to see you again,” I said before she could hang up.


      “Me too.”


      “Tomorrow, after Life Drawing.”


      “I have class till two.”


      “Okay, two it is,” I said, and hoped she’d go along.


      “I need to go. Sorry. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Wren looked up from Siobhan’s desk. She smiled and gave me a small wave, and we traded pleasantries as I began undressing. Then she tried to sound offhand, “Christy said you had a date.”


      I scowled. “Did I do something to her?”


      “Who? Christy?”


      “Yeah. Did I piss her off or something? She’s been treating me like dirt. I knew she kinda had a thing for me, but I didn’t think it was serious.” Unless you count fourteen pictures of my dick as “serious.”


      “I… um… I’m not sure.”


      “Does she have a thing for me after all, and I just didn’t realize it?”


      “I don’t think she does… er, did… but I don’t know for sure. We haven’t talked much lately,” she admitted. “Maybe it’s just the thing with Simon.”


      “Maybe,” I said, but didn’t entirely believe it.


      “I’ll try to find out what’s up, but…” She finished with a shrug.


      “Yeah, whatever. Thanks anyway.”


      Wren changed the subject. “So, who’s the new girl?”


      “Daphne,” I said with a nod toward the class.


      “Which one’s she?”


      “The tall blonde. The one with the dancer’s body.”


      “Her? I didn’t think she was your type.”


      I arched an eyebrow. “Oh? And what do you think my type is?”


      “You know… a petite brunette with a swimmer’s body.”


      I couldn’t help but smile.


      “So, what’s she like?”


      “To be honest, I really don’t know. We’ve only been on one date, but she seems nice.”


      Wren nodded thoughtfully.


      “Anyway,” I said, and hooked a thumb at the door, “I probably need to get out there.”


      Class took forever. I tried not to glance at Daphne too many times, but I couldn’t help myself. She was wearing a tight sweater, and my eyes devoured her body at least a dozen times.


      Whenever I caught myself, I had to focus on something else until my nascent erection went away. I never got fully aroused, or even hard enough to get stiff, but I could almost feel the blood coursing through my shaft.


      A couple of girls noticed, and one even blushed when I caught her looking. Daphne kept her eyes focused on her easel, except when she had to look up for her drawing. A part of me thought she was playing hard to get, but another part was convinced that she wasn’t interested anymore.


      I debated with myself until Siobhan called an end to class. Then I met Daphne’s eye and my heart raced. Did she want to see me again? I held my breath and pantomimed, “Two minutes?”


      She smiled and nodded, and I felt like an idiot for doubting myself.


      “So, are you going to introduce me?” Wren said when I returned to the office.


      “Are you kidding?”


      “No,” she said tartly.


      “Um… maybe next time.”


      “Why not? Are you hiding me or something?”


      I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. I don’t have time for this. I started to say it aloud, but then thought better of it. “Look,” I said at last, “I’m not hiding you. I’m sorry it came out like that.”


      “Then why won’t you introduce me?”


      “Okay,” I said slowly, and paused to rethink my argument. “Imagine you’re kinda interested in a guy, and you think he is too. How would you feel if he introduced you to another girl? A pretty one? Like, ‘This is your competition’?”


      “I—!” She fell silent and looked embarrassed. “Oh.”


      “Yeah.”


      “I hadn’t thought of it that way.”


      “Exactly. So let me go out with her a few more times before I introduce her to a suspiciously pretty girl. Okay?”


      “You don’t have to be so logical about it,” she said, but she wasn’t really upset.


      I flashed her a grin and waited for her to leave. Then we had a silent battle of wills, part teasing, part serious.


      “Okay, fine,” I said at last. “You can watch. But don’t do anything like ‘accidentally’ coming out to meet her.”


      She tried to look offended. “I wouldn’t do anything of the sort.”


      “Yeah, right.”


      She protested again, but I wasn’t buying it.


      “Be nice,” I said sternly. “I really like this girl, and I don’t wanna mess things up. Okay?”


      “Oh, all right!”


      I grinned to take the sting out of my words. “Wish me luck.”


      Daphne was waiting when I emerged from the office, and I stopped breathing until she caught sight of me and smiled.


      “Hey,” I said lamely. “Thanks for waiting.”


      She just smiled, although her cheeks colored as she lowered her lashes.


      We headed toward the stairs. “So, what do you want to do tonight?” I asked.


      “Tonight? I thought it was supposed to be this afternoon.”


      Oops. I’d gotten ahead of myself. “Well, yeah,” I said sheepishly. “But… um… I guess I’d like to see you tonight, too. If that’s okay. Maybe we could go to a movie or something.”


      “Will you be a gentleman again?”


      “Only if you want me to.”


      She smiled demurely, but I thought I caught a glimpse of something more.


      “Okay,” I said, “so where do you want to meet this afternoon?”


      “Where will you be?”


      “Probably my apartment, but—”


      “Okay. I can meet you there, though I’ll need to go home before tonight.”


      “So you want to go out tonight?”


      “If you want.”


      “Absolutely! I have practice at four, and I can drop you off then, if that’s cool. Then I’ll pick you up later… say, seven o’clock?”


      “Okay.” She gave me a quick wave and walked into her classroom.


      Once again, I took off at a run for the computer lab.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      I took her to the local gallery and told her about Pope’s design. Then I took out my pad and sketched the Jefferson Memorial to show her how his style had evolved. She was fascinated that I could do it from memory, and I tried not to blush at her attention.


      “Will you draw something from Italy?” she asked.


      “Sure.” I closed my eyes and let scenes play across my memory. Then I settled on one and began drawing. I took my time and made sure I got the stairs right. I couldn’t draw all 138 steps—you can’t actually see them all from the piazza—but I heard Joska’s voice in my head as I carefully drew the lines.


      Twenty minutes later, I added the finishing touches and gave it a critical look.


      “It’s beautiful,” Daphne said.


      “You like it?” I knew she did, but even I was proud of myself for how I’d shaded the afternoon light, as I’d seen it last. “It’s the Piazza di Spagna,” I said. “The Spanish Steps, looking up at the Trinità dei Monti.”


      I pointed to the building on the right. “John Keats lived there.”


      “Oh, neat. Is he a friend of yours?”


      I opened my mouth and then closed it. Was she joking?


      “What?” she said self-consciously.


      I shook off my confusion and did my best not to embarrass her. “Um… Keats was a poet.”


      “Oh, sorry,” she said, “I don’t know much about that stuff.” Then she flashed a hopeful smile. “Maybe I’ll read something by him. I love anything Italian.”


      Then you’d better look under English poets, I thought dryly, but hid it with an encouraging nod. “Absolutely.” I looked at my watch to cover my reaction. “We should probably get back. I need to drop you off at your place and then head to practice.”


      I gently tore the drawing from the pad.


      “Aren’t you going to sign it?”


      I thought for a moment and then smiled to myself. “For Daphne,” I wrote, “‘Beauty is truth, truth beauty—that is all ye know on earth, and all ye need to know.’ Hughes ’83.”


      She didn’t recognize the quote, but she beamed anyway. Her nose was red from the cold, and she looked more beautiful than ever.


      “C’mon,” I said with a smile, “let’s get warm.”


      Back at her apartment, I walked her to the door and told her I’d pick her up at seven. She gave me an impulsive kiss on the cheek and smiled as she held the Spanish Steps to her breast.


      I was late for practice, and the guys teased me about being worn out from too much sex. I probably sounded like a prude, but denied it anyway. I didn’t think Daphne was a virgin, but something made me want to protect her—just not from myself.


      After practice I raced back to my apartment to get cleaned up. Trip was studying in his cubicle for a change, so I made life difficult by talking to him… or at him. I even whistled a tune as I left, just to rub his nose in my good mood.


      Daphne came out as soon as I rolled to a stop in front of the big Victorian. I didn’t even have time to get out and open the car door for her. She was wearing her white fur-trimmed coat, along with a pair of matching earmuffs, and her nose was red from the cold already.


      “Hi,” I said. “Fancy meeting you here.”


      She smiled, and her cheeks glowed from more than the wind.


      “What do you feel like for dinner?”


      “What do you want?”


      “Let’s do something fun. How about pancakes?”


      “Pancakes? We can’t eat pancakes for supper.”


      “Sure we can,” I said with a grin. “And then afterward, I thought we’d see Tootsie. How’s that sound?”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      It was late when the movie let out, but I didn’t want to take Daphne home. Unfortunately, I had to, since we both had class in the morning. So we laughed about the movie on the drive back to her apartment, where I walked her to the door.


      “I had fun tonight,” I said. “I want to see you again.” It wasn’t a question, exactly, but I held my breath and waited for an answer.


      “I’d like that,” she said. Then she lowered her eyes and shrugged. “Some guys down the block are having a party…”


      Drinking… dancing… afterward…? I thought. “Sounds like fun. Can I take you to dinner before?”


      I thought she’d offer a shy smile or something. Instead, she lifted her face and closed her eyes. I knew an invitation when I saw one, so I kissed her, long and soft. Her nose was cold, but her body felt warm and soft under my hands.


      I grinned when we separated. “You still want me to be a gentleman?”


      She hesitated, so I kissed her again. My tongue parted her lips and I kissed her deeper than before. Then I pulled her toward me and felt the swell of her breasts against my chest.


      I was hoping she’d invite me in, but the porch light flicked on and off. It even managed to look annoyed.


      “I’d better go,” Daphne said. “My roommate…”


      I didn’t want to press my luck, so I smiled and nodded. Then I leaned in and kissed her again, long and lingering. She practically melted against me, so I supported her with a hand on the small of her back. When I pulled back, her lips were the color of rose petals, and they glistened in the harsh glare of the porch light.


      “Pick you up tomorrow?” I said. “Seven o’clock?”


      She finally opened her eyes and nodded.


      “Okay. I’ll wait till you get inside.”


      She nodded and fumbled in her purse. She almost dropped everything again, so I put a hand on hers to steady her. Then I kissed her, short and soft, but full of heat. She swallowed hard.


      “Relax,” I said softly. “I’m just as nervous as you are.” Her eyes widened, so I grinned. “See you tomorrow.” I planted a kiss on the tip of her cold nose.


      She managed to find her keys without dropping the purse.


      I smiled and took a step back so she could unlock the door. I caught a glimpse of her roommate—a tall brunette who gave me a hard stare—but then Daphne shut the door.


      I didn’t think she’d be watching through the curtains, but I decided not to float back to my car, no matter how much I felt like it.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      I felt guilty for being a jerk to Trip, so I tried to talk to him before Design class. His expression changed as soon as he realized what I was about to do. My heart sank, but I went through with it anyway.


      “Hey,” I said.


      He ignored me.


      “Listen,” I said. “I’m sorry for the way I acted the past couple of weeks. I—”


      He looked away indifferently, and I felt my blood boil.


      “Oh, come on,” I snapped. “Gimme a break.”


      He turned to his design partner and said, “Did you hear something?”


      His partner had the good grace to look embarrassed and avoid my eyes.


      I felt my anger drain away when I realized that I was going to have to be the mature one. “Whatever,” I said, resigned. “You know where to find me if you want to talk.”


      Trip started a one-sided conversation with his partner, so I shook my head in disgust and returned to my table. Gracie gave me a sympathetic smile, and Freddie offered his usual “Fuggedaboutit.”


      I managed to lose myself in my work for the next few hours. I didn’t even rise to the bait when Joska leafed through my drawings and grilled me on several of them. The encounter with Trip had sapped my will to fight.


      What was the opposite of love? Oh yeah, indifference.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Daphne was in a strange mood when I picked her up. It suited my own, since I couldn’t decide if I was depressed or just numb. We ate dinner with sparse conversation, and I began to wonder if we were both just going through the motions. She seemed distracted, and I knew I was.


      “I’m sorry I’m in a funk tonight,” I said at last. “I had… an argument… with my roommate.” That was an understatement, but I didn’t want to go into details. “I tried to patch things up with him, again, but he’s still pissed off.” I shrugged. “He’s being immature, but I probably deserve it.”


      “I know what you mean,” Daphne said. “I had a fight with Sara tonight, before you picked me up.”


      “Sara?” I said. “Your roommate?”


      Daphne nodded.


      “What was your fight about?”


      “Nothing,” she said, like she regretted mentioning it. “What was yours?”


      “I did something stupid. Well, lots of things. I said a few nasty things, too. I tried to apologize, but…” I shook it off. “Let’s talk about something else. Tell me about this party tonight…”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      The party was four blocks from Daphne’s apartment, so we parked in front of the yellow Victorian and walked. Cars lined the street on both sides, and we could hear the music from three houses away. The crowd was a mishmash of people, from typical Fort Sanders bohemians to preppies and even a few punks.


      Daphne and I were dressed more like the preppies, but everyone seemed friendly. The house was another stately Victorian, although it hadn’t been subdivided. Several guys lived there, and they obviously knew how to throw a party. They had a big stereo in the living room and two kegs on the back porch, and someone had filled the kitchen sink with ice and wine coolers.


      I hadn’t thought to bring anything to drink, but the guys throwing the party had set out a big glass jar with “Buzz Donations” written on the label. I tossed in ten bucks and grabbed two coolers.


      “So, do you know anyone here?” I shouted to Daphne as we drank our coolers in the corner.


      She looked around and shrugged.


      “No problem,” I said, and put on my meet-new-people expression.


      We talked to a group in the kitchen and then moved to the parlor, which had a pinball machine and three couches. The place was crowded with people and full of cigarette smoke, but Daphne didn’t seem to mind. She actually looked like she was enjoying herself. Then again, anything was better than our gloomy dinner.


      We talked and drank and even danced. Daphne was really good—so good that she made me look good. Both of us were comfortably flushed from the dancing and alcohol by the time we took a break and headed through the kitchen to the back porch. I grabbed a pair of wine coolers on the way out, and we drank half of them just trying to quench our thirst.


      “This is fun,” I said.


      She nodded and we each took another swig.


      On impulse, I leaned close and whispered in her ear. “I was wondering…,” I said. “Hoping, really… that you wouldn’t want me to be a gentleman tonight.”


      She didn’t answer aloud, but she swallowed hard and didn’t back away.


      That was as good as a yes, so I kissed her pink earlobe. Then I slipped my hand around her waist to pull her closer.


      She stiffened.


      I clamped down a surge of anxiety and managed to sound normal: “What is it?”


      “Sara.”


      I followed Daphne’s gaze and saw her roommate. She was talking with a group of people in the kitchen. She glanced out and saw me looking. Our eyes met and hers tightened, but she looked away quickly.


      I took a moment to study her. She was tall and curvy, with glossy dark brown hair. She looked a lot like Daphne, with the same long legs and seductive body.


      “I didn’t think she’d come,” Daphne said.


      “Well,” I said slowly, “if she’s here, then no one’s at your apartment…”


      Daphne hesitated.


      I pulled her against me and whispered in her ear. “I’ll be a gentleman if you want, but…” I knew she could feel my trapped erection against her leg, so I kissed her earlobe again. “I want you.”


      Her breath escaped in a soft moan of anticipation. The moment stretched into an eternity before she nodded.


      I shot a glance at the kitchen. Sara’s back was turned, so I took the half-empty wine cooler from Daphne’s hand and set it on the picnic table. I left my own beside it and tugged her after me.


      We slipped around the side of the house and I told her to wait at the corner. I returned with our coats a moment later. I pulled her against me and kissed her hard. Hand in hand, we broke into a run toward her house.


      Laughing and panting, we bounded up her porch steps and she dug in her pocket for her keys. Her hand fumbled at the lock, so I put mine over hers to steady her. The contact sent an electric spark through both of us.


      I turned and kissed her in one motion. She backed into the door and I pressed forward. My leg parted hers and I felt her breasts against my chest. Her nose was cold, but I ignored it and concentrated on kissing her.


      I groped behind her for the doorknob. Her key was in the lock, so I turned and we staggered into the foyer. I thrust the door shut and dropped our coats. Then I pinned her to the wall and watched her chest heave in anticipation.


      I kissed her again but then tugged her into the converted front parlor. I didn’t know whose bedroom it was, but I didn’t really care. It had a bed, and that’s all that mattered. I turned us both and kicked the French doors closed behind us.


      Her legs hit the edge of the bed and we tumbled into it. She scooted toward the center and I crawled after her. We kissed again as I reached for the hem of her sweater. The wool scrunched against my wrist as I ran my hand under it and cupped her bra-covered breast.


      She arched her back and whimpered into my mouth. I squeezed the silken flesh and felt her nipple stiffen. I pulled away long enough to take off the sweater and toss it aside. Her black bra was so thin that I could see her nipples through the sheer fabric.


      I ignored them for the moment and returned to her lips. She arched her back and exhaled softly against my cheek. I cupped her breast again and teased the nipple with my thumb. Then I groped at her jeans. She let out a little moan of anticipation when I popped the snap and tugged the zipper. I thrust my hand into the warmth and pressed my fingers against her panty-covered mound.


      Part of me wanted to rip off her clothes and fuck her then and there. But another part wanted to slow down and let the buildup continue. I listened to the big head and pulled back to admire her.


      I thought she’d be nervous or self-conscious, but she watched me with an aroused sort of detachment. Then the front door banged open and we jumped in surprise.


      A woman’s voice called out. “Daphne?”


      Daphne froze beneath me, eyes wide.


      “Daphne!” The French doors swung open. “You left your keys in the— What the…?”


      “Hi,” I said dryly, “you must be Sara.”


      Sara ignored me and fixed Daphne with an accusing stare. “What’s he doing here?”


      My face grew hot as I controlled my temper. “I’m Paul, by the way.”


      “Well…?” Sara said to Daphne. She crossed her arms. “I’m waiting.”


      I felt ignored and insulted. “Hold on,” I said, and got to my feet, “who do you think you are?”


      “I’m her roommate, dipshit. I live here. Who do you think you are?”


      “I’m with Daphne,” I shot back, “and I think it’s time for you to go.” I moved toward her.


      “Touch me and I’ll break your face!”


      “Oh, come on. Gimme a break.”


      She drew back a fist.


      “Yeah, right,” I said. “Like y—”


      I recoiled instinctively, but her knuckles still glanced off my cheek. I grabbed her wrist and pulled her into an arm drag on pure reflex. Then I caught myself and shoved her away instead.


      She whirled and came at me again.


      My body reacted instantly, although my brain stopped the hip-toss before I could slam her to the floor. I was working hard not to hurt her, and it was beginning to piss me off. She took another swing, so I caught her arm and twisted it behind her back. It was artless and rough, but completely effective.


      “What the hell is wrong with you?” I grated. She tried to twist free, so I pinned her against the wall. I was trying to be gentle, but she grunted from the force of it. “Quit struggling,” I said to the mass of dark hair. “I’m not going to hurt you.”


      “Then let go of me, you fucking asshole!”


      “Are you gonna swing at me?”


      “Are you gonna leave?”


      “Don’t hurt her, Paul.”


      I spared a quick glance at Daphne, who was standing by the bed. Her chest heaved with emotion, and she looked scared.


      “I’m trying not to,” I snapped. “She’s the one taking swings at me!”


      “Please,” Daphne said, “I’ll do anything you want. Just don’t hurt her.”


      I sized up the situation in an instant. I didn’t understand everything, but I knew enough to realize that I didn’t like what I’d gotten myself into. I turned back to Sara. “If I let you go, are you going to behave?”


      Instead of answering, she stomped on my instep. I winced and pulled my foot out of range.


      “Listen,” I snarled, “I’m not going to hurt you, so just calm down.”


      She pushed against the wall with her free hand and arched in a vicious head butt.


      I twisted and started to duck, but her head still smashed into my temple. Pain erupted behind my eyes and I swelled with rage. Sara cried out in shock as I lifted her. My first instinct was to ram her face-first into the wall, but some part of me balked.


      “Don’t hurt her!” Daphne screamed.


      “I’m trying not to,” I grunted, and heaved Sara onto the bed.


      She came up with a feral snarl and wild eyes.


      Time slowed to a crawl. The room seemed to brighten, and everything sprang into sharp focus. My skin tingled with a sudden chill as energy surged through my limbs. Then I controlled my breathing and settled into a judo stance. For the first time in my life, I was completely in control, balanced on the knife edge of violence.


      That made Sara pause.


      “If you come at me again,” I said evenly, “I won’t hold back. I’ve had as much of your shit as I’m willing to take.”


      “Then get the fuck out.”


      “Save your breath. I’m leaving.”


      “I’m sorry, Paul,” Daphne said. “I never meant—”


      “Shut up, Daphne,” Sara snapped. She glared at me. “You were leaving…?”


      I straightened from my stance and ignored her. Instead, I looked at Daphne. “I’m sorry it turned out like this. You seem like a really nice girl.”


      Sara drew back a fist and started toward me.


      I stopped her with a look. “Try it,” I said flatly, “and I’ll break your arm.”


      I didn’t like threatening anyone, much less a woman, but she wasn’t going to back down. It wasn’t an idle threat, either, since I didn’t see a way to stop her otherwise. She must have seen it in my eyes, because she settled on her heels and warily dropped her fist.


      I had no idea what I’d done to her—well, I had an inkling—but I wasn’t willing to fight over someone I barely knew, much less with a woman.


      Hell hath no fury…


      I kept a wary eye on Sara as I backed out of the bedroom. I picked up my coat and felt for the front door without looking. The cold January air hit me like a refreshing whiff of sanity.


      I was tempted to slam the door, but then I imagined Trip doing the same thing, so I pulled it closed without a sound. I even smiled, although no one else would appreciate the irony.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Daphne showed up at judo practice the next morning. I half-expected to see Sara burst in after her, but she didn’t. Part of me (the spurned lover) wanted to tell Daphne to take a hike. Part of me (the little head) wanted to invite her back to my apartment, where I could lock the door against her psycho roommate. A third part (the compassionate guy) felt sorry for her.


      “I’m really sorry about last night,” Daphne said when I approached her after practice.


      I shrugged. And as much as I didn’t want to talk about her roommate, I felt obliged to ask. “How’s Sara?”


      “She’s okay,” Daphne said, a little surprised. “Her arm is bruised where you grabbed her, but nothing else.”


      “She’s lucky,” I said simply, without heat.


      “I know.” She looked relieved that I wasn’t upset. “I’ve seen you fight that big guy.”


      I glanced over my shoulder at Glen. He caught the look and tossed his head in reply. He was my usual sparring partner, and we’d developed a kind of bond.


      He was a better fighter, but I was quicker and had a lower center of gravity. I was also the only guy in the club who could match his strength, so he enjoyed sparring with me. I’d learned a lot since my first class, but I still lost most of the time. I must have looked good doing it, though.


      “You really could’ve hurt her,” Daphne said.


      I shook my head. “Part of what I’m learning is control. When not to hurt someone. I’m not very good at it yet, but…” I shrugged.


      “Still…,” Daphne said softly, “thank you.”


      I nodded.


      “Um… is there somewhere we can talk?”


      “I dunno…,” I hedged, “I don’t wanna come between you and Sara.”


      “There’s nothing between us,” she said, a bit too quickly.


      Why do I always find the crazy bi chicks? I wondered, and wasn’t entirely kidding.


      “Please.”


      I still wasn’t sure, and my expression probably said so.


      “I just want to talk,” she said aloud, but her body gave her away—flushed cheeks and hard nipples are not signs of a desire for conversation.


      “All right,” I said at last. The little head twitched in anticipation, but the spurned lover was dubious. Fortunately, the big head was still in control. “Do you wanna grab lunch?” I said. “We could go to the Strip.”


      “Don’t you need to change clothes?”


      I needed a shower too, but I didn’t want to take her back to my apartment. She and Sara definitely had a relationship—past or present was almost irrelevant.


      “I promise to be a gentleman,” she said, which made me laugh.


      Part of me knew I was making the wrong decision, but part of me still felt sorry for her. “All right,” I said at last, “since you put it that way…”


      We walked back to the apartment in silence. I felt a little awkward, but I didn’t know what to say. I went through a half-dozen scenarios in my mind, from a polite kiss-off to a serious conversation.


      Jeff and Meredith were leaving when we arrived.


      “Luke’s here,” he warned, and cleared his throat awkwardly. “And… um… he’s with a friend.”


      Meredith smirked.


      “We need to study,” Jeff added, “so we’re going to Meredith’s place.”


      “Study…,” Meredith teased, “right.”


      Jeff turned bright red.


      Great, I thought. A rutting Cajun… just what I need.


      “Anyway, I thought I should warn you,” Jeff said, and tugged Meredith away. “See you guys.”


      Daphne grinned shyly.


      I didn’t have any choice but to go through with it, so I opened the door and ventured a glance inside. I didn’t see anyone, so I stepped into the foyer.


      Luke seemed to have a different sorority girl every couple of weeks, but he was usually discreet. Still, he wasn’t the most consistent guy in the world, and I wouldn’t have been surprised to find them going at it in the middle of the living room. He’d done it before, albeit while the rest of us were in bed.


      Fortunately, the living room and kitchen were deserted, and Luke’s bedroom door was closed. I didn’t want to leave Daphne in the hall at my desk, so I ushered her into my bedroom.


      “Give me ten minutes to shower and shave,” I said. “Okay?”


      I headed toward the bathroom. It was across the hall from Luke and Jeff’s room, and I could hear the bedsprings creaking.


      “Peachy,” I muttered. I hadn’t had sex since Leah, and my right hand wasn’t nearly as attractive as Daphne. “Remember,” I told myself as I undressed and let the water heat up, “her roommate’s a psycho. Got it?”


      The little head wasn’t so sure, and the spurned lover was beginning to come around. Even compassionate guy wondered what it would hurt.


      After I finished in the shower, I looked down at my semi-hard dick. “Behave,” I said sternly, and wrapped the towel around my waist.


      I brushed my teeth and shaved in record time, mostly because I could hear every moan and groan from Luke and his girlfriend du jour. Not surprisingly, compassionate guy was in full agreement with the others by the time I returned to the bedroom.


      Daphne stood as I entered. Her expression was a mixture of shyness and pure come-on, and I had to brace myself not to react.


      “Give me two minutes to get dressed,” I said, but then realized my mistake. I didn’t want to drop my towel with her in the room, and I didn’t want to kick her out, especially since she’d have to wait in the hall and listen to the Bayou Bedspring Band.


      “Do you want me to leave?” she asked.


      Yes. “No, it’s cool. You’ve seen me in class.” But we weren’t alone then. I reached into my dresser and pulled out a pair of boxers. If I was quick, I could—


      Daphne moved closer. Her eyes flashed with desire and uncertainty. Part of me still felt sorry for her, but mostly I wanted to fuck her senseless. She must have sensed my indecision, because she dropped one of her bombshells.


      “I’ll suck your cock.”


      My eyes bugged, but my dick wasn’t a bit slow on the uptake.


      She looked as surprised as I felt, but she swallowed hard and added, “You can come in my mouth.”


      As if I needed more incentive. Ha!


      I did the only thing I could: I dropped my towel. She closed her eyes with a strange little frisson and sank to her knees. She engulfed the head of my shaft and began sucking with long, wet strokes. She scraped me with her teeth a couple of times, but then settled into a rhythm.


      I didn’t last long, and held her head as I exploded with a groan. She kept sucking when I deflated slightly, so I let her continue. When I started getting hard again, I lifted her to her feet and unbuttoned her blouse. The silk peeled away to reveal a lacy white bra, which lifted her breasts and made them look even fuller.


      My erection bumped her thigh as I tugged the blouse from her shoulders and cupped her breasts. She reached down and stroked me, her fingers cool and firm on my shaft. I unsnapped her jeans with a twist and pushed them over her hips.


      I kissed her again, and tugged her bra straps down her shoulders. The lace cups fell away, but I left the bra fastened around her middle. Her breasts were firm and round, with enough weight to fill my palms as I cupped them. Her nipples hardened quickly, and she gasped when I pinched them.


      She didn’t resist when I guided her to the bed. She lay back as I lifted her legs and shucked her jeans. I threw them aside and nearly tore off her panties. Her bush was darker than her sandy blonde hair, and trimmed into a neat wedge.


      She watched with her curious detachment as I spread her knees and settled between them. Her pussy smelled clean and fresh, with a hint of arousal. I planted a kiss on her labia and then parted the sparse hair with my fingers. She sighed and ran her fingers through my hair when I began licking.


      I grinned to myself and circled her clit with my tongue. The little bead grew plump as I teased it, and she gasped and began rocking her hips. After only a couple of minutes, she started gasping and moaning. It seemed forced, but I kept licking anyway. Her moans turned into low cries as she gripped my head and bumped her pussy into my face.


      Something didn’t seem right, but her pussy was wet enough. Still, I hadn’t felt a rush of heat or moisture. Her clit hadn’t pulled back either, and she didn’t feel like she was about to come. But then she dug her fingers into my scalp and cried out like she was caught in the throes of ecstasy.


      Every woman was different, but some things weren’t. I’d seen strong orgasms and subtle ones, screaming and quiet and everything in between, but they all showed some signs. Daphne was different, although I couldn’t figure out why.


      I crawled up her body and casually glanced at her chest and eyelids. They should have been flushed, a little or a lot, but her skin was creamy and barely pinker than when we started. She gave me a drunken smile like I’d just rocked her world, but that was easy to fake.


      And then it hit me: she was faking it.


      Part of me was offended, but mostly I was confused. Did she not like what I was doing? Did she not like men after all? She was pretty good at giving head, and that was a skill most women had to learn.


      Then why did she—?


      She rolled her hips, and I realized that I’d been on autopilot. My dick nestled against her opening, and I could feel her desire. Her nipples rose and fell with her heavy breathing, and a distracted part of me realized she’d taken off her bra.


      The little head told me not to ask questions, and I reluctantly listened. She was hot and wet enough, despite her fake orgasm, so I slid into her easily. She arched against me with a small moan.


      I began thrusting but then came to my senses. “I’m not wearing protection,” I grunted. “Are you on the pill?”


      She shook her head. “Pull out when you’re ready.”


      Sex without a condom was a Bad Idea, but I didn’t want to fumble for one. I didn’t want to look worried, either, or like I didn’t know what I was doing. Besides, I was already inside her, and I really wanted to keep going.


      I rationalized that I could pull out before I came, but pre-come still contained sperm. Not much, but it only took one. She shifted and her pussy tightened around my shaft. I closed my eyes and had a silent argument with my conscience.


      The little head won, which pissed me off. I hated that I didn’t have more control, but that didn’t stop me from fucking her. Hard. Worse, she seemed to enjoy being pounded, and urged me on with her body. She even faked another orgasm, which only made me angrier.


      Many women couldn’t get off from fucking alone, and I didn’t think Daphne was one of the few who could. Most guys probably wouldn’t have noticed or cared, but I wasn’t one of them. So I slammed into her, angry at myself as much as her.


      When my balls threatened to burst, I pulled out and straddled her chest. I didn’t even bother with niceties—I simply thrust my cock at her face. She held the backs of my thighs and opened her mouth as I finished the job with my hand.


      She moaned when the first spurt hit her tongue, and my aggressive mood only made her more eager. She swallowed every drop, and sighed with the first honest signs of enjoyment. It wasn’t an orgasm, but it was closer than I’d seen all day.


      When I finished, I climbed off and stood beside the bed, more confused than ever. She cleaned semen from her lips, and even licked her fingers. It wasn’t the same as what Leah did, but I couldn’t put my finger on why not.


      My anger faded as my breathing slowed, and I realized I was being irrational. The chances of her getting pregnant were slim, and I blamed myself more than her. Besides, she seemed to enjoy herself, fake orgasms or not. At least, I was pretty sure she had. And I was pretty sure the orgasms were fake. If not, she was the only woman I’d ever known who could come without showing any of the signs.


      She smiled up at me, and my anger disappeared completely. She made room for me on the bed, so I climbed in beside her and stroked the curve of her breast. She was built like a model, slimmer and less busty than Kendall, but just as beautiful.


      I gazed at her for a long moment, and she watched me calmly. A million questions raced through my mind, but it wasn’t the right time. So I pushed them aside and caressed her nipple as we relaxed in the afterglow.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      We went to lunch at the Old College Inn, and Daphne managed to draw me out without talking about herself at all. I thought she was hiding something—a lot of something, actually—but I couldn’t figure out what.


      She wasn’t obvious about it, but she didn’t talk about herself. I’d ask her a question, and the next thing I knew, I was talking about myself again. I could be a bit self-centered at times, but I wasn’t that narcissistic.


      She was good, though, and most guys wouldn’t have noticed. They’d be thrilled just to have a beautiful woman’s attention. But I wasn’t like most guys, and I’d had my share of beautiful women. More than my share, actually, and I felt comfortable around them.


      Fortunately, part of that comfort was being able to leave when I needed to. “I hate to go,” I said with a glance at my watch, “but I need to be at the airport in fifteen minutes.”


      “The airport? Sounds exciting.”


      I blinked in appreciation. She hadn’t asked what I was doing, but her tone and body language were full of interest, and she’d made me feel important—all with one simple statement. Did she even realize what she was doing?


      “It’s not, really,” I said. “Just a flying lesson.”


      She knew I was a pilot, but she still acted interested.


      “I’m working on my instrument rating,” I said, and kicked myself for taking the bait. Then I laughed silently and let myself off the hook—I knew what she was up to, but that didn’t make me immune.


      “Sounds complicated.”


      I’ll say! “It’s not,” I said aloud. “Just a lot of practice and memorization. Navigation, weather, stuff like that.” And how did you learn what you’re doing?


      She lifted a perfect eyebrow, and I took the bait again.


      “You wanna come along?” I didn’t think it would hurt to take her with me. Besides, I was still horny, and could probably parlay things into dinner and a movie, if not more. I spared a guilty thought for Sara, but then remembered her expression as she tried to punch my lights out.


      “Could I?” Daphne said.


      “Sure. Let’s go.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Earl did his best not to stare at Daphne, but he was obviously smitten. He probably didn’t meet many coeds, especially ones with personalities like hers.


      Or bodies, I thought, and admired her ass through her tight jeans.


      Earl did most of the pre-flight, and I hid a grin as I tagged along. Daphne smiled and asked questions, and had him wrapped around her little finger by the time he opened the Cessna’s door. He had the good grace to look sheepish when he remembered that I was the student.


      “Hey, Earl,” I suggested, “why don’t you give Daphne a lesson instead?”


      Daphne demurred, but she obviously wanted to. She liked the attention, and I wasn’t the jealous type. Besides, Earl was happier than I’d ever seen him, and that alone was worth it.


      “Sure you can,” he said. “It’s easy. Anyone can do it.” He looked at me. “You don’t mind?”


      “Not a bit.”


      “Well, you’re ready to get your ticket anyway,” he said, which surprised me. After my disappointment the year before, I must have focused on the work instead of brooding about the injustice. That hadn’t been my plan, but it had worked.


      Note to self…, I thought with wry maturity. “For real?” I said aloud. I wouldn’t mind getting my IFR certificate, but I didn’t want him to do it simply because he was drunk on Daphne.


      He must have sensed my deeper question, because he pointedly didn’t look at her. “Yeah,” he said, “you know your nav, weather, and approaches, and you handled everything I threw at you last week. So I reckon we should schedule your Practical when we get back to the office.”


      “Wow! Cool. Thanks.”


      He nodded in approval.


      “Then I guess you’d better watch out,” I said, only half teasing, “or you’ll certify yourself out of a job. I mean, once I get my ticket, I won’t need lessons anymore, will I?”


      He boomed a laugh. “Not until you discover multi-engine.”


      “Sounds exciting,” Daphne said, and gave us a megawatt smile.


      “Oh, it is, darlin’,” Earl said. “It is.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Daphne did well on her lesson. Earl was all business, but he was completely under her spell. For my part, I sat in the back and relaxed for a change. I also watched Daphne’s performance, and came to the conclusion that “performance” was exactly the right word.


      She wasn’t phony, but she played Earl like a Stradivarius. I thought she might have some ulterior motive—shades of Kendall—but I didn’t get the sense that she wanted anything beyond making Earl feel special. She was definitely a performer, though, with little gestures and expressions that made him feel like he was the only guy in the world.


      She even took the time to smile back at me, to let me know that I was still special too. I watched the whole thing with a sense of amusement. I didn’t have Kendall’s insight, but I knew people well enough to see what Daphne was doing. By the time we landed, Earl would’ve given her free lessons for a year. He was in such a good mood that he refused to let me pay him.


      “First lesson’s free,” he said, and blushed when Daphne thanked him with an impulsive kiss on the cheek. “Matter of fact,” he said when he recovered, “why don’t you two go on a cross-country? We have the 182 available. She just had her annual. Tempted?”


      I looked at Daphne. “What do you think?”


      “Can we go to Chicago?”


      I glanced at the big sectional on the wall and estimated the distance: about 400 nautical miles. Then I checked the time and did some quick calculations. “We could,” I hedged, “but we’d get there close to sunset.”


      She looked confused. “Is that a problem?”


      “Well,” Earl answered for me, “Paul can fly at night—he has the training—but he can’t do it legally. Not yet. So it means you’ll have to stay overnight.” He gave me a sly attaboy look.


      Thanks, Earl, but I don’t need help getting laid.


      “Really?” Daphne gushed. She clutched my arm and sandwiched it between her breasts. Then she turned demure. “Can we go? Please?”


      She was manipulating me and I knew it. But then I closed my mouth and actually thought about it. What would it hurt? Besides, a night together was tempting, especially since her roommate—and mine, for that matter—would be hundreds of miles away.


      “Sure,” I said at last. “We can pack a bag, and—”


      “Let’s just go,” she blurted. “It’ll be fun.” She flashed her bedroom eyes and whispered in my ear, “Please? I’ll do anything you want.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧
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        ◄ ►

        CHAPTER 17

      


      The setting sun painted the sky orange over the Chicago skyline as I began my landing at Meigs Field. I wanted to look at the buildings, but couldn’t spare the attention. Instead, I had to deal with a full landing pattern and a gusty crosswind off the lake. I was too high over the threshold, but it was better than the alternative.


      After I cleared the runway, I called Ground Control and taxied to the refueling pit by the tower. The wind was just as bad on the ground, and gusts rocked the plane as a heavily muffled attendant filled the tanks.


      I was dressed for the relatively mild winter in Knoxville, so tiedown was an arctic adventure, and I couldn’t feel my hands by the time I finished. Daphne stayed in the plane, but her coat wasn’t any warmer than mine, and she was shivering by the time we reached the operations office.


      I called a taxi while she sipped hot cocoa and cradled the cup for warmth. The taxi arrived ten minutes later, and the driver suggested a nice hotel. As soon as we passed the airport gate, I pressed my face to the cold window and gawked at the architecture.


      The tops of the buildings glowed in the sunset, while lights at street level came to life in the urban twilight. It was a rare glimpse of night and day together, and I looked at Daphne to see her reaction. She didn’t seem impressed, or even interested.


      “Have you been here before?” I asked.


      “Um… no. Never.”


      I was about to say something else when a building caught my eye. “Whoa, stop!”


      The driver ignored me, although he looked over his shoulder at the next stoplight.


      I pointed to a neoclassical high-rise. “What’s that building?”


      “Da Blackstone? ’S a hotel.”


      “A hotel? Awesome. Forget the other place. Let’s go there.”


      “Whatever, Joe,” the driver grumbled, “you da boss.” He was probably losing a kickback from the other hotel, but I didn’t care. When he let us out at the Blackstone, I couldn’t help but stare up at it, oblivious to the wind and cold.


      It was a Beaux-Arts masterpiece, designed in classic Sullivan style, with the proportions of a column. It even had a mansard roof, which actually looked good on a building with enough height to justify it.


      “Wow,” I said softly.


      “Isn’t it wonderful?” Daphne said, and hugged my arm, as much for the warmth as to share my excitement. “I love the Blackstone,” she added. “It makes me think of someplace far away, like Italy.”


      Or Paris, I thought with a quizzical look, which she didn’t notice. Beaux-Arts was originally a French style, and Paris was full of mansard roofs. Then I realized what she’d said.


      “I thought you hadn’t been here before.”


      “I haven’t,” she said quickly. “I must’ve… um… seen pictures.”


      “Of the Blackstone Hotel?” I’d never seen it before, and I was an architecture student.


      “Well, sure.” She smiled and changed the subject with an eager look. “Are we going to stay here? Really?”


      I suddenly felt like impressing her, and grinned as I escorted her inside. My conviction took a hit when the desk clerk told me how much the room would cost, but I pasted on a smile and pulled out my emergency credit card.


      I still didn’t have a card of my own—“Bank rules,” they claimed, because of my age—so I made a note to repay my parents before they got the bill. I also decided to talk to my bank manager about the money I had on deposit. Maybe he’d see reason when I explained that I wasn’t a normal nineteen-year-old. He’d definitely see reason if I had to explain that my money would find a more accommodating home if he didn’t.


      Daphne practically glowed with excitement as we rode the elevator to the eighth floor, but I was still brooding about the credit card situation. When we reached the room, she ran to the window and gazed at the traffic below. I looked at the room itself, which was nice enough, but hardly the Ritz. I knew I was being a tightwad, but I’d planned on thirty or forty bucks for a hotel room, not a hundred and forty.


      “Isn’t it amazing?” Daphne said. She beamed at me. “I always wanted to stay here.” She sensed my mood and returned from the window. “Thank you,” she said, and gave me a shy look.


      It was pure come-on, so I put my arms around her. Besides, she was a welcome cure for my brooding. I cupped her breast and felt her nipple harden in my palm. Her breathing grew heavy as I kissed her. I wanted to fuck her, but we didn’t have any condoms, so I broke the kiss and began unbuttoning her blouse. I peeled the silk from her shoulders and tossed it aside.


      I wanted to see her perfect breasts again, and she felt the eagerness in my hands as I popped the catch on her bra. She half-posed so I could admire her chest. I cupped her breasts and squeezed gently. She closed her eyes when I pinched her nipples, and moaned softly as I kissed her again.


      “Get on your knees,” I told her.


      She sank to the floor as I extracted my hard-on. I pulled her closer and watched as she kissed my shaft. Then she began sucking with short, slow strokes. After two or three minutes, I felt the urge to fuck her anyway, condom or no. I knew I wouldn’t have the willpower to resist for long, so I put my hand on the back of her head.


      “You want me to come in your mouth?”


      She nodded.


      “Then suck it deep.”


      She plunged forward, and managed to swallow about half of my cock. She held me in her mouth as long as she could before she had to pull back for a breath.


      “Are you getting wet?”


      A nod.


      “If you’re a good girl, I’ll fuck you later. Do you want that?”


      She let my dick slip from her lips. “God, yes.”


      “Keep sucking,” I ordered. “There, that’s better. I’ll fuck you when I’m ready. Got it?”


      She nodded.


      “Good. Now suck me like you want it.”


      My cock glistened with saliva as she began bobbing rapidly. When I couldn’t hold back any longer, I held her head and shot down her throat. My whole body tensed from the pleasure of release. When my orgasm subsided I closed my eyes and breathed through my nose as my dick grew soft.


      “Do you want to fuck me now?”


      I blinked and came to my senses. Then I felt like a jerk for taking advantage of her. “I don’t have a condom,” I said sheepishly.


      “So?”


      Did she want to get pregnant? I felt an instant stab of fear, but mastered it and lifted her to her feet. “Sorry,” I said. “But I can return the favor.”


      “That’s okay,” she said with a shrug.


      I felt guilty for disappointing her, but I wasn’t going to take the risk. Not again, I reminded myself.


      “Do you want to get supper?” she asked.


      I pulled her close and felt her bare breasts against my chest. “I want to fuck your brains out,” I said, “but we need condoms.”


      She forced a smile.


      “So let’s find a drugstore.”


      “I’m kinda hungry.”


      “Okay, let’s have dinner first, and then find a drugstore.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Daphne wanted pizza, so the hotel concierge suggested a restaurant with a funny name, Uno’s. Her eyes lit up at the name, and I managed to hide my suspicious look.


      If she’s never been to Chicago, then I’m Mike Ditka.


      The restaurant was packed, so we had to wait for a table. Daphne and I made small talk, but she seemed nervous. Then I noticed a guy in a leather jacket at the bar who was staring at her. Every guy in the place had given her a lingering glance when she walked in, but this guy didn’t stop. After a few minutes he stood and made his way toward us.


      “This is crazy,” Daphne said abruptly. “Let’s just find someplace else.”


      “What are you talking about? We’re practically next on the list.”


      “I don’t want pizza anymore. Let’s just go.”


      “Brandy,” the guy called, and it took me a moment to realize that he wasn’t talking to the bartender.


      Daphne stiffened, but covered it quickly and tried to sound offhand. “Let’s get out of here.”


      “Brandy?” the guy said again as he drew near. He was several inches taller than me, with a square jaw and black hair. “I didn’t think I’d ever see you again,” he said.


      Daphne’s shoulders slumped and I caught a brief glimpse of defeat, but then her expression changed completely. She gave the guy a confused, annoyed look. “I’m sorry, do I know you?”


      He laughed sardonically. “Yeah, right. Nice try. You owe me five grand.”


      I did a double take.


      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said.


      He gave another laugh, this one nasty. “Sure you do.” He looked at me. “Who’s this, your pimp?”


      I bristled. “Excuse me?”


      “You heard me.”


      “I’m her boyfriend.”


      “Sure, kid, whatever you wanna call yourself.”


      My eyes hardened. “Do we have a problem?”


      “I dunno, do we?”


      “Come on, Paul,” Daphne said. “He’s just some loser.”


      The guy wasn’t going to back down, and I felt a cool buzz as adrenaline flooded my system. We locked eyes and he laughed in contempt.


      “You know,” I said matter-of-factly, “I’ve been trying to work on my temper, but I think I’ll make an exception for you.”


      “Oh, really?”


      “Yeah.”


      “Sure, kid, let’s step outside.”


      “Don’t hurt him, Paul,” Daphne said. “He has friends.”


      “Him?” the guy blurted. “Hurt me?”


      I didn’t want to bluster, so I forced a smile instead—it didn’t reach my eyes. Most fights are half psychological, and I wanted any advantage I could. To his credit, he didn’t even flinch. Then his eyes narrowed as he calculated the odds.


      He smirked, and I knew he was going to take his chances before we even got outside. His right shoulder drew back slightly and his fingers curled into a fist. I shifted my balance for an Uki Goshi takedown.


      The bar was tight quarters for a throw like that, but the guy would slam into the floor with me standing over him. From there, I could end the fight with a simple wrist lock. I’d seen Glen do the same thing the year before. It wasn’t legal in judo, but real fights don’t have referees, or even rules. So I cleared my mind and waited for him to throw the first punch. Then someone loomed beside us.


      “Hey! What d’you think you’re doing?”


      “Butt out, pal,” Square-jaw said without looking away.


      “I’m not your pal,” the new guy said, “and you better wise up.” He flashed a badge and the tension popped like a soap bubble. “’Cause the first guy who takes a swing in here is gonna wish he hadn’t.” He leveled his gaze at Square-jaw. “Now go back to the bar, sit down, and shut up.”


      Square-jaw’s attitude changed immediately. “No problem, detective.” He wasn’t obsequious, but he was all smiles, like it was one big misunderstanding. He gave me a mocking snort. “Nice meetin’ ya, kid.” Then he tossed his chin at Daphne. “She’s a psycho anyway. You can keep her.” He walked away without a backward glance.


      The cop turned to me. “You, take your girl and get outta here.”


      “Our table’s almost ready,” I said, as politely as I could with all the adrenaline in my system. “So we’ll just wait over there, if that’s all right with you.”


      “As a matter of fact, it’s not all right with me. I said beat it.”


      “But… that’s not fair!”


      “Life ain’t fair. Get used to it. Now, if you’re not outta here by the time I count to three, you’re gonna spend the night in jail.”


      “This isn’t right,” I said tersely.


      “One.”


      I set my jaw.


      “Two.”


      “Paul, please,” Daphne said.


      The cop raised his eyebrows. “Pretty girl like that,” he said to me, “I’d listen to her.”


      “This isn’t fair,” I said. “That other guy started it!” I knew I should just leave, but I couldn’t believe the injustice.


      “I don’t care, kid. Now, are you gonna make me arrest you?”


      I thought about telling him yes, just to spite him, but the rational part of my brain kicked in. “No,” I said at last.


      “No, what?”


      I suddenly realized that the bar had grown quiet, and everyone was staring at us.


      “No, what?” he repeated. From the look in his eye, he didn’t want to arrest me—he just wanted me to acknowledge his authority.


      I clenched my fists and tasted bile. I hated doing it, but I swallowed pride. “No, sir.”


      “Smart move,” he said with a nod of sympathy. “Now beat it.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      I climbed into the taxi and slammed the door. My emotions were chaotic: angry, relieved, and strangest of all, aroused.


      Daphne was practically giddy. “That was amazing! I can’t believe you stared down— that guy.” She leaned close and I felt her breath on my ear. “God, you make me so hot.”


      “Where to, bud?” the cabbie said.


      My dick sprang erect when Daphne put her hand on it. “Oh my God,” she whispered, “it’s so big.”


      “Hey, Joe…?” the driver said impatiently.


      Why do they keep calling me Joe? “The Blackstone.”


      Daphne moaned softly. “Are you going to fuck me with your big cock?”


      I started to fondle her, but then swore under my breath. “Find a drugstore first,” I told the cabbie.


      A minute later I leapt out of the cab and dashed into the little shop. After a feverish search I discovered the condoms at the back of the store. I grabbed a box of Trojans and was about to run back to the checkout when something caught my eye. I took a second to find it again and then snatched the K-Y jelly. The cashier smirked as he took my money, but I didn’t care.


      Outside, I leapt into the waiting taxi. “Hit it!”


      Daphne and I groped like teenagers on prom night, and I’m sure the cabbie got an eyeful. In the hotel we had the elevator to ourselves, so I pinned her against the wall and kissed her.


      When we reached our room, I didn’t even bother with niceties like taking off her clothes. I simply unbuttoned her jeans, pushed them down, and turned her to face the wall. She braced herself as I opened my pants and pulled out my erection. I tore open the box of condoms and caught the chain of packets as it flew out. I ripped one open and rolled the slippery ring over my shaft.


      Daphne moaned as I entered her from behind and began thrusting. After barely a minute I slammed into her and filled the condom. We panted together, sated for the moment. Then I began to kiss her neck, and she arched her back. I slid my hands under her blouse and cupped her breasts from behind. She moaned when I pinched her nipples through the thin fabric of her bra.


      We stumbled toward the bed and fell onto it in a tangle of legs. I pulled off her jeans and panties as she tugged at my shirt. I flung the clothes aside and pushed my boxers down. Daphne spread her legs and I scooted between them. My pants bunched around my ankles, but I ignored them as I aimed my cock at her opening.


      I was still wearing the condom, and something tickled the back of my brain about not using it twice. Then I slid into her and didn’t care. She lifted her hips to meet me, and my lips sought hers. I thrust hard and felt her wrap her long legs around me.


      Our tempo built at a deliberate pace, until I propped myself on my arms and began pumping in earnest. She gripped my triceps and silently urged me on. Her blouse had ridden up, but it still covered her breasts. I wanted to see them, so I stopped thrusting.


      “Take that off,” I said.


      She fumbled with the blouse and managed to unbutton it. Then she popped the catch on her bra and the lacy cups sprang aside. I gazed at the perfect mounds as I began thrusting again. She cupped her breasts and tweaked her nipples.


      A rush of wetness engulfed my shaft, and she arched her back with a moan of pleasure. I began thrusting hard, driving toward a climax. Her eyes opened abruptly, and she looked surprised. Then she closed them again and opened her mouth in a silent scream.


      I couldn’t hold back any longer and buried myself to the hilt. I exploded with a rush of sensation that felt like every ounce of fluid in my body was shooting through my cock. She cried out and went rigid.


      Through my own pleasure, I felt her pussy tighten around my shaft. She gripped the bedspread so hard that I felt it shift under my knees. A torrent of heat and moisture flooded around my cock. I even felt it on my thighs and dripping from my balls.


      My eyes widened when I realized what had happened: she’d had an orgasm—a real one. When she finally released the spread, I lowered my face and kissed her gently. I thought she’d be relieved, or overjoyed, or even sleepy.


      Instead, she clung to me and I felt her body shake. I thought she was still trembling from the strength of her orgasm, but then I realized she was crying. I hoped it was just a release of emotion, so I held her until she calmed down.


      I pulled back and gazed down at her. “Better?” I said hopefully. With her red nose and tear-streaked cheeks, she looked more beautiful than ever. I started to say something else, but she put her hand on my chest.


      “I need to go to the bathroom.”


      “Okay… um… sure.” I climbed from between her legs.


      She walked unsteadily to the bathroom and shut the door.


      I shook my head in bewilderment and stared after her for a few seconds. Then I rolled to the edge of the bed and puzzled through her actions. I stood and kicked off my shoes, still lost in thought, but snapped out of it when I reached for the condom.


      “Oh, shit.” I shot a glance at the closed bathroom door and then back at my dick.


      The condom was gone.


      After a frantic moment I saw it on the bed, in the middle of a damp spot. I reached for it and silently prayed that it had slipped off after I’d come. A ball of lead settled in my stomach as I realized that the semen in the tip wasn’t nearly enough for two loads.


      I sank to the bed and stared at the sleeve of latex. Daphne emerged a minute later. I had no idea how to tell her, so I palmed the evidence.


      “Do you want to order room service?” she asked.


      I must have hidden my mood better than I thought, because she didn’t look suspicious when I forced a nod.


      We found the menu, and I called down to order a deep-dish pizza. Then we watched TV until it arrived. She didn’t mention her crying jag, and I didn’t mention the condom.


      I thought I’d be too preoccupied to eat, but my stomach rumbled at the scent of pizza. Daphne seemed oblivious to my mood, and slowly devoured two pieces. When she finished she wiped her hands on the linen napkin and stretched languidly.


      Her thin silk blouse outlined her breasts, and the hem lifted to show the wedge of hair between her legs. I was in a funk, but I wasn’t blind. I took a sip of my drink to cover my glance, but then she dropped one of her bombshells.


      “Do you want to fuck me again?”


      I almost spewed Coke. “Um… yeah, of course. But maybe let me digest first.”


      “Oh. Okay.”


      We fell into an awkward silence.


      “I can suck your cock. You can come on my face if you want. I won’t dodge or anything.”


      I blinked in surprise. “Yeah, sure. But… um… maybe later.”


      “Oh. Okay.” She smiled uncertainly and thought for a moment. “Do you want me to dance for you?”


      I was too surprised to reply, so I changed the subject. “You should probably call Sara.”


      She grew suspicious. “Why?”


      “Just to let her know you’re okay. I mean, she’s probably wondering where you are.”


      “She doesn’t care.”


      I suddenly got the impression that I was a pawn in a lovers’ spat. What is it with me and women? I wondered sourly. Do I have a tattoo on my forehead that says “Screw with my emotions”?


      “I’m sure she does,” I said aloud. “You can call her while I run down to the front desk.”


      “What for?”


      “I want to see if they have a courtesy kit or something for people who’ve lost their luggage.” We hadn’t exactly lost ours, but it was close enough.


      “Okay,” Daphne said meekly.


      “Are you going to call her?”


      She shrugged.


      “You need to let her know you’re okay. You don’t want her to call the police or anything.”


      That got through to her.


      “Here,” I said helpfully, “I’ll figure out how to dial long distance.” I picked up the handset and dialed her phone number. I let it ring once before I offered her the receiver.


      She took it reluctantly.


      “I’ll be back in fifteen minutes or so,” I said, and gathered the rest of my clothes. I tried not to listen to the conversation as I got dressed, but it was hard to avoid.


      “Hi, it’s me,” Daphne said. “No, I’m all right.” She glanced at me. “Um… yeah.” She winced at Sara’s reaction.


      I felt sorry for her, but wanted to give her some privacy. For my part, I wanted some time to think. On the elevator ride downstairs I wondered why I’d suggested calling Sara.


      Part of me wanted to get rid of Daphne as soon as I could, but I felt guilty for even thinking it. After all, she might be pregnant. I wasn’t a cad, so I’d pay for an abortion. I thought about how I’d go about it when my eyes flew wide at a sudden thought.


      What if she doesn’t want one?


      I already knew that she wasn’t wife material—not for me, at least—but I’d marry her if I had to. I obviously felt something for her, even if it wasn’t love. She was hiding her past, and she was emotionally damaged, but she was a sweet girl. And despite her fake orgasms, I thought she liked me as well.


      The ding of the elevator snapped me out of my trance. The concierge had gone for the day, but the night manager gave me two travel kits with the Blackstone logo embossed on the side. At least I was getting something for my hundred and forty bucks.


      I tried to cheer myself up on the ride back upstairs, but I couldn’t stop thinking about how my life would change if Daphne were pregnant. I silently prayed that it was the wrong time of the month, but I didn’t know how to ask without starting an argument. Then again, what if she wanted to get pregnant? I didn’t even want to think about that.


      I started to brood, but pulled up short when I realized that I’d reached the room. I took out the key and slid it into the lock. Daphne was still on the phone, and she’d been crying. She looked up when I shut the door.


      “He’s back,” she said. “Hold on.” She held out the phone. “Sara wants to talk to you.”


      “Um… what for?”


      Daphne shrugged.


      I took the phone and cautiously held it to my ear. “Hello?”


      “What the hell did you think you were doing, taking her to Chicago?”


      “Hi,” I said deliberately. “Nice to talk to you too.”


      “Cut the bullshit, asshole. This is serious.”


      “Then why don’t you dial it down a notch, sweetheart.”


      “I’m not your sweetheart!”


      “And I’m not an asshole!”


      “Yeah? Well, you coulda fooled me.”


      I bit back a nasty reply. “Are you just going to bitch at me,” I asked tersely, “or do you actually have a point?”


      “If you’d shut up and listen, dumbass, I’ll tell y—”


      “Hey! Enough with the dyke bitch routine. Just move on. Daphne’s with me now.”


      “Excuse me?”


      “Daphne isn’t with you anymore,” I said, rubbing it in. “She’s with me now.”


      “What did she tell you?”


      “Nothing. But I’m not an idiot.”


      “That’s debatable.”


      I took a deep breath and mastered my temper. “Whatever,” I said dismissively.


      “Listen,” she said, “I don’t know what you think you know, but—”


      “Daphne’s bi,” I said, which stopped Sara cold, “and you’re a lesbian. Then again, maybe you’re just bi and really pissed off at men.”


      “So what if I am?” she said defiantly.


      I goaded her. “Are what? Lesbian? Or bi?”


      “Either.”


      “What do I care? You’re not the one I’m interested in.”


      “The feeling’s mutual,” she said nastily.


      I forced a laugh. “Listen,” I said, more for Daphne’s benefit than Sara’s, “I don’t care if you’re straight, bi, or a complete lesbian. Whatever makes you happy. But Daphne’s with me now.” Why in God’s name am I claiming her now, when I was trying to get rid of her earlier? I suppressed the thought and plowed on. “So quit being a bitch and move on.”


      “Put Daphne on.”


      “No.”


      “Excuse me?”


      “I said no,” I repeated. “I’m not going to let you bully her. Got it? Now, time to move on.”


      “Let me speak to her.”


      “Which part of ‘no’ did you not understand?”


      “Let… me… speak to her.”


      I kept a tight rein on my emotions. “No. Move on.”


      “I can’t,” she screamed. “Don’t you get it?”


      “Get what?”


      “I love her,” she said, and broke down crying.


      My heart wrenched at the sound of anguish, and I wondered what I’d gotten myself into. Then my knees felt weak and I sat down abruptly.


      “I hate you,” Sara railed. “I fucking hate you. Why did you do this to us?”


      I didn’t know what to say.


      “I love her,” she shouted, “don’t you understand?”


      I waited for her to calm down, which gave me a chance to get my own emotions under control. Then I shot a quick glance across the room.


      “How does Daphne feel?” I asked.


      “I don’t know,” Sara wailed softly. “I don’t know anything anymore.”


      I stood and stared at my reflection in the window. Maybe I had that tattoo after all.


      Sara eventually got her tears under control. “Are you still there?”


      I snapped out of it. “Yeah, I’m here.”


      “Will you let her go?”


      “Yeah. No. I don’t know. Maybe.” I stopped to gather my thoughts. “I don’t know,” I said at last. “I guess it depends on what she wants.”


      “What’s that mean?”


      “It means that Daphne has a say in this,” I said deliberately. I could see her reflection in the window, but I resisted the urge to look at her directly. “I mean, she’s with me for a reason. I don’t know what it is”—Revenge? A fling? To get pregnant?—“but she’s here, and you have to deal with it. Okay?”


      “No, it’s not okay. I want her back.”


      “Have you told her that?”


      Sullenly, “No.”


      I wanted to laugh. “You’re as bad as a guy.”


      “What’s that supposed to mean?”


      “It means,” I said slowly, “that if you don’t tell her how you feel, she’ll never know. She’s not a mind reader.” I glanced at the ceiling in frustration. “I thought women were supposed to be good at this stuff, but you’re worse than I am.”


      Sara started to react, but I cut her off.


      “Never mind,” I said. “That was a cheap shot. Sorry. But that still doesn’t change the fact that you have to tell her this stuff. How’s she supposed to know? Is she supposed to know that you care when you go psycho? Is that it? How stupid is that?”


      “Yeah, well what do you know about it, asshole?”


      “I know about communication!” For all the good it’s done me.


      “Well aren’t you special.”


      I took a deep breath and controlled my temper. “Listen,” I said, “we can bicker all night, but that’s not going to solve anything.”


      “Yeah, well you’re the one with Daphne. In Chicago, of all places! What the fuck were you thinking?”


      “Me? It was her idea!”


      “How stupid can you—? Wait, what did you say?”


      “I said it was her idea. Besides, how was I supposed to know about… that guy?”


      “What guy?”


      I described Square-jaw.


      “Oh, shit,” Sara said. “This is bad. You saw him?”


      “Saw him? I almost got in a fight with him.”


      She mocked me with a laugh. “That would’ve been dumb.”


      “Dumb? I’d’ve kicked his ass.”


      “Yeah, and his friends would’ve cut your throat and dumped your body in the river.”


      “Excuse me?”


      “You don’t know who you’re dealing with.”


      Evidently not.


      “You have to get out of there,” Sara continued. “Can you leave tonight?”


      I thought about it for a moment, but then shook my head. I hadn’t taken enough night flights recently, so I wasn’t current to fly with passengers after sunset.


      “Not an option,” I said, with more bravado than I felt. “Why? Who is this guy?”


      “You don’t wanna know. But if anything happens to Daphne, I’ll—”


      “Nothing’s going to happen to Daphne.” Or me, but thanks for asking.


      “I swear to God,” Sara said, “if anything happens…”


      “All right! I get it. I’m not an idiot.”


      “Coulda fooled me.”


      I stared at the ceiling and huffed in exasperation. “Are you done yet?”


      “If anything ha—”


      “Christ! Give it a rest. D’you think you’re the only one who cares about her?”


      “Like you do,” Sara shot back. “You’ve known her what… a week?”


      “What’s that have to do with it?”


      “I know your type,” she said contemptuously. “I know what you want. You’re just like the others.”


      I started to snap at her, but caught myself. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath instead. “If you’d bother to get to know me,” I said tersely, “you’d realize that I care about Daphne.” A reflection in the window caught my eye, and I saw Daphne cover her mouth. “Besides,” I added, more for Daphne than Sara, “I’m not the love ’em and leave ’em type. I’ll make sure she’s safe. You have my word.”


      “Great!” Sara mocked. “I have your word. What good is that?”


      “A lot, actually,” I said. “Like I said, if you’d get to know me, maybe you’d realize I’m a nice guy.”


      She snorted.


      “Whatever,” I said dismissively. “I care about Daphne, and I’m not going to let anything happen to her.”


      “You’d better not,” Sara said, and it was more than her usual bluster.


      “Do you want to talk to her now?” I asked. It was a peace offering, and I heard the surprise in her silence.


      “Of cour— I mean, yes, please.”


      There, that wasn’t so hard, was it? “I’m going to take a walk,” I said to Daphne, but for Sara as well, “so you can have some privacy. I’ll be back in half an hour. All right?”


      Daphne nodded.


      “Thank you,” Sara said, and I could hear the relief in her voice.


      I covered the mouthpiece and walked over to Daphne. She stood nervously. She was still nude from the waist down, and her silk blouse clung to her naked breasts. I had to concentrate to keep my eyes on hers.


      “I meant what I said,” I said softly. “I think you’re a really nice girl, but I want you to be happy.” I smiled reassuringly and handed her the phone.


      She took it, but then threw her arms around me.


      I gave her a quick kiss and a hopeful smile. “Good luck,” I said softly. Then I grabbed my coat and left.


      I really cared about her, but I wouldn’t come between two people who loved each other.


      I looked toward Knoxville.


      “Hear that, Trip?”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      I spent a half-hour looking at the Blackstone’s interior architecture. I could’ve taken longer, but I didn’t want Daphne to worry, so I headed back upstairs.


      She was waiting for me when I opened the door. I didn’t know what to expect, but she still managed to surprise me. She had brushed her hair and fixed her makeup, and wore her white fur-trimmed coat. She let it fall open as I closed the door. She was nude underneath.


      “Um… everything okay?” I asked, but my eyes practically devoured her.


      She nodded and walked toward me. I barely had time to tear my eyes from her body before she molded herself against me and began kissing my neck.


      “So,” I ventured, “Sara’s okay?”


      “I knew you were special,” Daphne whispered between kisses.


      The word sounded like father-of-my-children “special,” and I barely managed to keep from pulling back in alarm.


      “I knew you’d protect me.” She reached for my belt. “You even scared Tony.”


      “Hold on a second,” I said, but the little head had other ideas.


      “You make me so hot. And your cock is so big.”


      It was pure shtick, but the cock in question didn’t know any better, and was getting bigger by the second.


      Dammit! I knew what she was doing, but it was still going to work. I gave my erection a baleful look as Daphne sank to her knees and began kissing it. You and I are gonna have to come to an agreement, mister.


      It swelled smugly as Daphne wrapped her lips around it.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      An hour later we finally rolled apart to catch our breath. We were covered in sweat and exhausted. I’d come twice, but she hadn’t come at all. She’d faked it twice, but I knew better.


      I pulled off the used condom and dropped it on the floor. Then I mustered the energy to go down on her. She must have sensed my plans, because she rolled toward me and cuddled my side.


      “That was amazing,” she said. “I’ve never come that hard in my life.”


      You didn’t come at all, I thought back, but kept my mouth shut. I had a million questions, and I was trying to figure out where to start. Square-jaw? Chicago? Five thousand dollars? Fake orgasms? Her feelings about me? Why she didn’t like condoms? The list went on.


      Before I could open my mouth, she burrowed closer and yawned. “You’re hard on a girl.” She giggled at her own joke.


      Her yawn triggered one of my own.


      “I could go to sleep right here,” she mumbled. Then she made sleepy noises and yawned again.


      “Be my guest,” I said, and cracked another yawn.


      She’s good, I admitted to myself. Better than me, in fact. I knew she was manipulating me, but I couldn’t do a thing about it.


      I managed to grab the sheet with my toes and pull it up, and then turned off the bedside light. I watched airplanes over the lake until I couldn’t keep my eyes open.


      I told myself I’d talk to her in the morning. Part of me expected to get some answers, but that was the foolish part.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      I woke up as Daphne slid back into bed. It was still dark outside, but I could see the first glimmer of dawn across the lake. I put my arm around her and felt her move closer. When she didn’t immediately go back to sleep, I guided her hand to my nascent erection, and she began stroking gently.


      As I came awake fully, I decided that I’d make her come for real. I didn’t know if we’d see each other again, so I wanted the trip to be memorable. Part of it was competition with Sara, but part of it was simple pleasure. Just the thought of Daphne’s body was enough to get my blood flowing. The sight was something else, not to mention the actual feeling.


      So I rolled toward her and began sucking her nipples. After a few minutes I kissed my way lower, and spread her legs as I climbed between them. She tasted like a mixture of sweat, urine, and lube from the condoms, but her juices started flowing as soon as I tongued her clit.


      I spent at least thirty minutes between her legs, and tried every trick I knew. She moaned and panted. She bucked her hips. She dug her fingers into the bed and gripped the sheets. But she never came. Oh, she cried out and faked an extended orgasm, which left her shuddering and panting, but I knew better.


      Unfortunately, my jaw ached and my tongue felt like I’d gone through a million Tootsie Pops, so I crawled from between her legs and held myself over her. I thought maybe she could only come from sex, so I reached for a condom and tore the packet with my teeth.


      She whined a protest.


      I ignored it and sat back on my haunches to roll the latex over my shaft.


      She mewled again to emphasize her point. She’d done the same thing the night before, and the message was clear.


      I didn’t like condoms either. They were a pain before and a pain after, but I really didn’t want to have kids yet, much less with Daphne. So I rolled the slippery ring over my shaft. Then I teased her slit with my covered glans.


      “You can come in my mouth,” she offered. “Or on my face. Even my hair! Anywhere.”


      My temper suddenly flared. Did she want to get pregnant? I started to say something, but then had an idea.


      “You wanna do it without a condom?” I said.


      She nodded, almost urgently.


      “All right, roll over.” I stripped off the latex and moved out of the way. “Get on your hands and knees,” I said, and grabbed the K-Y jelly. I wasn’t in the mood to ask what she wanted, so I simply coated my dick and swiped my fingers along her crack.


      She didn’t say a word as I set my glans at her anus and pushed into her. Then I held her waist and slowly worked into her ass. She moaned softly as I began fucking her with short, powerful strokes. She had to brace herself on the headboard, but I didn’t relent. Instead, I began fucking harder, and slammed into her with each thrust.


      She lifted her head and cried out. I thought she was in pain, but then she arched her back and went rigid. I felt a rush of moisture coat my balls as her muscles gripped my shaft. The extra tightness triggered my own orgasm, and I erupted deep in her bowels. I collapsed on top of her when it finally subsided, and we panted together, still joined at the hips.


      “Wow,” I said at last, and pulled out of her. I flopped to the bed and lay there as aftershocks shivered along my nerves.


      Daphne got up without a word and went to the bathroom.


      I was worried that I’d hurt her. I’d been angry and rough, but she’d had an orgasm—a real one. I didn’t understand, and she obviously wasn’t going to explain.


      I stared at the ceiling and felt my mood slide toward darkness. I felt guilty about how I’d acted, but I couldn’t take it back. I couldn’t even think of a way to apologize without sounding like a bigger jerk.


      Gee, I though contemptuously, what a guy.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Daphne was quiet during the flight back to Knoxville. I wasn’t in a talkative mood either, so her silence suited me just fine. We didn’t have much in common, aside from physical attraction. It was a strong attraction, but that wasn’t enough to sustain a relationship.


      When I took her back to her apartment, we had an awkward farewell. Sara was barely civil to me, so I left in a weird mood. I couldn’t decide if I was relieved, depressed, or angry.


      Part of me was glad to be done with Daphne and her past, dark or not. Part of me felt sorry for her—she was a lonely person in many ways, desperate for attention and affection. But the biggest part of me was angry at Sara for being a bitch.


      She obviously thought I’d try to come between her and Daphne. If anything, I was going out of my way to step aside. She was just like Trip, too scared and jealous to realize that I was an upstanding guy.


      My mood took a turn for the worse at the thought of Trip. I resented him for taking Wren in the first place, but “resent” didn’t come close to how I felt about his behavior since. He knew I wasn’t the type of guy to stab him in the back. Knew it! Yet he was too stubborn to admit he was wrong.


      Not surprisingly, I was in a truly foul mood by the time I reached the apartment. Trip was studying at his desk, and actually looked up when I walked past.


      “Hey,” he said brusquely, “we need to talk.”


      “Yeah? Well that’s too bad. I’ve had a shitty day, and I don’t need your crap on top of everything else. So keep it to yourself.”


      “Fine. Whatever.”


      I stomped into my room and threw my keys at the dresser. My heart was hammering with adrenaline, so I took a deep breath and blew it out slowly. Then I closed my eyes and replayed the past minute. I immediately felt guilty for being nasty, especially since Trip hadn’t said a word to me in nearly two weeks.


      I went back to the hall. “Look,” I said, “I’m sorry. I didn’t get much sleep last night, but that’s no excuse. What’d you wanna talk about?”


      “I don’t want to talk to you at all,” he said, and sounded as surly as he looked, “but Wren said I have to, so we’re talking.”


      My jaw fell open. “You’re kidding, right?”


      “Why would I do that? I don’t want to have anything to do with you, but Wren’s making me. So I apologize. There,” he said, pithy and insincere, “are we friends again?”


      My shaky calm snapped like a popsicle stick. I wanted to cram my fist down his throat and rip out his beating heart—if he even had one.


      “Well…?” he badgered.


      I was going to kill him, and I didn’t care about the consequences. A red haze closed down my vision, and I tensed for a lunge. Then my stupid imagination betrayed me—I thought about Wren and her reaction if I actually killed him.


      I clenched my fists and settled my balance. I stared at him for a long moment and wondered if he knew what I was thinking. Then, without a word, I turned and walked back to my room.


      He called after me, but I ignored him and found my sweat suit. I pulled off my street clothes and quickly donned the sweats. If I didn’t leave soon, I really would kill him. He tried to block me in the hallway, but I shoved past him and continued to the front door.


      Outside, the afternoon sky was a clear, cerulean blue as I began to run. I didn’t know where I was going and I didn’t really care, as long as I didn’t have to see Trip’s face and hear his voice.


      After two laps around campus, I veered down frat row and jogged up the sidewalk to the Kappa Alpha house. A pledge opened the door when I rang the bell.


      “Is Glen here?” I asked between breaths.


      “Yeah, sure,” the guy said. “C’mon in. I’ll fetch him.”


      I closed my eyes and tried to shed my pent up frustration, but couldn’t shake the feeling that I wanted to murder Trip. I was imagining ways to beat his brains out when I heard a footstep.


      “Who y’all waitin’ for?”


      I opened my eyes and turned around.


      “Well, goddamn, if it ain’t Loverboy! Glen said he’d been sparrin’ with ya.” T.J. was all smiles. “So how y’all doin’?”


      I finally came to my senses and managed a fake smile. “I’m good,” I lied. “You?”


      “Can’t complain.”


      We made small talk for a couple of minutes, and I did my best not to throttle him. T.J. had an annoying personality at the best of times, and I wasn’t in the mood for his chummy good ol’ boy act. But I kept my cool on the outside, even while I simmered on the inside.


      “Sorry I took so long,” Glen said when he arrived. Then he saw me and his eyes widened.


      “Hey,” I said. “You have time to practice? I really need a workout.”


      “Full of piss an’ vinegar?” T.J. said. “Wanna go a few rounds with me? I’ll teach ya a thing or two.” He dropped into a stance and shadowboxed with me. He was trying to be funny, but I wasn’t in the mood.


      “Look,” I said, as calmly as I could, “don’t take this the wrong way, ’cause it isn’t personal, but if you step onto the mat with me, I’ll rip your fucking head off.”


      T.J. started to laugh it off before he realized I was serious. Then his expression hardened. “You wanna go?” he said, all puffed up. “I’ll take you on. I ain’t afraid of you.”


      “Leave it be,” Glen told him.


      “He started it!”


      “So? Just leave it be.” Glen looked at me. “I’ll go change clothes. Gimme a minute.” On his way out, he grabbed T.J. by the arm and pulled him away. He returned a few minutes later in his sweats.


      “You mind if we jog to the Bubble?” I asked. “I need to work off some energy.”


      “Fine by me,” he said, laconic as ever.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      We sparred non-stop for nearly thirty minutes—a free-for-all of judo, wrestling, and even aikido when he was hard-pressed. Glen was a better all-around fighter, but I tapped into a deep well of anger and frustration.


      I thought he might quit after the first couple of rounds, but he kept his cool, even when I went after him with brutal ferocity. I lost track of how many times we slammed to the mat or tapped to acknowledge a hold.


      He still won most of the bouts, but the margin was razor-thin, instead of his usual three out of four. If he’d been smaller or weaker or less experienced, I’d have torn him limb from limb.


      After my anger subsided, we gradually slipped into more formal practice, with him showing me throws and holds, counters and escapes. I was a quick student, and the moves came naturally.


      “Ma-te,” I said at last, and bent over to catch my breath. I was running with sweat, and my clothes were soaked.


      Glen braced his hands on his knees and gulped for air. We’d been on the mat more than two hours.


      “Thanks,” I said at last.


      He straightened and nodded. “Seemed like you needed it.”


      “Yeah,” I said, suddenly conscious that we’d drawn a small crowd of spectators. I didn’t want to be rude, but I wasn’t in the mood to talk to anyone. I grabbed my small pile of things and stuffed my keys and ID into my pocket. Glen did the same, and followed as I headed toward the exit.


      Outside, the cold air stung my nostrils, and I could feel the heat coming off me in waves. I was still angry at Trip, but in a detached, almost philosophical way.


      “Wanna talk about it?” Glen asked.


      “Not really. Thanks for sparring with me, though.”


      He nodded in reply. “Gimme a call if you wanna go again.” He gave me his phone number at the frat house. “Any time.”


      “Thanks,” I said, and knew that he understood.


      We said goodbye and headed our separate ways. I jogged so I wouldn’t catch a chill. Trip was still at the apartment. He stood as I shut the door.


      “Well…?” he said, with the same belligerence.


      I gazed at him for a moment, more calm than I’d felt all day. I wondered if he knew how close he’d come to death. Had he seen it in my eyes? Had he seen me calculating angles and moves? I doubted it. He wasn’t the type who’d hurt someone deliberately, much less kill them, so he didn’t recognize it when he saw it.


      I wanted to laugh, if only to release the tension between us, but I knew he wouldn’t understand. He’d take it the wrong way—like I was laughing at him—so I let the silence drag out.


      “Tell you what,” I said at last, “I’ll let you decide.”


      He blinked, confused. It obviously wasn’t what he’d been expecting.


      “If you’d accept your apology,” I said, “then I’ll accept it.”


      His eyes narrowed. “What?”


      “It’s simple,” I said, and meant it. “Imagine if the situation were reversed, and I apologized like you did. Would you accept it?” I let the words hang between us. “I’ll go with whatever you decide.”


      In my room, I stripped off my rank sweats, wrapped a towel around my waist, and headed to the bathroom. I took a long, hot, mindless shower. Trip was gone when I emerged, so I went to my room and climbed into bed. I fell asleep almost as soon as my head hit the pillow, and slept for ten blissful hours.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Wren caught up with me on Tuesday morning as I finished my run. She must have skipped breakfast, because I normally ran while they were eating.


      “You’re a hard guy to find,” she panted.


      

      “I didn’t know you were looking. Besides, you know where I live.”


      “Yeah, but I was with Trip.” She held up a hand to cut off my reply. Then she swallowed to wet her dry mouth. “What in God’s name did you say to him? He won’t tell me.”


      “And you think I will?”


      “If you know what’s good for you.”


      I actually laughed at that.


      “What’s so funny?”


      “I clearly don’t,” I said. “Know what’s good for me, I mean. I let you get away.”


      Her eyes hardened, but I didn’t even blink. She frowned when the silence dragged out. “You mean you’re not going to tell me?”


      “Nope. Sorry. It’s between Trip and me.”


      “But he’s been in a funk since Sunday!”


      “He was in a funk before.”


      “Well, duh. But this is different. Now it’s like he’s angry… but at himself. So what did you say to him?” When I didn’t answer, she stomped her foot.


      I gazed at her calmly, which annoyed her even more.


      “Ugh,” she said at last. “Men!”


      “Can’t live with us, can’t live without us.”


      “Can’t shoot you is more like it,” she said, and stalked off.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      In Life Drawing I couldn’t keep my eyes off Daphne. I wanted to avoid her, but my pose put her square in front of me. Worse, she was wearing a white turtleneck that showed off her perfect breasts, complete with little shadows under her stiff nipples.


      I thought of nuns playing baseball for the umpteenth time, but it didn’t work. When my shaft began to stiffen, I shut my eyes and imagined the Blackstone. In my mind’s eye, I traveled up the side of the building to the eighth floor, where Daphne and I were—


      I opened my eyes and took a deep breath. Then I let it out slowly and replayed my sparring match with Glen. I made it through class without a full-blown erection, but only just. Fortunately, I didn’t have to explain to Wren, who hadn’t come to the office. She probably wasn’t upset, but only wanted to make me think she was. At least, that’s what I hoped.


      I didn’t want to dwell on her—or Trip, for that matter—so I thought about something else. An image of Daphne popped into my head, and my dick throbbed.


      “Unbelievable,” I muttered, and slung my backpack over my shoulder. “Stupid organ.”


      Siobhan was speaking with someone when I emerged from the office, so I slipped past unobtrusively. Then I smelled something familiar and felt a tingle in my groin. Daphne’s blue-gray eyes met mine.


      “You’re doing much better, dear,” Siobhan told her. Then she followed Daphne’s gaze and saw me. She smiled with too much understanding. “Just keep practicing,” she said. “I’ll see you Thursday.”


      Daphne nodded and smiled, although her eyes never left mine.


      I should’ve turned away. I should’ve run. I should’ve done anything but stand there like an oaf.


      “Um… hey,” I said. “How’s it going?”


      “I’m okay,” she said tentatively. “Sorry about this weekend.”


      “No problem,” I said. “I just want you to be happy.”


      “Oh, yeah, of course,” she said, and I could hear the hurt in her voice. “If you don’t want…”


      “It’s not that,” I said. “It’s just that… I mean… you and Sara…?”


      She looked around hastily.


      Unfortunately, my dick answered. It used my mouth and my voice, but it was definitely doing the talking. “Do you want to go somewhere and talk?”


      “Your apartment?” Daphne said hopefully.


      The big head took over again. “Um… better not,” I said. I still wasn’t in complete control, so I pulled her into the hallway and scanned the classrooms. I found an empty one and we ducked into it.


      I shut the door and closed off the sounds of people in the hall. I started to say something, but then I saw the look in her eyes. The next thing I knew, I was kissing her, hard, and she didn’t push me away.


      I dropped my backpack and pressed her against the wall. She whimpered as I kissed her again. I ground my erection into her thigh. Then I spun her around and bent her over a desk. I lifted her skirt and reached for her panties. They rolled instead of sliding smoothly, but that was good enough.


      I freed my shaft, set it at her opening, and slid into her. She moaned as I filled her from behind. I bent forward and grabbed the desk for leverage as I began thrusting.


      I didn’t last long, but she came before I did. Heat and moisture soaked my cock as she tensed with pleasure. I buried myself to the hilt and erupted deep within her. I arched my back and grunted from the force of it.


      I came to my senses a minute later and looked at her beneath me. I couldn’t read her expression, so I began to worry. Had she actually been willing, or had I forced her? She’d been hot and wet, but I knew the difference between “ready” and “willing.”


      I wanted to say something, to ask her what had just happened, but felt too self-conscious. I didn’t want to sound like a jerk, so I took the coward’s way out and kept my mouth shut.


      When she stirred beneath me, I stepped back and my dick slid free with a squish. Her pussy and thighs were covered in moisture, and my pants were dark with it. She stood in silence and finished taking off her panties. Then she used them to clean herself. Finally, she slid her skirt down and smoothed the front.


      I awkwardly stuffed my shaft in my boxers and closed my damp khakis. I probably looked like I’d wet myself, but Daphne didn’t seem to notice. She was on autopilot, and I thought she might be in shock. When she started to crumple, I leapt forward and caught her in the nick of time. She sagged against me before she could steady herself.


      “Sorry,” she said. “I thought I could walk.”


      I studied her expression for any sign of anger or fear.


      “The perfect gentleman,” she said, and her eyes drooped shut.


      Was she being sincere or sarcastic? All of a sudden she opened her eyes, and I almost dropped her.


      “Please don’t tell Sara,” she said. “I don’t want to make her upset.” She closed her eyes and her nostrils flared as she took a deep breath. Then she smiled and rested her head on my shoulder.


      I didn’t know what to do, so I simply held her, and she clung to me like a castaway.


      Maybe she really is a castaway, I thought. Or a runaway.


      But what was she running from? The situation with Tony? Definitely, although that wasn’t the only thing. I wasn’t sure I wanted to know more.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Trip was waiting when I got home from class. He was sitting in the middle of a circle of records, but he wasn’t paying attention to them. Instead, he was staring out the window. He turned when he heard me.


      “Hey,” he said.


      “Um… hey.”


      “We need to talk.”


      My expression hardened. “I think I’ll pass,” I said snidely, “and go directly to pissed off. It’ll save us a lot of time, don’t you think?” His expression changed and I immediately felt guilty, but I didn’t take it back.


      “I guess I deserved that,” he said. “Lemme try again.” He considered his next words, and for once he didn’t look angry. “If you have time,” he said sincerely, “I’d like to talk. If you still want to. Please.”


      He was being overly polite and it didn’t suit him, but my temper cooled. “Yeah, sure,” I said. “Now?”


      He shrugged. “I guess.” He stood and stepped over the albums. He didn’t even straighten them, which was a sign of how preoccupied he was.


      Jeff and Luke’s bedroom door was open, and I could hear the TV. “You wanna go somewhere?” I said.


      “Presidential Grill?”


      I felt shades of déjà vu about my talk with Wren, but agreed with a nod.


      He grabbed his coat and we headed out. He was silent during the short walk to the grill, and I didn’t make small talk. He was obviously thinking about what he wanted to say, and I didn’t want to slide back into our friendship like nothing had happened.


      I still owed him an apology, and I wanted him to look me in the eye as he listened. But just as important, he owed me an apology, and I wasn’t going to let him off the hook. I wasn’t simply being petty, either. Our relationship had changed, and we couldn’t go back to the way things had been before. Not without some serious ass-kissing, on both our parts.


      So I kept my mouth shut as we bought Cokes and slid into one of the empty booths. He probably expected me to ask what he wanted to talk about, but I assumed a bland expression and bided my time. If he wanted to make the first move, he was going to have to make it.


      “So I guess you’re pretty pissed at me,” he said at last.


      “Not really,” I said, which surprised him. “I mean, not at the moment. I was, yeah, but not now.”


      “For real?”


      I shrugged. “More or less. I’m still pissed off in a general way, but I’m not ready to beat the crap out of you or anything.”


      He tried to laugh it off. “I’m pretty sure I can hold my own.”


      “No,” I said matter-of-factly, “you can’t.”


      His eyes tightened. “Um, yeah… I think I can.”


      I shook my head. “You don’t have the killer instinct.”


      “Yes I do,” he said, more puzzled than belligerent. My calmness and conviction had thrown him off.


      “Maybe in business,” I admitted, “but not for real.”


      “What do you mean, ‘not for real’?”


      “You’d never kill someone for real. That’s what I mean. You don’t have the instinct.”


      “Of course not!”


      “I do.”


      He waited for the other shoe to drop. “You’re kidding, right?” he said at last.


      I shook my head. “I almost killed you Sunday. For real.”


      To his credit, he didn’t turn pale, but his Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed hard.


      “That’s something I discovered about myself,” I said, “and I guess I should thank you for it.” He was still in shock, so I went on. “My first reaction to a lot of things is violent, and that’s not good. Especially when your friend’s being a jerk.”


      “You’re serious, aren’t you?”


      “Completely,” I said. “I wanted to kill you. I was ready to do it. I would have, too, if I hadn’t left when I did.”


      “Then… why did you? Leave, I mean.”


      “I guess I thought about it before I did it.” I shrugged and felt strangely philosophical. “So I went for a run. When that wasn’t enough, I found a friend and fought him instead.”


      “Wait a minute,” Trip said, “you beat up some other poor guy?”


      I laughed in surprise, which only made things worse. “Sorry,” I said quickly, “I shouldn’t’ve said ‘fought.’ Glen and I sparred for two hours.” I paused at the memory. “He’s a really good fighter. If he hadn’t been, I’d’ve hurt him. Bad.”


      “But… wait. You wanted to do that to me?”


      “No, I wanted to kill you. It wasn’t personal with Glen. It was just working off anger. With you it would’ve been different.” I paused and wondered how much I could tell him. “It would’ve been fast. Hard. Brutal.”


      “You’re kidding, right?”


      I shook my head. “That’s why I turned away. If I hadn’t…”


      He finally realized that I was serious, and we fell silent. “Jesus,” he said at last.


      “Yeah.”


      “So that’s what you meant by killer instinct? You were serious?”


      I nodded. “You don’t have it. I do, but I don’t particularly like it.” I tried to shrug it off, but it was a hard admission.


      “I thought you had more control than that.”


      “Why do you think I walked away?”


      We fell silent again.


      “Anyway, that’s my problem,” I said at last, “and I know how to deal with it. Besides, it’s not what we came here to talk about.”


      “How am I supposed to feel about you being some kind of… what?”


      “Psycho killer?”


      He blinked and finished the line: “Run, run, run away!”


      It was from a Talking Heads song, and neither of us could keep a straight face, which was what we needed. It was nervous laughter, almost hysterical, but it was better than the alternative.


      “Seriously,” I said at last, “I didn’t want to scare you. I just want you to know how I felt. Okay?”


      He nodded, although I could see that it would take him a while to get over it.


      “Just don’t try to piss me off,” I said earnestly. “And I’ll do the same. For you, I mean. Deal?”


      He nodded and we shook on it.


      “All right,” I said, “enough about that. We came here to talk.”


      He sobered at the unspoken question. “Yeah, I need to apologize,” he said. “For real this time.”


      “Same here. You don’t know how sorry I am…”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      We talked for more than an hour, about the fight and the weeks since. Part of it was heartfelt apology, but part of it was just catching up. I hadn’t realized it in my anger, but I missed talking to him, and he obviously missed talking to me. We even talked about Wren.


      “God, you know how stubborn she can be,” he said with a laugh. “You’ll have to tell her we’re friends again. She won’t believe me.”


      I started to laugh and nod—I knew exactly how she could be—but then I thought about it. “Um… no.”


      Trip sobered quickly. He probably thought I was being vindictive.


      “If I tell her,” I explained, “she’ll just think she has to check up on you.”


      “So what am I supposed to do?” His voice had an edge to it, and I couldn’t blame him.


      “Tell her yourself.”


      “What if she doesn’t believe me?”


      “Then tell her she has a choice. Either she trusts you or she doesn’t. If she doesn’t, she needs to be with someone else.”


      His eyes hardened suspiciously. “Someone like you, I suppose.”


      “No, not me, you idiot!” I was so annoyed that he blinked in surprise. “She doesn’t love me.”


      “Yes she does. She—”


      “She loves me, yes,” I said, “but she isn’t in love with me. Don’t you get it?” I pleaded to the heavens. “Jeez, and I thought I was slow on the uptake.” To him, “Look, don’t screw up the best thing that ever happened to you.”


      “What? Wren?”


      “Ah, now you’re starting to get it.”


      “You’re not making sense.”


      “Yes I am,” I said flippantly. “You’re just too slow to keep up. So listen: Wren is the best thing that ever happened to you. You don’t deserve her, but she loves you.”


      He blinked in confusion.


      “Yeah, she loves me too, but not like you. Besides, she’s like my sister.” I almost snorted at the irony of that statement, but managed to keep my composure. “You have no idea what I’d do to someone who hurt her.”


      “I think I do.”


      “Exactly! So you’d better take good care of her. Now, tell her we made up and leave it at that. She needs to decide whether she trusts you or not.”


      “What if she doesn’t?”


      I sighed in despair. “Have you been listening at all?”


      “Yeah, but—”


      “She loves you, and she trusts you.”


      “How can you be so sure?”


      “I just am,” I said. “She trusts you. But she needs to know that.”


      “Okay,” he said in exasperation, “now you’re really not making sense.”


      “Dude,” I explained, “I trusted Gina, but I didn’t know I trusted her”—I thought back to the Vermont trip—“so I doubted her when she needed me most. That eventually ruined things between us. Doubt is like water under a foundation. It seeps in over time and undermines everything. Then one day everything falls apart and you have no idea why.”


      “What’s that have to do with Wren?”


      “She’s like I was. She trusts you, but she doesn’t know it.”


      “And she’s supposed to magically figure it out if I tell her we’re friends again?”


      “She will when she sees it’s true,” I said. “Look, it’s not the same as it was with me and Gina—it’s not like you think she slept with another guy—”


      “Yeah, but I still have you to worry about.”


      “Oh, gimme a break! You need to trust her. And me, for that matter.”


      “Yeah, I know,” he said reluctantly, “I trust you.” Then he thought about it for a moment. His eyebrows rose in surprise when he realized it was true.


      “See? Doesn’t it make life easier when you trust someone?”


      “Yeah, I guess you’re right.”


      “Of course I am! Wren needs to do the same thing, to decide for herself whether she trusts you or not.” I paused to let him soak up the wisdom. Then I thought of a true gem. “Build your foundation on the little things,” I said, “and it’ll last a lifetime.”


      He actually laughed, and I realized how pompous I sounded. Then again, I sounded like my father. And Susan. I could do worse, I reflected. A lot worse.


      “What’s so funny?” Trip asked.


      I realized I’d been smiling long after he’d quit. “Long story,” I said. “But trust me on this one. Tell Wren that we’re friends and leave the rest up to her. She’ll figure it out soon enough.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      I went for my usual run on Wednesday morning and thought about going to breakfast with the gang, but then I remembered Christy. I hadn’t seen much of her since our last encounter, and I didn’t know how I felt about that.


      On one hand, I didn’t need the hassles of a princess, or the glares and tantrums either. On the other, I needed to give her something more than a half-assed joke of an apology. I also felt guilty because we’d been such close friends the year before, and I didn’t like the rift that had grown between us.


      More like a gulf, I thought sourly, and decided to skip breakfast. Sure, I didn’t want the drama, but I also wanted to give her some peace. After all, I’d already made her upset, and I didn’t want to make things worse.


      Back at the apartment, Luke was asleep, and Trip and Jeff were still at breakfast with the others. So I took a long shower and didn’t bother to cover up as I padded back to my room to get dressed. Then I headed to the A&A building to catch up on some drawings for Joska’s class.


      Trip and I actually had a good time that night. Wren was off doing something with the girls, so he and I hung out and listened to music. He couldn’t stop talking about some album by Michael Jackson. It wasn’t what I normally listened to, so Trip kept playing it over and over.


      “Seriously, dude,” he said, “this is going to be huge.”


      I shrugged. “‘Billie Jean’ is pretty good, but the rest…?”


      “Are you kidding? ‘Beat It’ will hit number one the minute it gets some air time, I promise you. ‘Thriller’ too.” He flipped the album jacket and read off the list. “Heck, all these are Top 40 quality. Mark my words.”


      “Whatever, dude,” I said with a laugh. “You’re the expert.” Still, it was catchy, and I went to sleep that night with “Beat It” going through my head.


      I still didn’t want to join the others for breakfast the next day, so I went for my usual run. It was easier than the awkwardness of explanations, and a lot easier than facing Christy’s icy gaze. Wren was waiting when I arrived at Siobhan’s office. She gave me an intentionally bland smile and tried to sound offhand.


      “Trip said you guys had fun last night.”


      I nodded and kicked off my shoes.


      “He said you had a good talk, too.”


      “Last night?”


      She shook her head. “The day before. It went okay?”


      “Yeah, of course. Didn’t he tell you?” I was being deliberately obtuse, but she didn’t know that.


      She ignored the question. “Is there anything you’re supposed to tell me?”


      “I don’t think so,” I lied.


      She looked suspicious. “Hold on, if you had such a great talk, why weren’t you at breakfast?”


      I suddenly felt sheepish. “I guess I’m avoiding Christy.”


      “Not Trip?”


      “No, of course not.” I gave her a suspicious look of my own, although mine was completely feigned. “I thought he told you we had a good talk.”


      “He did,” she answered distractedly. She was trying to figure out what was going on.


      “Maybe he expects you to trust him,” I said, and bit my lip so I wouldn’t smile.


      “Of course I trust him.”


      “Do you?”


      She shot me a hard look. “Of course I do. What’s that supposed to mean?”


      I shrugged, guileless and innocent. “Nothing, I guess. But think about it.”


      I didn’t like manipulating her, but she had to figure this out for herself. She was still deep in thought when I slipped out of the office and headed for the dais. I handed my robe to Siobhan and resumed the pose from Tuesday. It wasn’t particularly comfortable, but it put me looking straight at Daphne.


      I stared at her as discreetly as I could. I was trying to tell if she was pregnant or not. Did she look like she was glowing? Was there a little bulge at her waist? I wanted to kick myself.


      I can’t believe I didn’t use a condom! And the last time wasn’t an accident.


      My little head was making the decisions where Daphne was concerned, and it didn’t have the best track record. I stole a glance at my flaccid shaft.


      Behave. Or else!


      I flushed scarlet when I saw one of the girls look away and hide a grin. Worse, she probably had a good idea what I’d been thinking.


      I finally managed to get my expression under control, but then Daphne glanced up from her drawing. Our eyes met. I tried to smile politely and let my gaze slide away, but something held me. She sensed it too, and her nostrils flared as she drew a sharp breath.


      When I felt my dick stir, I wanted to close my eyes in defeat. Daphne’s pale blue sweater wasn’t as tight as the turtleneck from Tuesday, but it couldn’t hide the outline of her body. It couldn’t hide the little shadows under her stiff nipples, either.


      She moistened her lips and forced herself to look back at her drawing. I let my gaze wander, but I could still see her out of the corner of my eye. She was having a hard time concentrating.


      I spent the last half of class acutely aware of her. My half-hard dick was fully aware of her, but I managed to keep it from standing up and begging.


      Wren was still distracted when I made it to the relative safety of the office. She didn’t notice my dick, so I hastily jumped into my boxers. I wanted to hide out until I knew Daphne was gone, but that would be too obvious (and rude).


      I finished dressing quickly and hoped Wren would walk out with me. She did, but was so preoccupied that she kept going when I made eye contact with Daphne and slowed to a stop. Siobhan took one look at us and laughed softly.


      “Um… hey,” I said to Daphne.


      Siobhan quietly withdrew to her office.


      “Hey,” Daphne said.


      I tried to leave it at that, but my dick took over. “You wanna walk with me?” it asked. “I have another class downstairs.” I wanted to smack myself in the forehead for stating the obvious.


      “Sure, I guess.”


      We never made it past the empty classroom from before. I pulled her inside and practically slammed the door. Then I clicked the lock and pinned her against the wall. I held her hands over her head and kissed her.


      Somewhere in the middle of the kiss, the big head wrested control from the little one.


      “We can’t do this,” I panted, although the little head had other ideas. I ignored it and swallowed hard. I had a condom in my wallet, but fucking Daphne again was a bad idea.


      “Why not?” she asked.


      Before I could answer, someone tried to open the door. Our eyes met, wide with surprise. We hurriedly straightened our clothes and managed to look innocent as the door swung open with a jangle of keys.


      “Oh,” someone said in surprise. He was an older professor, although I didn’t recognize him. “I didn’t know anyone was in here,” he said. Then his eyes narrowed in suspicion as he noticed the lights—they weren’t on. “What’s going on here? What were you two doing?”


      “We had to check the circuit breaker,” I blurted. “Sorry, have to get a fuse.” I grabbed Daphne and bolted. We didn’t stop until we reached the first floor of the atrium.


      “The circuit breaker?” Daphne said, and burst into giggles.


      “It was the only thing I could think of!”


      Daphne’s giggles turned into outright laughter, and I couldn’t help but join her. It was absurd, after all.


      When we managed to calm down, I tried to salvage my dignity. “I couldn’t tell him the truth.”


      “I think he already knew.”


      I shrugged and tried to look contrite. I needed to tell her that we couldn’t have sex anymore. She and Sara were together again, and I didn’t want to come between them. I wasn’t that kind of guy, and I shouldn’t have to remind myself.


      “I want to see you again,” I said, and stiffened in surprise.


      “Me too.”


      Her blue-gray eyes cut through my defenses, and I didn’t have the heart to tell her what I’d meant to say. I settled for a question. “But… what about Sara?”


      Daphne’s expression changed, although she tried to cover it. “What about her?”


      I arched an eyebrow.


      Her cheeks reddened. “I’m not like that.”


      “Like what?”


      “A lesbian.”


      “I never said you were. But you’re still with Sara.”


      “But I like guys,” Daphne pleaded. “I like you.”


      “And I like you too. A lot. But that doesn’t change anything. You’re with Sara.”


      “No, I’m not.”


      “Yes,” I said deliberately, “you are.” When she didn’t deny it again, I sensed my opening. I pulled her close and held her eyes. “She loves you, and you love her.”


      Daphne looked away and gave a little nod.


      “I want you to be happy,” I said, “and I’m not going break up a relationship where two people love each other.”


      “But…”


      “No buts.”


      Her eyes closed and she nodded again.


      I pulled back and kissed her forehead. It was affectionate but chaste, even though my hard-on wanted to fuck her senseless.


      “Do you want me to take you home?” I asked softly.


      She sniffed and shook her head. “I should probably go to class. I was supposed to have an exam.”


      I looked at my watch and discovered that we were only fifteen minutes late. “You might still be able to finish it if you get there soon enough,” I said.


      She nodded sadly and met my eyes.


      I smiled and felt something crush my heart. I knew I wouldn’t be able to let her go if I waited any longer, so I gave her a peck on the cheek and turned her toward her classroom.


      Her shoulders slumped, but she walked away.


      Part of me felt like a jerk, but part felt like I’d done the right thing. Daphne wouldn’t have been happy with me in the long run, and I didn’t see myself with her in five years, or even one. We were too different.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Later that evening, I rolled up my drawings and dropped them into my carrying tube. I’d spent three hours in the design lab, playing catch-up on a project for Joska. Worse, I still had to review two chapters for Interior Design and read forty pages for Western Civ. It was already past eight o’clock, and I wasn’t looking forward to another late night.


      I trudged down the stairs toward the atrium and almost ran into someone coming from the art studios. Blonde hair caught my eye at first, but then I saw the ice blue eyes. They hardened into slits. I started to apologize, but Christy brushed past me without a word.


      I was too tired to even work up a good pique, so I fell into step about ten feet behind her. We walked all the way to the apartment building like that, and she never looked back. She didn’t even hold the door into the building, which was downright rude.


      I started to say something pithy, but then a movement by the mailboxes caught my eye. Sara straightened from where she’d been leaning against the wall. She threw back her chestnut hair and marched toward me. My senses came alert when I saw the look in her eyes.


      “We need to talk,” she said.


      ✧ ✧ ✧
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        CHAPTER 18

      


      My expression hardened as I met Sara’s glare. Christy was watching us, but I didn’t really care. If she wanted to be nosy and judgmental, that was her problem.


      Sara cleared her throat to get my attention. “You said you’d leave her alone. Asshole.”


      “Can we do this some other time? Seriously. I’m okay with a shouting match,” I added sarcastically, “but I’d really like to get a good night’s sleep first.”


      “You think this is funny?”


      “No, I think it’s stupid, especially in public.”


      “This is my life you’re messing with, you jackass.”


      “Yeah? Well, it’s my life too! And you’re not making it any easier.”


      Sara noticed the gawkers.


      I only cared about one of them, and Christy’s expression was a mixture of disgust and disbelief. I couldn’t do anything about it, so I returned to the fight in front of me.


      “Listen,” I said to Sara, “if you want to have an argument, let’s go somewhere semi-private. Then you can call me a lowlife scumbag all you want.”


      “You are a lowlife scumbag!”


      “Right. Whatever. How’s Presidential Grill?”


      “Asshole.”


      “I’ll take that as a yes,” I said sardonically. I stepped aside and gestured for her to lead the way.


      Sara stalked out, and we walked to the Grill in silence. I bought her a Coke as a peace offering. She gave me an icy stare, but took it anyway. My favorite booth was empty, so we slid into it. Sara glared at me as she stabbed her straw through the Coke’s lid. I didn’t need to be a rocket scientist to realize what she wanted to do to me.


      “Whatever,” I said. “Let’s get this over with.”


      “You think you’re so smart, don’t you?”


      “You know, if I really were smart, I wouldn’t be sitting here right now. I’d be on a beach somewhere drinking piña coladas with a beautiful girl. But instead, I get to drink Cokes with you, the spurned lesbian who’s out to get the man who done her wrong.”


      “You think this is one big joke, don’t you?”


      “No. The problem is, I don’t think it’s a joke. I think it’s my fucked-up life. Yours too. And guess what? Life sucks sometimes.” I massaged my temples and exhaled slowly.


      “What the fuck are you talking about?” she said after a moment. “Start making sense.”


      I sighed.


      “What’s that supposed to mean?”


      “Give it up, sweetheart.”


      “I’m not your sweetheart!”


      “I think we established that.”


      She returned to her original rant: “Are you going to leave Daphne alone?”


      “I wish I could,” I said, and meant it, “but it’s not that easy.”


      “Like hell. Just do what you said and leave her alone. Any idiot can manage that. But nooooo, you’re some kind of super-idiot…”


      I buried my head in my hands and tuned her out.


      “Hey! Are you even listening to me?”


      I shook my head. “Keep going, though. Don’t let me stop you.”


      “Why? What’s the point? You’re just going to ignore me and do whatever you want. Just like a man!”


      “In case you hadn’t noticed, I am a man.”


      “Oh, I noticed all right! And so did Daphne. But she thinks you’re a good guy! Ha! You sure fooled her. But you’re just a douche-bag like all the rest. You don’t care about her! All you care about is…”


      I tuned her out as she worked into another tirade. She was losing steam, though. I didn’t react like she expected, which seemed to throw her off.


      “Are you listening?”


      “Yeah, yeah,” I lied. “Con artist who thinks with his dick. Just like all the rest.” I flicked my fingers. “Keep going.”


      “Well? Don’t you have anything to say for yourself?”


      I finally raised my head. “What do you want me to say? That I’ll just walk away from her? That I don’t care?”


      “You don’t care. Not like I do.”


      “This isn’t some kind of contest,” I said, “where the winner gets the girl.”


      “It’s not a contest. All I want is for you to stay away from my girlfriend.”


      “I really wish it were that easy,” I said earnestly. Then a thought struck me and I snorted a laugh.


      “What’s that supposed to mean?”


      “It means I’ve done this before. More or less.”


      “What? Stick your dick where it doesn’t belong?”


      “No, not that.” I refused to rise to the bait. “A three-way relationship.”


      “This isn’t a three-way, and it never will be!”


      “Yeah, yeah,” I said. “Men are pigs, we think with our dicks, blah, blah, blah. You said that already.”


      “So you were listening?”


      “Against my will, I promise.” I held up a hand to cut her off. “I’m really not like that. I’m actually a pretty nice guy. And I care about Daphne. For real.”


      She scoffed.


      “No wonder you don’t like men,” I muttered. “They can’t stand to be around you.” The shot struck home, and I immediately felt guilty. “Sorry. That was a cheap shot.”


      “Yeah, so?”


      “I’m sorry for that too.”


      Her brow furrowed.


      “I’m sorry you’re used to it,” I said.


      “What do you know about it?”


      “A little,” I said. I remembered Stacy and how she’d been when I first met her. “And I’m sorry men are jerks sometimes, me included.”


      “I don’t need your sympathy.”


      “Fair enough,” I said, “but that was an apology. On the part of men in general. I’m sorry we’re jerks.”


      She stared at me. “You’re serious, aren’t you?”


      I nodded.


      She obviously didn’t know what to make of me, so she fell back on routine. “Are you going to leave Daphne alone?”


      “I don’t know. I really don’t. We’re…” I searched for the right word. “Drawn together.” I laughed at the pun.


      “What’s so funny?”


      “We’re drawn together…?”


      She still didn’t get it.


      “We met in drawing class?”


      “Whatever. Are you going to leave her alone?”


      The question hung between us.


      “You want the truth?” I asked, and met her glare. “I doubt it. We have this… connection… and I can’t explain it. It’s not love, but it’s more than lust.”


      “What’s that supposed to mean?”


      “It means that Daphne and I are… connected.” I shrugged. “And you’re stuck in the middle. Or on one side. Daphne’s in the middle, but that’s just semantics. It still doesn’t tell us what we’re going to do.”


      “You can fuck off and die.”


      I gave her a level stare.


      She actually managed to look sheepish, if only a bit. “So it was a long shot,” she said, but then had a sudden thought. “Hey, how come you’re not upset? Any other guy would’ve told me to fuck off or something.”


      “First, I’m dead tired,” I said. “Second, I’m trying to work on my temper. Third—and I keep trying to tell you this—I’m not like other guys!” I shook my head in disbelief. “And I am not going to fuck off and die.”


      “It would make things easier.”


      I banged my head on the table. “Dear God, why do I deserve this?”


      “You stuck your dick where it didn’t belong.”


      “Please?” I begged the table. “Tell me when it’s over?”


      “You did,” Sara said defensively.


      I banged my head, and kept on banging it.


      “Okay!” she said at last. “Stop.”


      I ignored her.


      “People are staring,” she whispered urgently. “Stop!”


      She was frustrating enough to give Job a headache, so mine was completely understandable, although banging my head on the table didn’t help.


      She finally reached out and stopped me. “All right,” she said. “We’ll talk about it.”


      I closed my eyes and let out a sigh.


      “I don’t want you to see her at all,” Sara said, “but I can’t stop her. So if you want to see her, we do it by my rules. And if you hurt her, I’ll cut your dick off and feed it to you.”


      “You know,” I said, “this’d be a lot easier if you’d quit threatening me. You don’t scare me, you know.” I met her eyes to drive the point home. “You’re all bluster.”


      “I am not!”


      “Whatever. I’m still not scared. And I’m not put off by the bull dyke act either. I mean, I’m not even attracted to you.”


      She scoffed.


      I answered with a shrug. “Seriously. You’re pretty, and you’ve got a great body, but I like women who actually enjoy… um… what I have to offer.”


      “Oh? And what’s that?”


      “A big dick,” I said bluntly. “And the skill to use it.”


      “Yeah, right.”


      “What do you care? You don’t like me anyway.”


      “And I don’t like you near Daphne, either! You or your supposed horse cock.”


      I sighed. “Look, we’ve been through this before and it hasn’t gotten us anywhere.” We stared at each other and I took her silence for agreement. “Now, why don’t we act like adults for a change? You know, no threats? Maybe deal with the real world instead of how we want things to be?”


      She sat back and folded her arms under her breasts. The gesture pushed them up, and I automatically glanced at them. She smirked when I met her eyes again.


      I shrugged, completely unabashed. “I told you, you’ve got a nice body. You know you do. And if you push ’em up, I’m gonna look.”


      She taunted me with a raised eyebrow, so I gave her breasts a deliberate appraisal. They were round and firm, and filled out her sweater nicely. I wondered what she’d look like without her clothes, but she shattered the fantasy with a contemptuous laugh.


      “Just like a man.”


      I met her eyes and held them for a moment, but then had a sudden insight. “Why are you so scared of me?”


      Her eyes flared before she could clamp down on her reaction.


      “That’s it, isn’t it?” I said, thinking quickly. “You’re scared that I’ll actually take Daphne away. Lemme guess, I’m not the first guy she’s done this with. But the others were like Square-jaw. What’s his name? Tony? Yeah, I’ll bet the others were just like him.”


      “You’re like him too.”


      I ignored her and went on. “They chased after Daphne, but once they caught her, they treated her like dirt, didn’t they? So she eventually dumped them. Or, more likely, she made them dump her. She’s good at that.”


      “Good at what?”


      “Getting a guy to do what she wants. And she does it without seeming like she’s manipulating them.”


      Sara’s eyes widened in surprise.


      “Ha! You know that’s what she does.”


      “So? You’re all the same anyway.”


      “No, I’m different. That’s why you’re scared. You think I might actually keep Daphne.”


      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


      I snorted, but then softened my expression. “Relax. I like Daphne. A lot. But I don’t love her, and I’m definitely not in love with her. She’s not in love with me, either.”


      Sara almost wilted with relief, but then she caught herself.


      “Don’t you get it?” I said to her. “She’s in love with you.” I paused and thought about it for a moment. “She’s truly bi, though. She needs a guy every once in a while, but not for emotional comfort. It’s purely physical.”


      “That’s how it is with all of you.”


      “That’s bullshit and you know it. I said I care about Daphne, and I meant it. I don’t want to see her get hurt, by me or you or anyone else.”


      “Then leave her alone.”


      I wanted to pull out my hair. “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you! I can’t. She can’t.” I paused as I thought of something. “She’s done this before. I mean, you’re not shocked or anything. You’re just scared.”


      She glared.


      “All right,” I conceded, “pissed off and scared.”


      We stared at each other for a long moment, at an impasse.


      “You’re totally wrong about everything,” she said at last.


      I arched a skeptical eyebrow.


      “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”


      “Yeah, I do. More or less.” I tilted my head to the side and regarded her. “I haven’t figured out Daphne’s whole story—”


      Sara snorted.


      “Or yours,” I continued, “but at least I care enough to try. I mean, I could just fuck Daphne and treat her like a doormat. That’s what the other guys did, isn’t it? But I’m not like that. I care enough to be sitting here with you,” I said, “fighting about her.”


      “If we were really fighting, you’d be bleeding.”


      In a flash, I realized that it was her defense mechanism. Kendall had told me about them, and she should know. Her defense mechanism had been sex. Any time I wanted to talk about our relationship, she seduced me. It had worked, too. For a while, at least.


      But I didn’t have a relationship with Sara, and I didn’t want to have sex with her. Well, I did—she was a woman, after all, and very pretty—but I knew it wouldn’t happen. Besides, Daphne was more than willing, and she actually enjoyed it.


      “Seriously,” Sara said into the silence, “I’d kick your ass.”


      “No, you wouldn’t,” I said simply. “If we ever get into a fight—again, I should say—you’re going to get hurt.”


      “You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”


      “Not really. I don’t like hurting people, especially women.”


      “So you think I can’t fight because I’m a woman?”


      I closed my eyes and took a deep breath to center myself. She was doing it again, and I didn’t want to rise to her bait.


      “I think,” I said slowly, “that fighting isn’t going to help us figure out how to deal with this three-way—”


      “That again? You’re crazy if you think we’re going to—”


      I laughed in surprise, which caught her off guard. “I was talking about our relationship,” I said patiently, “not sex.”


      “We don’t have a relationship.”


      “Yes, we do, whether you like it or not. We both care about Daphne, and she needs both of us. So you’d better wrap your pretty little head around the fact that you have to deal with me.”


      Maybe for longer than either of us want, I thought grimly. Daphne might be pregnant, but I knew better than to bring it up with Sara. Besides, it wasn’t her problem. It was between Daphne and me, and we’d deal with it if it came up. I didn’t like the idea of an abortion, but it was better than the alternative. I’d marry Daphne if I had to, but—


      I was thinking in circles, so I shook it off and focused on Sara.


      “You can’t do it at our house,” she said all of a sudden.


      “Excuse me?”


      “You can’t… fuck her… at our house.” She made it sound like a dirty word.


      My eyebrows rose, but then I considered it. “Fair enough,” I said, which surprised her. “But you have to stop threatening me. This jealous lover thing gets old after a while.”


      “Dealing with dickheads gets old after a while.”


      I actually laughed, which startled her. “Touché,” I said. “But I’m serious about the threats. I’ll treat you like a grown-up if you do the same.”


      “Even if you’re not?”


      “Pretend that I am,” I said with a supreme act of will. “I won’t… have sex… with Daphne… at your house, if you won’t terrorize us when she’s with me.”


      She bristled at my choice of words, but agreed with a curt nod. Then she countered, “You can’t take her out on dates anymore.”


      “Whoa there, hold on. Daphne’s a grown-up. She can decide who she wants to go out with.”


      “Okay, but she can’t spend the night with you.”


      I closed my eyes and sighed. “You know, we can’t both be in control of Daphne. Hell, neither of us should control her.” My eyes snapped open at a sudden thought.


      “What?”


      “That’s what she wants!” I thought back to all the times she’d had a real orgasm. I’d been in control every time—forcefully in control.


      “What?”


      “I just figured something out.”


      “Well,” she mocked, “aren’t you smart.”


      “She wants someone to be in control,” I said, ignoring the barb. “Seriously, that’s what she wants. That’s why she’s attracted to guys like me.” I glanced at Sara. “And women like you, for that matter. We’re both control freaks. Even guys like Tony, right?”


      Sara’s eyes narrowed.


      “But guys like Tony are jerks. They treat Daphne like dirt the rest of the time.” My eyes narrowed as I looked at Sara in a new light. “But you and I are different. We give her what she wants, but we actually care about her.”


      Sara looked more scared than ever, and I realized I was right.


      “Relax,” I said flatly. “I’m not going to steal her away or anything. Besides, I told you, she loves you, not me.”


      Sara gave me a wary look, as though I was finally getting through to her.


      “We can work out the details,” I added, “or we can wing it for now. You can be top dog if it makes you feel better.”


      “Are you calling me a bitch?”


      “You are a bitch,” I snapped, “especially when you get all defensive.” She started to bristle, but I plowed over her objections. “I’ve seen glimpses of the real you, though. You’re actually pretty affectionate, and definitely protective. And I hate to admit it, but you seem like an okay person. You obviously don’t trust men, but I guess I can understand that.”


      I shrugged and continued, “I think you’re starting to realize that I’m different, and you’re smart enough to see things from Daphne’s perspective. You don’t like what you see, but you love her enough to let her do what she needs. And right now she needs a guy like me. You know it and I know it. Daphne certainly knows it, which is why we’re here in the first place.”


      I gave her a shrewd stare. “Daphne could’ve just gone behind your back. You’d’ve never found out.”


      Her expression was answer enough.


      I nodded. “She manipulated things so you’d find out… so I’d meet you. Heck, she probably even set things up so you and I would talk tonight! Daphne’s a lot smarter than she lets on.” I gave Sara a level stare. “So are you, when you’re not acting like a raging bull dyke.”


      Her eyes hardened, but she didn’t deny it.


      “We’ll probably never be friends,” I said, “but that doesn’t mean we have to be enemies. I mean, we’re a lot alike.”


      “We’re nothing alike!”


      “You don’t think so? Then why did Daphne pick us?”


      Her eyes narrowed as she appraised me. She was still wary, but I could see her guard begin to drop.


      “If Daphne’s as sharp as I think she is, she knew we’d eventually work something out.”


      “You think you’re so smart, don’t you?”


      “I know I’m smart,” I said. “You are too, or you wouldn’t be here.” I sat back and contemplated her for a moment.


      She sat back as well, and folded her arms. Her breasts pressed together and moved with her breathing.


      “They’re very nice,” I said without taking my eyes from hers, “but I’m probably the first guy you’ve ever met who likes your brains more than your boobs.”


      She snorted softly, but it sounded more like surprise than contempt.


      “Seriously,” I said. “There are lots of nice tits in the world, and I’ve seen more than my fair share, but I haven’t met many women as smart as you.” Well, I had, but she didn’t need to know that.


      “Yeah, right. So I’m supposed to believe that you actually respect me?”


      “You can believe what you like,” I said, and let my words hang there for a moment, “but actions speak louder than words.”


      She gave me a shrewd stare, but didn’t challenge me.


      I didn’t know if she meant it as a peace offering or not, but I decided to take it that way. “So what do we do now?” I asked.


      “You’re sure you won’t fuck off and die?”


      I actually laughed. “No. Sorry.”


      She shrugged. “Men never do what I want anyway.”


      “And you wouldn’t know what to think if we did.”


      “I don’t know what to think now,” she grumbled, but more to herself.


      “Do you want to get something to eat?” I asked, and gestured toward the grill.


      “We’re not friends.”


      “But we’re not enemies either,” I said reasonably.


      She gave me a long, level stare, but then looked away. “No, I guess not.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      I was exhausted by the time I got home, so I didn’t feel like doing homework. I felt like falling face-first into bed and staying there for a week, but I was too keyed up to do that either. So I decided to call Leah.


      “Oh, my God,” she said, “I’m so glad you called. Are you coming home this weekend?”


      “I’m pretty busy here. Why?”


      “I need you.” She lowered her voice meaningfully. “You know… need you.”


      I had wanted to talk to her about Sara, but my dick immediately had other ideas. Trip and Wren were at a concert, so I pulled the phone into my bedroom and shut the door.


      “Why?” I asked. “I mean, what got you so worked up all of a sudden?” Despite my curiosity, I unfastened my pants and freed my growing erection.


      “It’s not ‘all of a sudden.’ Kara and Victor left this morning, and I need some attention.”


      My eyebrows shot up as I lay back on the bed. “Kara and Victor?”


      She huffed. “They were here for a couple of days. He had an interview at Grady Memorial. It’s his residency or something. Mom is totally psyched about having them in town. She’s, like, whatever.”


      “You still haven’t talked to her about the doctor thing, have you?”


      “Ugh!”


      I laughed.


      “How do you do that?” she demanded.


      “I know you,” I said simply. “And you’re going to have to talk to her sooner or later. You know that, right?”


      “It doesn’t have to be sooner,” she said sullenly. “Now, can we get back to the other thing?”


      “Maybe,” I said, “but you’ll have to get me back in the mood.” I glanced at my dick, which was doing its impression of a lovesick balloon animal.


      “Mmm, how?” Leah purred, which blew a little life into my deflated cock.


      “Tell me about Kara and Victor.”


      “Hold on a sec.”


      I heard her open a drawer and then the soft sound of buzzing. I frowned for a moment but then smiled when I recognized Pinky, her vibrator. The buzzing grew faint and then disappeared altogether.


      “Oh,” she said with a soft breath. “That’s better. Now, where was I?”


      “Kara and Victor…?”


      “Oh yeah! So… last night Mom wanted to celebrate, and they all got pretty buzzed after dinner. Then she said she wanted to ‘play’ in the hot tub. Victor thought that was a great idea, needless to say. They didn’t exactly invite me,” she continued, “but they didn’t say I couldn’t come, so I tagged along. Anyway, we all got into the tub and Mom started flirting with Victor. You know how she gets when she’s drunk.”


      I did, and all too well. She was a fun drunk, although she didn’t take no for an answer.


      “I think Dad was a little pissed off,” Leah said, “’cause he just kept drinking. He gets like that sometimes. I think it’s ’cause Mom gets to play all the time, but he doesn’t. It’s his own fault,” she said, half-disgusted. “I mean, he won’t touch any of us girls, even though we all want him to.


      “Anyway,” she went on, “Mom started going down on Victor, and since Dad has his stupid hang-up, the rest of us could only watch. But then Mom turned around so Victor could screw her from behind.”


      This was the usual Coulter fare, but it was still hot.


      “I thought she’d go down on Dad,” Leah continued, “but then she totally dropped a bombshell.”


      “Yeah?”


      “She started playing with Kara instead. And then she went down on her!”


      My eyes popped open as the words registered. “But that’s totally—”


      “Against the rules,” Leah finished. “That’s what I said.”


      I hadn’t been there when the rules had changed, but I knew what had happened. The story I’d heard from Erin and Leah was that a New Year’s game had gotten a little out of hand. Gina and I had been with Kara and Victor at the neighbors’ chalet, but Erin and Leah had been right in the middle of it. Nothing serious had happened, but it had been enough to make our parents change the rules about kids swinging with them.


      “Exactly,” Leah said, following my thoughts. “Dad was pretty blitzed, but he snapped out of it when Mom and Kara started kissing. He even worked up the guts to say something when Mom told Kara to sit on the side. Mom just acted like it was nothing. You know how she gets.”


      “Yeah.”


      “Anyway, when Dad objected, she said it was just oral, that Kara was a grown-up, et cetera. Victor and Kara were totally cool with it. I mean, all us girls have pretty much had crushes on Mom as much as Dad since we figured out what sex was all about. And I’m sure Kara told Victor about it, which was why he wasn’t shocked or anything.”


      “Yeah, but what did your dad do?”


      “He didn’t really have a chance. I mean, it happened in a heartbeat.”


      “What did you do?”


      Much to my surprise, she laughed. “I figured if we were throwing the rules out the window, I was gonna make it with Dad.”


      My dick had gone half-flaccid as I listened to the unfolding drama, but it jerked erect at that.


      “So I started playing with him. I think he let me ’cause he was angry at Mom. He was pretty drunk, too, although he sure got hard quick.”


      “What happened then?”


      She huffed in disgust. “Nothing. Dad’s conscience.”


      “So he made you stop?”


      “Yes!”


      “That’s too bad,” I said, and meant it. I’d had a similar experience, and I still regretted it sometimes. I regretted stopping, that is.


      “That’s what I said,” she complained, but without any heat. “Anyway, Victor must’ve seen what was going on, so he asked Dad to take his place. Dad gave him a grateful look and started screwing Mom from behind.” She chuckled darkly. “You shoulda seen the look on his face. He totally wanted to punish her. I think he was turned on, too, watching her lick Kara.”


      “I’ll bet,” I said, and went back to stroking as I imagined the scene.


      “I went down on Victor and we fooled around for a while,” Leah went on, “but then things really heated up.”


      “Seriously? What happened?”


      “Well, like I said, Dad was pretty drunk, so it took him a while to come. He and Mom had moved to one of the lounge chairs and were doing it missionary. Kara was playing with Mom’s nipples and giving Dad these sultry looks. By then, Victor and I were done, so we were just watching. Anyway, Dad was pounding away when he suddenly went stiff and groaned. He usually pulls out and comes in her mouth, but I think he was still angry, so he came in her pussy instead.”


      That didn’t sound so unusual. It didn’t sound particularly titillating, either.


      “What happened next is the hot part,” Leah said, as if reading my mind. “He pulled out, and you’re not gonna believe what Kara did.”


      “You’re kidding,” I said, as I imagined exactly what Kara had done.


      “It was totally awesome,” Leah said. “She just climbed between Mom’s legs and started licking. Dad got hard again in two seconds flat, and Mom started sucking him like there was no tomorrow. Unfortunately, that’s when Victor joined in and started screwing Kara from behind.”


      “Leaving you…”


      “Yep. High and dry.”


      “More like empty and wet,” I quipped.


      “Ha ha, very funny. This is serious!”


      “I’ll bet it is,” I said, with a little less sarcasm.


      “It is. I’m so horny I’m ready to explode. I should be spreading my legs for you right now, not this stupid vibrator.”


      “Well, if I were there,” I said, “let me tell you what I’d be doing right now…”


      I began stroking myself and settled in for some serious phone sex. She came pretty quickly, especially when I told her how I wanted to lay her face down on the bed and fuck her hard from behind. I came about a minute after she did, and we both fell silent in the long-distance afterglow.


      “So,” I said at last, “did anyone say anything this morning?”


      “Not a word. But Dad left for work before I got up for school.”


      “Is that unusual?”


      “Yeah, so he must’ve still been upset.”


      “Maybe he was feeling guilty.”


      “Why? Mom broke the rules.”


      “Your dad kinda did too when he let you play with him. He takes that stuff seriously. My folks are the same way.”


      “Your mom, maybe,” she said, “but not your dad.”


      “What do you mean?”


      “Ask Erin,” she said cryptically.


      “Oh no you don’t! You’re not getting off the hook that easy. Tell.”


      “I can’t,” she said. “It’s not my place. But I will say this, Erin’s not as sweet and innocent as you think she is.”


      I didn’t think she was sweet and innocent at all. “Why? Did she and my dad do something?”


      “Ask her,” was all she’d say, no matter how hard I pressed.


      “Okay, fine,” I said at last, half disgusted.


      “Hey, I keep your secrets too.”


      “But I don’t have any secrets!” I realized what I’d said almost before I finished saying it. “Scratch that,” I said quickly. “I have lots of secrets.”


      “Uh-huh,” she said knowingly. “I thought you’d see it my way.”


      “Why can’t I ever be attracted to dumb girls?” I said. “You know: beautiful, great in bed, and willing to believe anything I say.” The description didn’t seem so funny when I realized that it fit Daphne to a tee.


      “Sucks, doesn’t it,” Leah said.


      “Yeah, it does,” I said, my mood subdued all of a sudden.


      Leah didn’t pick up on it though. She already had her imagination going. “Speaking of sucking…,” she said, her voice low and suggestive.


      I couldn’t help myself and laughed. “You’re insatiable. You know that, right?”


      “But I need you. Seriously! I might just die if I don’t get some manly attention.” She was being funny about it, but she was entirely serious too. “When are you coming home? Tomorrow?”


      “I can’t,” I said seriously, although I was tempted. “I have tons of stuff to do here. I’m way behind on this project, and it’s a pretty big deal.” I could hear Joska in my head, telling me I could do better. You think I don’t know that? I thought tartly. I just turned down a weekend of no-strings sex with a girl I really like.


      “I could come there,” Leah suggested hopefully, “in more ways than one.”


      “I wish you could, but I’d still be busy. And it’d really suck to know that you’re around—”


      “Not just ‘around,’” she said. “I’d be in your bed, where I’m s’posed to be.”


      “Okay, in my bed,” I conceded, “but you’d be alone. I’d be in the design lab. I’m serious about this project. It’s twenty-five percent of my grade.”


      Leah whined a bit, but she understood. “Oh, all right,” she said at last. “I like Pinky better anyway.”


      I laughed and we fell into a real conversation. Unfortunately, the timing was never right to get her opinion on the Daphne and Sara situation. So we talked about weighty things like who’d win a fight between Ronald Reagan and Leonid Brezhnev.


      By the time we finally said goodbye and hung up, I felt better than I had all week. I was dead tired and mentally wrung out, but I smiled as I slid under the covers. In many ways, Leah was the most complicated girl I knew, but not when it came to the two of us. We had a friendly, easygoing relationship, and at the moment I needed that more than sex.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      I spent most of Friday and the entire weekend in the design lab, just like I said I would. Most of the serious second-year students were there as well, toiling away like medieval monks hunched over illuminated manuscripts. We drank too much Coke, ate too much junk food, and left only to go to the bathroom. It wasn’t all work, though, and we occasionally found ourselves in small groups, stretching, talking, or simply staring at nothing for a while. But we all knew we had a deadline, so the groups eventually broke up and returned to work.


      Gracie and I talked several times—we were sitting next to each other, after all—but were both a little guarded about sharing our secrets. I was jealous of how easily she came up with new things and avoided the clichés of traditional architecture. Guys like Trip or even Freddie DeFeo would be good architects, but they’d never be great. I admitted to myself that I had the potential for greatness, but I envied Gracie because she already had it.


      Second best was a bitter pill to swallow, even if I admired Gracie for being more inspired and creative. For an instant I thought about tearing up my drawings and calling it quits. I’d never be as good as her, so why try?


      The thing that stopped me was the thought of quitting, which was even more bitter than losing. I’d never be able to live with myself if I walked away from something just because it was hard. And I wasn’t about to throw a temper tantrum simply because someone was better than me.


      So I bent over my sketchbook and leafed through my ideas, discarding most of them. If I wanted to rise to Gracie’s level, I needed to think of something brilliant. Unfortunately, “brilliant” usually meant a lot of hard work.


      Then a thought struck me and I laughed darkly. “Screw you, Michelangelo.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      On Monday I decided to go to breakfast with my friends. For one thing, I missed seeing them, but for another, I wasn’t about to let a pint-sized princess ruin my life. So I got up early and went for my usual run. The air was brisk and clear, the sky the deep indigo of impending dawn. Few other people were on the streets, but I passed a couple of hardy souls bundled against the cold.


      I was actually steaming by the time I sprinted the final hundred yards to the apartment building. And despite a weekend bent over a drawing board, I felt better than ever. I was looking forward to judo with Glen, so I could work out some of my frustrations. I was also looking forward to seeing Daphne, so I could work out some of my other frustrations.


      The apartment was just stirring when I returned. In the kitchen Trip and Jeff were waiting for the coffee maker, and I stifled a laugh at their sleepy expressions. Runner’s high made me cheerful, almost giddy, and I knew they wouldn’t be in the mood yet. So I stripped off my sweaty clothes on the way to the shower and didn’t even pause before I stepped into the tub. I practically bounced out of the bathroom when I was done, and almost knocked Jeff over.


      “Jesus,” he said as he sucked hot coffee from his wrist. “I am not ready for you, Hughes. Fucking early bird.”


      “I love you too,” I said, and gave him a grin.


      From the far end of the hall, Trip raised his coffee mug in salute.


      “Freak of nature,” Jeff muttered.


      “Yeah, I know,” I said, and grabbed my towel-covered crotch, “but the ladies seem to like it.”


      Trip laughed at that, and I shot him a grin.


      “That little thing?” Jeff mocked. “Gimme a break. You ever wanna measure, I got ten inches for ya.”


      I snorted. “Sure, Jeff, whatever you say.”


      His eyebrows rose at that, and he handed me his coffee mug. Then he unbelted his robe, untied his pajama pants, and casually pulled out his penis. I tried not to stare, but the thing was at least seven inches long, and it was still soft. I didn’t have any hang-ups about seeing other guys’ dicks, but I felt a wave of fascination that made me self-conscious. Jeff’s was at least as big as Dwight Delozier’s, and we called him “Donkey Dick.”


      “You want me to get a ruler,” Jeff asked dryly, “or you gonna take my word for it?”


      I swallowed hard.


      “Jesus, Jeff,” Trip said from beside me, and I looked up, startled. “You register that thing as a deadly weapon?”


      Jeff laughed and tucked his fire hose back in his pajamas. “No, but the Post Office just gave it its own zip code.”


      Trip and I laughed, albeit a bit nervously.


      “You think I’m kidding?”


      Our laughs turned genuine as Jeff tried to keep a straight face.


      He acted surly to keep from laughing. “Now gimme my fucking coffee,” he said, “and get the fuck away from me, you fucking perverts.”


      “Anything you say, Mr. Zip Code,” Trip said with a laugh.


      Jeff rolled his eyes, but cracked a grin as I handed him the coffee mug. He went into the bathroom and closed the door behind him.


      Trip and I glanced at each other and shook our heads, as if we could clear the vision from our memory.


      “Man,” Trip said, “and I thought yours was big.”


      “It is,” I said without vanity, “but that…” I shook my head again. “That was just unnatural.”


      Trip and I shook our heads again and headed back down the hall.


      “Hey,” he said, “it’s good to have you back.” He took a sip of coffee to cover his embarrassment. “You know, not just back-back, but… back. As my best friend. I missed that when we were being jerks.”


      “Yeah, I missed it too.” I smiled. “And it’s good to be back.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Christy got up and left the breakfast table as soon as I sat down.


      “What’s the matter with her?” Ash wondered.


      “She’s not feeling well,” Wren lied quickly. Then she leaned in and mouthed “cramps.”


      “Oh,” Ash said with a nod.


      I felt a wave of frustration and disappointment, but then heaved a sigh. If Christy wanted to act like a spoiled little girl, I couldn’t stop her. Besides, I was sick and tired of dancing around her like she was a ticking time bomb.


      Wren changed the subject. “So, how’s your project going, Paul?”


      I told her, and the conversation quickly turned to other assignments and deadlines. I still felt a little guilty about Christy, but I was rapidly getting over it.


      She wasn’t at breakfast the next morning either, and Wren had to make another excuse. I hated that she was stuck in the middle, especially since she’d been in the same position with Trip and me, but at least I wasn’t the problem this time. Well, I was, but indirectly. And I was trying to be mature for a change, instead of sulking like a five-year-old.


      Wren and I talked about things as we walked to Siobhan’s class to model, but then I caught sight of Daphne and forgot about Christy altogether. Wren just rolled her eyes and told me she’d meet me inside.


      “Hey,” I said to Daphne. I could still feel the spark between us, but she looked a little out of sorts. “Are you okay?”


      She nodded and visibly changed her attitude.


      “You sure?”


      “Of course,” she said, and lowered her eyes as she stepped closer.


      I smelled her perfume and instantly felt my cock twitch. I pulled her against me and pressed the growing bulge of my erection against her, which made her eyes widen. Then I had an idea.


      “Go to the bathroom and take off your bra,” I told her quietly. “When you come to class, I want to see your nipples poking through your sweater. Play with ’em to get ’em hard if you have to.”


      Her nostrils flared at the order, and I could almost see her pulse race as she nodded.


      “Good,” I said, and squeezed her ass. “Now get moving. You don’t have much time.”


      She turned and hurried toward the blue door of the women’s room, and I paused to watch her ass in the tight Jordache jeans. Then I looked at my watch and almost knocked someone over as I turned toward Siobhan’s classroom.


      Wren was just slipping into her robe when I burst into the little office. I gave her a quick wave and began taking off my clothes. I was just about to don my own robe when I had a sudden idea. I jerked open my backpack and grabbed a pen and notepad. I paused to think about the wording and then began writing. Wren tried to look over my shoulder, but I moved to block her.


      Meet me in the empty classroom, I wrote. You know the one. Take off your sweater and wait on your knees.


      I folded the note before Wren could get a good look.


      “Sexy stuff, huh?” she teased.


      “Excuse me?”


      She nodded at my erection and I felt my face flush with embarrassment.


      “You should probably think about something else before you come out,” she said sarcastically, and draped my robe over my jutting manhood. It hung there for a second before it slid to the floor. My dick sprang up and then bounced gently, which sent a shiver up my spine.


      Siobhan picked that moment to tap on the door, our signal to come out.


      Wren’s smile turned artfully sweet. “See you soon.”


      I muttered something uncharitable and closed my eyes as I tried to think about anything but what I’d written in the note. My usual nuns playing baseball did the trick—eventually. Five minutes later I wasn’t exactly soft, but I wasn’t standing at attention either, so I slipped out of the office and hoped no one would notice.


      I stood for a moment and surveyed the classroom. I wanted to give the note to Daphne without everyone noticing. Fortunately, two students had my usual route blocked with their art boxes and a big portfolio case, so I walked around the edge of the circle and tried to look nonchalant as I turned to slide between Daphne and the girl at the next easel.


      I tapped Daphne’s leg with the note and she took it immediately. I strode to the dais and dropped my robe. Wren let her gaze fall to my semi-erect shaft. Then she met my eyes and raised an eyebrow, daring me to get hard again.


      “You’re an evil, evil girl,” I whispered as I stepped beside her and took up my pose. Fortunately, we weren’t actually touching, so I could pretend to ignore her. More important, she couldn’t rub against me and get me worked up. Unfortunately, I couldn’t stop thinking about the note, so I closed my eyes and silently prayed for the nuns to go into extra innings.


      Class took an eternity, and I had several close calls. Daphne and her nipples were unconsciously doing their best to make me lose control. I made the mistake of meeting her eyes once, and immediately felt my shaft jerk and twitch as it filled with blood. I looked away in time to see another girl turn beet red and cross her legs with a startled look.


      I kept my eyes closed and thought about the nuns until Siobhan mercifully told us we were done. Then I gave Wren a withering look and followed her into the privacy of the small office.


      “Don’t say a word,” I warned. “Not one word.”


      She didn’t have to. Her smirk said it all, especially when my dick sprang erect at the thought of Daphne waiting topless in the empty classroom.


      “Treacherous organ,” I muttered, and brusquely shoved it into my boxers.


      “Poor thing,” Wren teased.


      I glared and finished getting dressed, but she didn’t relent. Instead, she started laughing as I tried to hunch over so I could walk without anyone seeing the tent in my pants.


      Fortunately, I didn’t have far to go. I raced into the empty classroom and locked the door behind me. Daphne was sitting at a desk, but she stood hastily. I took one look at her and felt my face shift into its badass expression.


      “I told you to take off your sweater.”


      “But—”


      “Take it off,” I ordered. “Now.”


      Her bare breasts swung free as she hastily obeyed.


      “And I told you to wait on your knees,” I said with another hard look. “Get over here. Now.”


      She hurried toward me and sank to her knees without a word.


      I pulled out my erection and she tried to swallow it, but I grabbed a handful of her hair. “Not so fast.”


      She looked up at me, her brow creased with worry. “I’m sorry,” she blurted. “It won’t happen again.”


      “It better not,” I said flatly. “Next time I tell you to do something, you do it. Are we clear?”


      She tried to nod, but I was holding her hair too tight.


      “Now, you need to be punished. Do you understand?” I loosened my grip so she could nod. “Good.” I wanted to let the moment drag out, if only to heighten her fear and arousal, but we didn’t have much time. So I made a quick decision and braced her head.


      She jerked in surprise as I slapped her face with my cock. I let the meaty sound hang in the air, and her breath felt hot on my balls as she panted with desire. I swung my cock and slapped her again. She flinched but then closed her eyes as I rubbed her face with my shaft.


      “I should come on your face and make you walk to class that way,” I threatened.


      Her eyes popped open, but I couldn’t tell whether it was fear or desire, so I paused to let the tension build.


      “No,” I said at last, “I think you need to swallow it. Open your mouth.”


      She did, and I felt her breath through her nose as she wrapped her lips around my shaft.


      I began fucking her face with short, hard jabs. She gagged a couple of times, but recovered quickly. I didn’t last more than a few minutes anyway, and grunted as I unloaded down her throat.


      The door rattled behind us, and we heard someone fumbling for keys. Daphne leapt to her feet as I tucked my dick into my pants. It had gone a little soft, but was still hard enough that I had to bend it to get it into my underwear.


      The door clattered opened to reveal the same professor as before. He caught sight of us and his face mottled. “You!”


      “Sorry,” I said glibly, “the fuse was completely blown this time.”


      Daphne giggled.


      The old professor sputtered, but I didn’t stop to listen. Instead, I grabbed Daphne’s hand and nearly knocked the poor guy over as I pulled her after me. Once again, we didn’t stop until we reached the atrium.


      “We gotta stop using that room,” I panted. Then I pulled her toward me and kissed her hard. Her breasts flattened against my chest and she let out a little squeak of surprise. “I want to fuck you,” I said in a low voice, and looked around for someplace suitable.


      “We can’t.”


      I sighed. “Yeah, you’re probably right. Later. Meet me after practice tonight.”


      “No, you don’t understand,” she said, and looked fearful. “I can’t.”


      I felt my expression harden. “Excuse me?”


      “Aunt Flo and Cousin Red.” Her eyes widened as she tried to will me to understand.


      “Wha—?” I jerked in sudden understanding. “Oh.” Then another thought hit me, and my skin prickled with a wave of relief so intense that I felt my knees go weak.


      “Are you okay?”


      “What? Yeah, sure. I’m fine.” Better than fine, in fact. She’s not pregnant!


      Daphne didn’t understand, so she shifted nervously. “I’ll suck your cock,” she whispered urgently. “Or you can do me in the butt.”


      My dick recovered quicker than I did, so it answered for me. “All right.”


      “Um… which?”


      “Meet me after practice,” I said, “and you’ll find out.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Christy returned to breakfast the next morning, but made a point of glaring at me. I tried to ignore her, but she wouldn’t let it go. So when we left the cafeteria and headed our separate ways to class, I snagged her backpack and turned her to face me.


      “What the hell is your problem?” I demanded.


      “Since you asked so politely, it’s you.”


      “Gee, thanks. I never would’ve figured that out.”


      “Then why’d you ask?”


      “Because you’ve had a thing for me ever since we got back from Christmas. Okay, so I was a jerk. I’ll apologize again if it’ll—”


      “Apologize? For being… a… a man?”


      “What’s that supposed to mean?”


      “If you don’t know, then I’m not going to tell you.”


      “So I’m supposed to be Carnac the Magnificent?”


      She glared. “Like you don’t know what I’m talking about.”


      “No, I don’t,” I snapped. “And I won’t know if you don’t tell me. I’m not a mind-reader.”


      “I don’t see why I should explain. It’s not like I care.”


      “Is this about Daphne?”


      She feigned ignorance. “Who?”


      “You know who.”


      “Why should I care who you sleep with?” She tried to look unconcerned, but something in her voice gave her away.


      “This is about her!”


      “No it’s not! You can screw anything in a skirt for all I care, which is pretty much what you do anyway.”


      “Excuse me?”


      “You heard me! You’re just…a slut in a man’s body!”


      My face flushed with anger. “You’re just jealous ’cause I won’t sleep with you. But I don’t sleep with… boys.”


      “What?”


      “You heard me,” I said derisively. Then I gave her a contemptuous once-over. “I might be interested if you had hips or a chest.”


      “Interested?” she sputtered. “Inter—? I wouldn’t sleep with you if you were the last man on Earth.”


      “Well that’s not gonna happen,” I shot back. “I only sleep with women I like. So you’re not even on the list!” I saw that I’d scored with that one, so I turned to walk away.


      “I hate you!” she shouted after me, tears in her voice.


      “Good! ’Cause the feeling’s mutual!”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      That evening I lay on the judo mat and stared at the smooth curve of the roof until Glen loomed over me. He silently extended a hand.


      He’d never said so, but I was pretty sure he enjoyed our sparring matches when I was worked up. Instead of making wild attacks, my emotions gave me strength and focus, and he had to work hard to beat me. On the other hand, we’d become good enough friends that he didn’t like it when I was upset.


      “Have you tried being celibate?” he asked as he pulled me to my feet. He shrugged and added, “Desire is the root of suffering.”


      I waited for him to go on, but he was better at waiting. “I don’t think that’d work,” I said at last. “Not for me, at least.”


      He considered for a moment and then nodded.


      Not for the first time, I marveled at how much he could say without a word.


      He smiled as though he’d read my mind. Then he settled into a ready stance with a supremely calm expression. He looked like he could wait forever. He probably could, I reflected. He had incredible patience, which I envied.


      But as much as I envied him, I wasn’t like him. I couldn’t be, which was one of the reasons we got along so well. Then a thought struck me, and I wondered if it was the same with T.J. Maybe Glen’s purpose in life was to moderate hotheads like us. He certainly had the temperament for it.


      I dropped into my own stance and silently chuckled at my philosophical turn. “You know,” I said conversationally, “someday I’m going to wipe that serene expression off your face.”


      “Probably,” he said, and then slowly cracked a smile. “But today isn’t that day.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      I flopped on my bed as the heat of the shower radiated from me in waves. I was tired from sparring with Glen, but it was a good tired. Besides, I had the priceless memory of the look on his face after I’d made him submit with a perfect waki gatame arm bar. I usually couldn’t catch him with a move like that, but I’d suckered him with a feint at an ankle pick. Granted, he’d won almost every other fall, but he had to work harder at it every time we trained together.


      The memory of the match dimmed as I thought about Christy. I was still angry at her, but even that faded as I replayed the argument in my head. I’d been nasty. Worse, I’d meant to be—I’d wanted to hurt her like she’d hurt me.


      She’d had no way of knowing, but I still felt guilty for my week of insanity. I couldn’t even be sure how many women I’d slept with, much less any of their names. I wasn’t like that, I told myself. But Christy’s words had struck home, even if she hadn’t known the truth of them.


      I rolled off the bed and tossed my towel in the corner as I pulled on a pair of sweatpants and a T-shirt. I didn’t want to get upset again, and I didn’t want to sink into a funk, so I decided to call Leah. She was always good for a distraction, but it was more than that. She always accepted me for who I was, and I didn’t have to pretend with her. She knew my moods, but she loved me anyway.


      “Hey, gorgeous,” I said when she answered the phone.


      “Hey! How’re you?”


      We fell into easy conversation, mostly about nothing. I wanted to tell her about the fight with Christy, but decided to keep it to myself. She still hadn’t forgiven Trip and Wren, and she lumped Christy in with them. I’d tried to tell her that it was more complicated than that, but Leah was a complete partisan. At least she was my partisan.


      “So,” I asked as nonchalantly as I could, “what’re you doing for Valentine’s Day? Big plans?”


      “No,” she said bitterly. “I was hoping this guy would ask me out, but he got back together with his old girlfriend.”


      For a moment I thought she was talking about me, but then I relaxed.


      “What’re you doing?” she asked.


      “Nothing.” Part of me wanted to do something with Daphne, but we didn’t have that kind of relationship. We both knew it was only physical, and I sensed from her that she didn’t want to turn it into something it wasn’t. That was fine with me, because I felt the same. “Do you want to do something together?” I asked.


      “Yeah, sure!”


      “You have anything in mind, or you just wanna wing it?”


      “If I can find out where Tyler is going, can we go there and make him totally jealous?”


      “Why don’t we just wing it,” I suggested with a laugh. Making another guy jealous wasn’t my style.


      “You’re no fun.”


      “I can be,” I teased, “with the right incentive. Speaking of which… do you mind if we do Valentine’s a day or two early? Maybe over the weekend?”


      “Why? What day is it?”


      “It’s on a Monday,” I said, looking the calendar above my desk. “I could fly in the Friday before, and we could spend the weekend together. Sound good?”


      We made plans and talked a little longer, but we both had schoolwork to do, so we said goodbye and hung up.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Christy and I settled into a frosty relationship. She didn’t speak to me and I didn’t speak to her, and that seemed fine for both of us. Word had gotten around our little group about our blow-up, but I hadn’t told anyone, so I knew that Christy was trying to turn my friends against me.


      Fortunately, she was disappointed. Wren and Trip walked a fine line in the middle and stayed friends with both of us. Ash clearly thought I was a jerk, but Zoë and Peter were still on the fence. Jeff and Meredith didn’t like Christy’s obvious attempt at manipulation, so they were solidly in my camp, along with Freddie.


      In spite of all that, we somehow managed to keep things civil at breakfast. I even had the smug satisfaction of being on the moral high ground. She’d said plenty about what a jerk I was, but I’d kept my mouth shut about her. I hadn’t been defensive about it, but I hadn’t badmouthed her a bit. Our friends knew that her version of events had some major holes, so she looked childish and I came off looking like a grown-up. That frustrated her even more, and she eventually stopped trashing me behind my back.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Daphne and I didn’t get a chance to go out before the weekend, and we didn’t repeat our empty classroom hijinks, which was a good thing as far as I was concerned. I needed to get some control over my libido, especially where she was concerned, or sooner or later we’d get in trouble for real.


      We didn’t talk about Valentine’s Day either, but I was pretty sure she had plans with Sara. I didn’t mention my plans, and she actually seemed relieved that I didn’t ask her to do anything. Our relationship wasn’t cooling off, but we’d passed the point of mindless lust.


      So I packed an overnight bag and my design sketchbook and headed to the airport. Earl was walking out as I pulled in, so we talked about my instrument rating. He walked into the FBO with me and we scheduled a time for an FAA examiner to give me the written exam and a check ride.


      By the time I taxied to the runway and took off, I was in a fantastic mood. I mostly concentrated on flying, but stray thoughts of Leah flitted through my imagination. By the time I landed at DeKalb-Peachtree, my hard-on practically had a mind of its own.


      Fortunately, Leah was in the same mood, so she didn’t object when I more or less pulled her head into my lap in the car. I returned the favor, of course, which led to round two in the back seat. Not surprisingly, the windows were completely fogged by the time we straightened our clothes and started the car.


      I’d told my parents that I was coming to town, so we stopped by their house first. Mom gave me a curious smile when she smelled Leah on my face, and I managed to look abashed. Dad just chuckled and gave me a back-slapping hug. He knew what it was like to be nineteen and horny all the time. Mom did too, for that matter, but she probably thought we should have waited until we got to Leah’s house.


      Erin hung out with us for a while, but she was waiting for a phone call from Sean, so Leah and I said goodbye and headed to her house. Both our families were going out to dinner the next night anyway, so it wasn’t a long goodbye.


      Chris and Elizabeth were happy to see me, especially since I wasn’t hollow-eyed and hiding from my own conscience. Leah had the guest house all ready, complete with wine coolers in the fridge and a snack ready to go in the oven. While she heated the food, I unpacked my things in the bedroom and then built a fire in the living room.


      “God, this is nice,” she said a little later. She snuggled closer and relaxed against me with a deep sigh.


      I kissed the silky top of her head. “I could get used to this.”


      “Mmm hmm.”


      We spent the rest of the evening on the couch, watching TV and enjoying each other’s company. After the first rush of lust in the car, we’d come to an unspoken decision to take our time and work up to round two (or three, or whatever it was at that point). So by the time we were ready for bed, I could almost see the sexual energy crackling between us.


      In spite of that, we made love slowly, and came together in a quiet embrace that was somehow more satisfying than earlier. It was the same feeling of release, but different. When we finally separated and rolled apart, I felt an almost palpable change between us.


      “Wow,” she said softly.


      “No kidding.”


      We lay in silence for several minutes before either of us spoke again.


      “Do you ever think about me?” she asked.


      “All the time.”


      “No, I mean do you ever think about us? Like maybe we’re right for each other after all?”


      I turned and propped my head on an elbow so I could see her face. “But I thought…” She knew what I thought, so I let my silence ask the question.


      “Sometimes…,” she said at last, but then trailed a finger over the damp skin between her breasts. “Sometimes I think maybe you are boyfriend material.”


      “But I usually do something to change your mind, right?”


      “Not lately.”


      “Just wait. I have faith in my cluelessness.” I could see that she was disappointed, so I turned serious. “Yeah,” I said soberly, “I’ve thought about it. You and me, I mean.”


      “Do you think it could work?”


      “Honestly? I don’t know. I know we love each other. And we’re definitely compatible in bed.”


      She sighed and gave me a sated smile.


      “We wouldn’t have to explain our lifestyle,” I added, but then we fell into a pensive silence.


      “I’ve never been in love,” she said softly. Then she glanced at me. “You have. With Gina, right?”


      “Yes,” I said slowly.


      “Kendall too?”


      I thought about that one longer. I was still very angry with Kendall for all her lies and manipulation. “I thought I was,” I said, but then shrugged. “In hindsight, I think it was more lust than love. Kendall was— is complicated.”


      “But you didn’t love her?”


      “I don’t know what I felt,” I said earnestly. “Sometimes it felt like love, but now…?” I shrugged.


      “But you were in love with Gina?”


      “Yeah.”


      “Are you still in love with her?”


      “Do you really want to know?”


      “I think so. It… it’s important.”


      I paused to gather my thoughts. “It is,” I said at last. “And… I am.”


      She closed her eyes and I saw a drop of moisture squeeze from the corner of one. She fluttered her eyelashes to clear them.


      “I’m sorry,” I said softly, and she nodded. “I don’t think we’ll ever get back together,” I added, “but I don’t think you really fall out of love.”


      We fell silent again.


      “How did you know?” she asked.


      “I don’t think I can explain it,” I said. “I just… knew.”


      She nodded and then lapsed into thought. “I’ve never felt it,” she said at last.


      I gathered her close and kissed her temple. “You will,” I whispered against her sweat-mussed hair. It was still silky soft, with just a hint of lavender from her shampoo.


      “Sometimes I want to feel it with you,” she said, “but I don’t.” She turned slightly and looked at me. “Does that bother you?”


      “A little,” I said honestly.


      “But only a little?”


      “Yes.”


      She gave a soft, rueful sigh. “We’re pretty messed up, aren’t we?”


      “Not really.”


      She turned to look at me again.


      “I think we love each other,” I said, “and we want it to be more, but we’re honest enough to admit that it isn’t.”


      “But what if I never find anyone I feel that way about?”


      “You will,” I said confidently.


      “But what if I don’t? What if I turn… thirty… and still haven’t found anyone?”


      “Then I’ll marry you.”


      “You’ll probably be married already.”


      “I won’t be.”


      Her brow wrinkled with a frown.


      “Seriously,” I said. “If you turn thirty without meeting Mr. Right, then we’re obviously in Bizarro World.”


      She blinked in confusion.


      “Look,” I said to her, “you’re smart, sexy, beautiful, and you’re like the Mind Bender in bed.” I paused to let her chuckle at the roller coaster comment, but then continued. “If you haven’t found Mr. Right by the time you’re thirty, then it’s obvious we’re living in some messed up world where all the good guys are idiots. If that’s the case, it means I’ll never find a good woman to put up with my shit either.”


      She laughed in spite of herself.


      “So I’ll marry you.”


      “Do you think I’ll still be pretty? When I’m thirty, I mean.”


      “I think you’ll be beautiful,” I said. “And I think you’ll be like Six Flags Over Leah in bed.”


      “So you think I’m an amusement park? Is that it?”


      “Yeah, pretty much,” I said, and raised myself above her. “To prove it, I’ll give you all my E Tickets for another ride.”


      “Six Flags doesn’t have E Tickets,” she teased, although she spread her legs for me.


      “Who cares? When we’re married, I won’t need tickets. I can ride any time I want.”


      “Can not!”


      “Can too,” I said, and nudged her pussy with my growing hard-on.


      “Can not,” she whispered, but wrapped her legs around me and put her hands on my arms.


      “Can too,” I said, and sank into her. I hit bottom and she arched beneath me.


      “No fair,” she gasped.


      “That’s the thing about me,” I teased. “I don’t fight fair. I fight to win.”


      “All right,” she said at last, “you win! Now shut up and screw me.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      For a change, Leah and I didn’t spend most of the day in bed. Instead, we spent time like a regular couple—shopping, at a movie, and then with our families at Mom’s favorite restaurant to celebrate her birthday. She didn’t want to make a big deal about it, but the restaurant staff brought out dessert and sang “Happy Birthday,” and Dad gave her a beautiful necklace and bracelet made of turquoise and moonstone (Erin’s and my birthstones).


      Dinner was fun, but it wasn’t the same as when I was younger. At first I thought it was because Mom and Dad had changed, but then I realized that I was the one who was different. My parents weren’t omniscient anymore, and they definitely weren’t paragons. Neither were the Coulters. They were just regular people.


      I could live with that, but I felt a twinge of sadness when I realized that they seemed older and more serious than when I was fifteen. For that matter, I was older and more serious, and now I understood the comments about jobs and stress and everything else that life threw at them.


      Leah didn’t really Get It, but she sensed my mood and toned down her enthusiasm for everything grown-up. Even Erin was subdued, although she at least had a reason (she’d had an argument with Sean the night before). Back at the Coulters’ guest house, Leah and I undressed and climbed into bed. She snuggled close and idly toyed with my flaccid cock.


      “In the mood for an E Ticket ride?”


      “Yes and no,” I said frankly. “If you’re in the mood, I definitely am. But if you’re not…” I left the question hanging, and she thought about it for a moment.


      “I am, but I’m not,” she said, which seemed to puzzle her.


      “We don’t have to do anything.”


      “But aren’t guys always horny?” she said, only half teasing.


      I shrugged. “We are, usually. But you’re one of the few girls I like for more than just sex.” I listened to what I’d just said and wanted to kick myself. “Um, that came out wrong. What I meant to say was, you’re more than just a pretty face.” I groaned aloud. “Hold on a sec,” I said. “I’ll get this right.”


      I paused to think of how to say what I was thinking, in a way that didn’t make me sound like a chauvinistic jerk.


      “What I meant was, I really like you, and I enjoy spending time with you, even if we’re just doing regular stuff, like today. I don’t have to pretend to be something I’m not. And I’m happy that a girl like you will even give me the time of day, much less go to bed with me. So even if we’re not in the mood, I still feel like I’m the luckiest guy in the world as long as you’re with me.”


      “And then you go and say something like that,” she said through tears.


      For a moment I thought that I’d screwed up royally.


      She must have felt my confusion, because she hugged me tight and kissed my chest. “God, you’re such a goof,” she said at last, “but I guess I’ll keep you.”


      “You will?” I said, and grimaced at how surprised I sounded.


      “Of course,” she said softly. “You may be a goof, but you’re my goof now.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      I spent most of Valentine’s Day in class or the design lab. Part of me felt a little depressed that I didn’t have a real girlfriend, but part of me was relieved that I didn’t have to deal with Kendall and her bullshit or Gina and her sorority friends. I felt a pang of guilt that I didn’t feel that way about Leah, but I knew that she felt the same. Still, she was more than just a friend, so I went back to the apartment to give her a call after judo practice.


      We talked for more than an hour, about everyday stuff, but I could tell that she was relieved that I’d called. I guess she thought I might’ve been trying to placate her with my speech from two nights before. She knew me well enough to tell when I was blowing smoke and when I was serious, so she probably just needed a little reassuring.


      When we hung up, I decided to go for a run to get my thoughts in order. A niggling voice in the back of my head kept telling me that I should be happy with Leah, that she might be The One. My dick was telling me the same thing, of course, but it didn’t get a vote. Well, it did, but the big head had a veto.


      Unfortunately, the big head knew that Leah and I were just friends—friends with benefits, but just friends. So I took another lap around campus and thought about my future. It obviously wasn’t with Leah. It wasn’t with Daphne, either, even if Sara hadn’t been involved. It wasn’t with Kendall, and it looked like Gina was out of the picture as well (at least for the time being).


      I was just beginning to think that I might end up with Leah after all when I ran into someone. I’d been in my own little world and hadn’t been paying attention—no surprise there.


      “Sorry,” I said as I steadied the girl and then picked up her bag.


      “It’s all right,” she said, but then got a good look at me. “Paul?”


      “Gracie? What’re you doing over here?” We were all the way on the other side of campus, across the Strip from the main body of buildings.


      “I live in Strong,” she said, and pointed to the eclectic little dorm.


      “Oh, cool. You headed there now?”


      She shook her head. “I just had dinner, so now I’m headed back to the design lab.”


      “That’s where I’m headed as soon as I get back to my apartment.” I plucked at my sweaty clothes. “I need to shower first.”


      She looked like she wanted to say something, but then thought better of it.


      I gave her a moment to see if she’d work up the courage, but she didn’t. “Cool,” I said to break the silence. “Then I guess I’ll see you there.”


      She nodded and hurried off.


      I waited until she was out of earshot before I laughed, more at myself than anything. For a moment I’d thought she was going to ask me back to her dorm to shower there.


      Me and my imagination, I said to myself as I jogged toward the pedestrian bridge. Not every woman in the world wants to sleep with me.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Breakfast the next morning began like it usually did. The entire gang was there, with conversations going in small groups until Ash lobbed a grenade.


      “Oh, you’re not going to believe what I heard.”


      “What?” Zoë asked.


      Ash had everyone’s attention, so she milked the pause. “Well, I heard there are a couple of strippers here.”


      “What, at the table?” Freddie joked.


      “No, at UT.”


      Something about her tone bothered me. “So?” I said. “There are probably more than a couple.”


      Christy’s expression changed, and I suddenly had the feeling that I’d been set up.


      “Maybe,” Ash said, “but these aren’t just any girls. They’re in the art department.”


      At that point I knew I’d been set up, but I still didn’t know how.


      “Who?” Wren asked.


      Trip, Jeff, and Peter—the guys with girlfriends—knew enough to keep their mouths shut, but Freddie looked interested.


      “Oh my gosh,” Christy said, and turned to Ash, right on cue, “I heard the same thing.”


      “I’m not surprised,” Ash said to her, as though they were comparing notes for the first time. “But wait, there’s more.”


      “More?” Christy tried to sound artless, but she wasn’t a good liar.


      “Who?” Wren repeated.


      “You’re not going to believe it,” Ash said to Christy, “but I heard they were prostitutes too.”


      Christy pretended to look shocked. The other girls at the table looked shocked for real.


      “I heard—”


      “Oh, gimme a break,” I snapped. “Just spit it out. Who?”


      Ash feigned a look of surprise that barely covered her malice. “But Paul, I thought you knew.”


      “Knew w—?” And then it dawned on me.


      Ash pounced before I could say anything. “Your girlfriend,” she said. “What’s her name? Daffy something?”


      I clenched my jaw and willed myself not to call Ash the first thing that popped into my head. It was a word that my mother definitely wouldn’t approve of. “Daphne,” I said instead.


      “Is that the girl Paul’s dating?” Christy asked with saccharine innocence.


      “Uh-huh,” Ash said. “But I thought she only liked girls. I mean, you know her roommate is a dyke, right?”


      Christy feigned surprise. “Really?”


      I wanted to throw her hypocrisy back in her face, but clenched my jaw instead.


      “It’s true,” Ash said. “I even know her. She’s a photography major.”


      “I had no idea,” Christy said.


      “Yep,” Ash said. “She’s a total dyke. But her girlfriend is dating Paul. At least, that’s— Oh my! I just thought of something.” She turned to me. “You’re not paying her, are you Paul?”


      “Ash!” Wren hissed.


      Trip shot me a nervous look, and I could see him tense to grab me if I made a lunge across the table. The other couples just looked uncomfortable. Only Freddie didn’t know what was going on.


      “You mean she’s a pro?” he said to me. “How come you didn’t tell me?”


      I closed my eyes and took a deep breath to center myself. I wanted to hit Ash so hard that her grandchildren would feel it, but I had never hit a woman in anger, and I wasn’t going to start with her, no matter how much she deserved it.


      “She’s not ‘a pro,’” I said to Freddie, as calmly as I could. Then I looked at Ash, who flashed a smug smile of triumph. “And she’s not a stripper either.”


      “That’s not what I heard. I h—”


      “I don’t care what you heard! She’s not a stripper.”


      “But she takes her clothes off in front of other people. If that doesn’t make her a stripper, I don’t know what does!”


      “I take my clothes off in front of other people,” I said, “and I’m not a stripper.”


      “But they do it for money.” She crossed her arms like she’d just scored the winning point, but looked a little uncertain when I laughed.


      “I guess that makes them smarter than me.”


      “Like that’s news,” Ash mocked. “But they do a lot more than just take their clothes off.”


      “And you know this… how?”


      “Everyone knows it,” she said, “the whole art department.”


      “And if the whole art department said you were a prostitute, would it be true just ’cause”—I mocked her delivery—“‘everyone knows it’?”


      She flushed with anger and dropped the veneer of gossip. “You’re just sore ’cause your girlfriend Daffy is a rug-munching whore!”


      I slammed my palms on the table with a sound like a rifle shot. Conversation stopped all around us. I locked eyes with Ash, and she flinched at what she saw there.


      “Yes, that’s right,” I said to her, low and full of malice. “You just realized that I’m dangerous. Physically dangerous. And this isn’t some game of schoolgirl gossip.”


      “Hey,” Trip said nervously, “there’s no need for threats. Ash knows you’d never hurt her.”


      “Let’s see what Ash thinks,” I said without releasing her from my gaze. I arched an eyebrow. “Well?”


      She swallowed hard, but didn’t say anything.


      I held her eyes a moment longer to make sure she knew that she was playing with fire. Then I rounded on Christy and the heat in my gaze turned arctic.


      “And you,” I said, full of disgust. “I didn’t think you’d stoop this low.” She paled but didn’t back down, so I turned analytical. “But let’s look at it. Do you think you hurt my reputation with this bullshit, this pack of lies?” I fell silent and let the implication sink in.


      “No,” I said contemptuously. “You just destroyed two girls who have nothing to do with you. And all for what? Just to get back at me?” I snorted. “That’s the most despicable thing I’ve ever heard.”


      Ash recovered some of her vitriol. “What do you care about them? They’re just—”


      “They’re my friends,” I snapped, “and that’s more than I can say about you.”


      Christy started to say something, but I stood and cut her off.


      “I don’t want to sit at the same table with you two,” I said. Then I looked around the dining hall. “As a matter of fact, I don’t even want to be in the same building.”


      I turned and walked off. I tossed my tray onto the conveyor belt and left without a backward glance.


      It was still too early to go to class, so I stomped to the A&A building. I wanted to get some work done on my project, but I knew I was too upset to focus. Still, I needed to do something. As I climbed the stairs to the design lab, I overheard snatches of conversation about strippers. With a dark curse, I realized that Ash and Christy must have started their whispering campaign the day before.


      By the time I left the lab to go to Siobhan’s studio, two guys had asked me about the rumors. Daphne wasn’t in class, so I couldn’t ask her about it, which was probably just as well. So I fumed all through modeling, and shrugged off Wren when she tried to defuse my simmering fury.


      My mood took a turn for the worse after class, because the walkways and atrium were abuzz with self-righteous talk about strippers, prostitutes, and worse. I made up my mind to do something about it and had just turned to leave when I caught sight of Ash smirking at me. Christy at least had the decency to look uncertain, although she was just as guilty in my book. I wanted to throttle them both, but kept a firm grip on my temper instead.


      “Leaving so soon?” Ash mocked. “Going to pay your girlfriend for another ‘date’?”


      I ignored her and focused on Christy. “If you ever pull a stunt like this again, I’ll tell everyone that you’re a lesbian.”


      She paled when she saw that I wasn’t bluffing.


      I glared for a moment longer and then skewered Ash with a hard look. “And you… I’ll tell everyone that you’re fucking one of your professors. A married one.”


      Ash’s defiance crumbled and her eyes went wide in disbelief. Her expression flashed to fear before she regained control, and I smirked in triumph. The threat had been a guess, albeit an educated one, but had clearly struck home.


      “Exactly,” I said. “Then we’ll see what the rumor mill does to your reputations, not to mention your professor friend and his marriage.”


      As if to emphasize my point, a group of girls passed us, and their gossip hung in the air even after they headed up the stairs.


      “You two disgust me,” I told Ash and Christy. “I half-expected this from you,” I said to Ash, who simply glared back. “But you…,” I said to Christy. “I never thought you’d sink this low.” I shook my head. “I can’t believe I ever liked you.”


      I turned and stalked out of the building. The morning air was cold enough to brace me out of my growing funk. I wanted to go somewhere and brood while I plotted how to get revenge on the two girls, but some part of me knew it wouldn’t help. The angry, self-righteous part tried to ignore the rational part, but I wouldn’t go through with my threats. I wouldn’t sink to their level, no matter how tempting it was.


      So I walked back to my apartment and called Daphne. No one picked up, and they didn’t have an answering machine, so I hung up after a dozen rings. What would I have said to her, anyway? Um, hi, I heard a nasty rumor about you…? I heaved a dark sigh as I imagined the rest of that conversation.


      I briefly flirted with the idea of pulling a stunt that would eclipse the stripper rumor, but everything I thought of was ridiculous, illegal, or both. In the end I put on my running clothes and left the apartment. I thought about jogging by Daphne’s house to check on her, but nixed that idea too. If Sara had heard, and she probably had, I was the last person she’d want to see.


      Instead I took a couple of laps around campus and then turned onto frat row to see if Glen wanted to spar. I was past the point of raw fury, but still wanted to lose myself in a workout. Unfortunately, he wasn’t there, so I jogged to the Bubble and joined the back of an aerobics class. It was mostly full of cute girls in leotards and leggings, but I hardly noticed.


      The sky was dark by the time I returned to the apartment. I was tired and wrung out, and simply wanted to shower and then crash. Trip must’ve heard my key in the lock, because he met me at the door. He put a hand up to stop me and I pulled back in surprise.


      “What?” I asked, afraid that he and I might get into it again. That was the last thing I needed.


      “Are you cool?”


      “No,” I said, a little piqued. “I’m hot and sweaty and tired.” I stopped myself, barely, from adding something snide.


      “Yeah, but are you cool?” he asked again. “I mean, are you still upset?”


      “Of course I’m upset. Daphne and Sara are my friends. And those two little—”


      He stopped me before I could say anything about Ash and Christy. Then he nodded toward the living room. I heard a muffled sob and gave him a puzzled look. He relaxed when he saw that I wasn’t going to explode.


      “It’s Christy,” he said softly. “She’s been here all afternoon. We thought you might’ve…” He shrugged uncomfortably.


      “Run off again?” I asked sardonically.


      He had the good grace to look embarrassed. “I wouldn’t’ve put it that way, but… yeah.”


      “Well, I didn’t. So…,” I lifted my chin toward the living room, “what does she want?”


      Trip started to say something, but stopped when Christy stepped into view behind him. Her eyes and nose were red from crying, and she looked wretched. Wren stood behind her and silently pleaded for me to listen instead of getting upset. I shifted my gaze back to Christy, but my eyes were hard.


      “I… I don’t know what to say,” she said.


      “And I don’t know if I care.” I immediately felt guilty, but didn’t take it back.


      Christy dropped her eyes and Wren glared at me in reproach.


      Oh, all right! I told her silently.


      She stepped forward and put her arm around her friend’s shoulders. “Just tell him what you told us.”


      Christy sniffled and nodded.


      I felt sorry for her, but was still too angry to let her off the hook.


      Wren squeezed her shoulder and leaned close to whisper some encouragement. Christy nodded and picked at a rumpled tissue, but still didn’t speak.


      “Why don’t we sit down,” Wren suggested, “so this doesn’t feel like some kind of trial.”


      I arched an eyebrow at Trip, who nodded in reluctant agreement.


      The girls turned and disappeared into the living room, and Trip leaned close.


      “She’s pretty upset, man.”


      “She should be,” I hissed back. “What she did was despicable!”


      He rocked back and held up his hands. “Hey, I’m on your side here. But Christy wouldn’t leave until she talked to you.”


      I let out my breath and nodded. “Yeah, all right.” I glanced toward the living room. “Let’s get this over with.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      
        ◄ ► Table of Contents
      

    


    
      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Become a Patron!


      
        	Home


        	Links


        	FAQ


        	Contact


        	Legal


        	Search

      

    


    
      Copyright © 2010-2020 Nick Scipio. All rights reserved.

    

  


  
    
      [image: Scipio S] [image: by Nick Scipio] [image: Wren Series]
    


    
      
        ◄ ►

        CHAPTER 19

      


      I followed Trip and the girls into the living room. I thought Christy would keep crying or do something else to earn some sympathy, so I was surprised when she turned and squared her shoulders. Her eyes were rimmed with red, but shone with a lot more determination than I gave her credit for.


      “I’m sorry,” she said. “I… I don’t know what else to say. What we did— What I did… was wrong.”


      “What you did was despicable.”


      She didn’t try to deny it.


      I gave her points for courage, but I wasn’t through yet. “It was thoughtless and deliberately cruel.”


      Her eyes welled with fresh tears and she fought them back.


      I almost relented, but then I thought about the other people she’d hurt. “Daphne and Sara never did anything to you,” I said, “but your vicious little whispering campaign will dog them until they graduate… or until they leave school.” I wouldn’t miss Sara, but Daphne and I still had something between us, even if it wasn’t love.


      “We can tell people the truth,” Wren suggested.


      “What good would that do?” I shot back. “You know how these things are. They take on a life of their own.”


      “He’s right,” Trip said grimly. “People will believe it simply ’cause it’s easier than finding out the truth.”


      “Will you tell them I’m sorry?” Christy asked. “I never meant any of this to happen. I didn’t think it wou—”


      “You didn’t think! Period.”


      She couldn’t meet my eyes, but agreed with a small headshake.


      “And Ash…,” I continued darkly. “She’s…” I didn’t have words to describe her without offending women everywhere.


      “It was my idea as much as hers,” Christy admitted. “I didn’t think it through, but I knew what I was doing.”


      “That only makes it worse.”


      “Yes,” she said softly, “it does.” She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. When she let it out, she met my eyes. “I’ll understand if you never want to speak to me again.”


      “Oh, please,” I snapped, “what good would that do?”


      She fell silent and looked at me.


      I tried to sort through my thoughts. If Christy had shifted the blame to Ash or offered a half-hearted or defiant apology, I would’ve written her off without a second thought. But she hadn’t. Instead, she’d been honest and sincere. I respected that, even if I didn’t want to admit it. She also faced me without flinching. She knew how angry I was, but she hadn’t used that as an excuse to hide from what she’d done. I respected that too. And as much as I wanted to punish her, I realized that she’d be harder on herself than I ever would.


      Wren broke the silence. “What do you want to do?”


      “I don’t know,” I said at last.


      Christy spoke softly, “Do you want me to apologize? To Daphne and Sara?”


      I studied her for a moment and wondered what she had against Daphne. She barely knew Sara. She’d probably only seen her that one time in the apartment lobby. But it was different with Daphne. Was she the competition? The other woman? Did Christy have a thing for me? She probably did—or used to, at least—which explained a lot. I looked at her in a new light and wondered how I would’ve reacted in the same situation.


      Probably a lot worse, I admitted in a moment of honesty. I could be as petty and vindictive as anyone. My temper made things worse because my first reaction was usually violent. What would I have done if someone took something—or someone—that I thought was mine?


      I laughed darkly and knew the answer: I’d pick a fight with my best friend and then run away and sulk for a week. And let’s not even mention what else I’d done during that week.


      Gee, how mature, I mocked. And despicable. And completely contemptible. That’s what I’d thought about Christy and Ash, but it applied to me as much as them. I snorted another soft laugh and thought about pots and kettles. After all, who was I to judge? So I took another look at Christy and sized her up. Instead of running away, she had taken responsibility for her actions. That was more than I’d done, and I’d be a hypocrite to say otherwise.


      “What should I do?” she asked again.


      “How should I know?” I said, and pinched the bridge of my nose. Then I realized how she was holding herself: shoulders back, almost at attention. I wanted to laugh aloud at the image of the admiral disciplining his youngest child. She might’ve been his only daughter and the apple of his eye, but I didn’t think a man like him would let her off the hook simply because she was a girl. More importantly, I wasn’t him, and it wasn’t my place to punish her, or even to lecture her.


      “You can sit down, for starters,” I said.


      She looked confused for a moment, but sank to the sofa. Wren sat beside her and Trip settled onto the arm of the couch, supportive but not too close. I threw myself into the chair and blew out a long breath.


      “Relax,” I said at last. “This is my fault as much as yours.”


      “But…?”


      Wren touched her friend’s leg. Of all the people in the room, I think she understood me better than anyone.


      “Look,” I said, “I’ll smooth things over with Daphne and Sara.” I didn’t know how, but I’d try.


      “Are you sure? I’m the one who—”


      I shook my head. “Trust me. You don’t want to deal with Sara.”


      “I can take care of myself.”


      “Not with her. She’s been fighting for her life for a long time, against tougher customers than you.” I winced inwardly at the word “customers,” but continued anyway. “I don’t know if I could take her in a serious fight.” I leveled my gaze at the petite blonde. She was half Sara’s size and didn’t have the survival instincts. “Trust me, you don’t want anything to do with her. Like I said, let me deal with her.”


      “What about Ash?”


      “Ash is dead to me,” I said flatly. “She doesn’t exist.” I looked into Christy’s eyes to gauge her reaction to what I said next. “I know you’re taking your share of the blame, but Ash was the evil genius behind this little scheme.”


      Christy started to deny it, but I could see that it was true.


      “I don’t want someone like her in my life,” I said, “the kind of person who’d deliberately hurt another.” For a moment I wondered if I fit that description.


      “And what about us?” Christy asked, her voice shaky. “Are we still friends?”


      “You and me?” I shrugged.


      “Will you at least accept my apology?”


      I wanted to tell her that I’d accept only if she accepted mine for everything else, but I didn’t like the idea of setting conditions on forgiveness.


      “Of course,” I said. “Everybody screws up. Believe me, I know that better than anyone. But I don’t want to beat a dead horse—yours or mine—so let’s just move on and try to be nice to each other. Okay?”


      “Okay.”


      I fell silent for a few moments, but then mused, “Are we still friends? I guess. Will it be the same as before? I dunno. I guess we’ll see.”


      She accepted with a stoic nod, and everyone relaxed visibly as the tension ebbed.


      “Well,” Trip said, “I’m glad that’s over.”


      “It’s not over,” Wren and I said at the same time. We looked at each other and shared a dark laugh. She knew me, and I definitely knew her as well.


      “I still have to deal with Sara,” I said. “And to a lesser extent Daphne.”


      “And I’m going to talk to Ash.”


      Trip and I exchanged a look. We both knew from experience that we didn’t want to be on the receiving end of Wren’s anger.


      “What’re you going to do?” Christy asked.


      “I haven’t decided yet,” Wren said, “but she’s gonna come to Jesus.”


      “You don’t mean that literally, do you?”


      “That depends on her.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      After Christy and Wren left, I asked Trip if I could have some time alone to think.


      “That’s cool,” he said. “I need to work on my project anyway.” He gathered his drafting tools and carrying tube. “See you in a couple of hours?”


      “Yeah, that’ll work.”


      Jeff and Luke were out, so I had the apartment to myself. The first thing I did was take a long, hot shower, which rinsed away more than sweat. I wish I could’ve washed the entire day from my memory, but soap and water only go so far. Still, I emerged from the shower clean and in a better mood than before. I wasn’t ready to sing “Kumbaya” or anything, but at least I didn’t want to kill anyone. Much.


      After I dressed in a pair of dry sweats, I called Susan. It was a bit late, but I didn’t think she’d be in bed yet.


      “Hey,” I said when she answered. “It’s Paul. I hope it’s not too late.”


      “No, no, it’s fine. I was reading an investment proposal, so I’m glad for the distraction. How are you? Wait, let me guess… late-night phone call on a weeknight? That can’t be good.”


      “I’ve been better,” I said with a tired sigh. Then I told her about my day. Her only comment was to ask what I thought about the rumor.


      “About them being strippers?” I said, and shrugged. “I dunno. I mean, it would explain a couple of things.”


      “And what about the other? About them being prostitutes?”


      I shrugged again and thought about it before answering. “You know I don’t have any hang-ups about that. Heck, I wouldn’t mind getting paid for sex if I could. So I don’t see anything wrong with a woman doing it. I mean, it’s her body, after all.”


      “Yes, but it’s not exactly the safest profession in the world. There are lots of bad people involved. Not to mention the drugs, diseases, and other dangers.”


      “Yeah, but even if Daphne and Sara used to be involved, they aren’t now. Well, I don’t think they are, at least. I’d know.”


      “Would you?”


      “Yeah, I think so. I mean, Daphne started sleeping with me because she wanted something she wasn’t getting. If she were still… um… having sex for money, she wouldn’t need me, now would she?”


      “Maybe. Maybe not. There’s a difference between anonymous sex and emotional sex.”


      “Yeah, I know, and it’s definitely emotional with Daphne and me.”


      “Ah, I see.” She paused. “Do you love her?”


      “In a way.” I thought about it for a moment and tried to sort out my feelings. “I… care about her. I guess that’s the best way to describe it. I don’t want to see her hurt, but she’s not my soul mate or anything.”


      “And what about Sara?”


      “It’s more complicated with her. I mean, I’m definitely attracted to her, but she’s… damaged.” I fell silent, and Susan let me think. “Do you remember how Stacy was when we first met her? Sara is like that, sort of. But where Stacy retreated into her little-girl world, Sara became a man-hater. She turned hard, and very defensive. She still doesn’t like me, not really, but I think she’s beginning to realize that I’m not your typical male chauvinist pig.”


      “No, you’re definitely not that,” Susan said with a laugh that raised my spirits more than anything had all night. We shared a moment of amused silence before she said, “So, what’re you going to do?”


      “I think I’m going to bide my time and see what happens. I’m not really the wait-and-see type, but I don’t think I can dive into this guns-hot. If I ask Daphne and Sara about the rumors, it’ll put them on the defensive. I definitely don’t want that. And if I act too nice, they’ll think it’s out of pity or something. That’s how Sara’ll see it, at least. Daphne? I dunno. She’s more of a mystery, but she wants—heck, needs—a guy who’s in control.”


      Susan laughed again, light-hearted and teasing. “That’s you all right.”


      “Believe it or not, I am in control these days. Well, mostly. I still have moments, but I’m really trying to do better.”


      “Oh, I know. I can tell. Before, we would’ve had this conversation after you’d done something… oh… shall we say, ill-advised.”


      “You mean stupid.”


      “You could say that,” she said, a smile in her voice.


      I had to smile too, although mine was rueful. “Yeah, well, I’m trying to grow up.”


      “You’re doing a pretty good job.”


      “Thanks. I’ve had good instructors.”


      “Aw, shucks,” she teased, and we shared another laugh.


      After that we talked about my options. I didn’t really like any of them, but I had to deal with the situation I was given. When we finally said goodbye and hung up, I felt a lot better about things.


      As I lay there and stared at the ceiling, I went over the phone call in my head. When I thought about who’d said what, I realized that I’d done most of the talking. That wasn’t unusual with Susan—she was a good listener—but it was unusual when I wanted advice.


      “Jeez,” I thought aloud, “maybe I am growing up.”


      I snorted a laugh and bounced to my feet. I had too much pent-up emotion to sleep, so I grabbed my coat and project drawings. Trip would probably still be in the design lab, and I knew he’d appreciate the company.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Christy was subdued at breakfast the next morning, and Ash didn’t show up at all. For a moment I harbored the fantasy that Wren might’ve killed her and disposed of the body. Then I shook my head in disbelief at my own imagination. It could be pretty wild at times, even for me.


      When Meredith asked about her, Wren said, “She won’t be joining us for a while.”


      “She didn’t say anything to me,” Zoë said.


      Our little circle of friends had a pecking order like any other. Until then, Ash and Wren had vied for the top spot among the girls. Christy had always been in Wren’s orbit, and Meredith tended to gravitate that way as well. Zoë was Ash’s friend and roommate, so she needed to decide if she liked the new order or not.


      Wren let the question hang there until everyone was paying attention. Then she deliberately set her knife and fork on her plate. She dabbed at the corner of her mouth with her napkin, folded it, and neatly tucked it under the edge of her plate. I almost laughed at her flair for the dramatic. She definitely knew how to work a crowd.


      When she finally looked at Zoë and smiled, her expression was cool and completely polite. “She said she had some things to think about. I’m sure she’ll join us again when she’s feeling a bit more… sociable.”


      Zoë knew what was going on, but she didn’t have the courage to challenge the new status quo. “Oh, okay,” she said at last.


      The tension lingered until Wren replaced her napkin in her lap and returned to her breakfast. Her smile was the same as one I’d seen in National Geographic, on a lioness that had just settled the issue of alpha female once and for all.


      “Did you see where it’s supposed to snow again?” Christy said to no one in particular. “They say it’ll be in the teens and twenties the rest of the week.”


      “Yeah, I saw that,” Meredith said, and turned her newspaper to the weather forecast.


      Conversation slowly resumed around us, but Trip, Wren, and I remained silent. Part of me wanted to laugh at her “I’m the boss” act. Another part wanted to tease Trip for thinking he could tame her. But the biggest part was simply thankful that she was my friend.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      The rumors in the A&A building had died down, but I still heard whispered conversations, and people looked at me after I passed them. When I didn’t see Daphne or Sara all day, I went looking for them after design class. I didn’t want to seem obvious about checking on them, so I put on my jogging clothes and went for a run in Fort Sanders.


      I ran by their house once without stopping. No one shot at me or chased me with a butcher knife, so I made a loop around the block and came back for another pass. This time I jogged up the walk and stopped at their door. I hesitated a moment and then laughed at myself for being nervous.


      Daphne answered when I knocked. She looked so good that she nearly took my breath away. She was dressed in jeans and a simple cable-knit sweater, but they fit like a second skin. Her blonde hair was pulled back in a ponytail, and she wasn’t wearing much makeup. She didn’t need much, though, and I liked her better when she wasn’t decorated for a date.


      “Hey.”


      “Hi.”


      “I haven’t talked to you in a couple of days,” I said, “and I was in the neighborhood. So I decided to drop by. I hope that’s okay.”


      “Yeah, sure.”


      “So… um… do you want to go for a walk or something?”


      She looked back into the apartment. “Okay,” she said at last. “Step inside while I get my coat.”


      “Where’s Sara?” I asked as Daphne wrote a quick note.


      “She has a shoot. She and Jamie are up in Gatlinburg.”


      “Jamie?” I said. “Do I know her?”


      Daphne smiled.


      “What’s so funny?”


      “Oh, nothing,” she said, and handed me her white coat with the fur collar.


      I helped her into it and we left the apartment. We walked around the block, just talking about everyday stuff. I desperately wanted to ask her about the rumors, but she acted like she hadn’t heard them.


      “Do you want to go to dinner?” I asked as we returned to the big Victorian house.


      “I’d better not,” she said. “Sara will be home soon, and… you know…”


      “She won’t be happy if you’re out with me.”


      “Sorry.”


      “That’s cool,” I lied.


      “Do you want to do something tomorrow?” she asked. “Maybe after karate practice?”


      I smiled and didn’t correct her. “Yeah, that’d be cool.”


      She sensed my disappointment and leaned close. “I’ll suck you off,” she whispered.


      “Now?” I wanted to kick myself for sounding so desperate, but I didn’t take it back.


      She shook her head with an indulgent smile, but leaned in for a kiss.


      I obliged her, and grabbed a handful of ass as I pulled her close. She bent backward and started to yield as my erection pressed her thigh, but then she pushed me away.


      “Tomorrow,” she said. “I promise.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      I settled into my pose as Siobhan told the class what she wanted them to sketch. When I finally got situated, Daphne gave me a look that made my pulse race. Even a eunuch would’ve gotten hard, and I was definitely still a man. Wren noticed my reaction and chuckled as she followed my gaze.


      “So,” she said, “everything’s all right?”


      “I guess,” I said, although it was hard to tell with Daphne. She was so good at hiding her emotions that I didn’t know what was going on in her head.


      “Did she fall to her knees and worship at the altar of Paul?” Wren teased sotto voce.


      “You’re pure evil,” I whispered back. “You know that, right?”


      “That’s what Trip said last night… when I—”


      “It’s the bottom of the seventh and Sister Eunice is at the plate,” I muttered. “Two outs with the go-ahead run on second base.”


      “Second base?” Wren teased. “We went a lot further than that. Trip hit a home run three times b—”


      “Eleanor Roosevelt is on the mound,” I went on, “and Sister Eunice digs in as the first lady winds up.”


      Wren giggled and gave up, although by that point I was completely hard. Fortunately I was in Rodin’s Thinker pose, and my arm stopped my dick from pointing skyward. In spite of that, the students directly in front of me—just my luck that they were all girls—could see my hard-on.


      Daphne made things worse. She was wearing one of her thin bras and must have been as horny as I was, because her nipples were doing their best to poke holes in her sweater.


      I struggled to keep my erection in check for the next forty-five minutes. Whenever I thought I had things under control, Wren would tease me with a soft sound of pleasure, or Daphne would close her eyes and take a deep breath like she was fighting down her own desires.


      Siobhan took pity on me and let us go a few minutes early. I managed to put on my robe without embarrassing myself. I jammed my hands in the robe’s pockets and held my erection to the side, but it was still obvious. A couple of girls noticed and shared a grin, which made me flush with embarrassment.


      Wren broke into a fit of laughter when we reached the sanctuary of Siobhan’s office. “God, I should feel bad for teasing you,” she said, “but it’s too much fun.”


      “Yeah, well, payback is hell.”


      “Oh?”


      I shot her a dark look and punctuated it with the snap of my boxers against my waist.


      “Nice tent,” she said sweetly. “Going camping?”


      I ignored her, but she didn’t relent until I finally shrugged into my backpack and tried to hide the bulge in my pants by zipping up my coat.


      “Really,” she said with another laugh, “you’re entirely too much fun.”


      “And you’re gonna get it one day.”


      Her eyes lit up. “One day soon?”


      I started to walk out without replying, but then turned and backed her against the desk with my body. “I would love to give it to you,” I said. “All eight inches.” (So it was an exaggeration. What can I say? The truth didn’t sound as menacing.) Then I changed tactics and smiled. “So,” I asked mildly, “when do you want it? I’m sure Trip would love for me to join you.”


      “Oh, that’s just mean.”


      “What? You mean he doesn’t want a threesome?”


      “You know he doesn’t.”


      “That’s too bad, ’cause you wouldn’t be able to walk straight after we finished with you.” I sighed and shook my head in mock disappointment. “But I guess that’s not gonna happen. Sucks, don’t it?”


      “Not fair.”


      “I can tease too, Beautiful,” I said. “And I learned from someone who makes us look like amateurs. Chin up, though. I’m sure you’ll get what you want… eventually. Trip can’t hold out forever.”


      “You don’t know Trip,” she muttered darkly.


      My grin turned into a chuckle. “Ah, but he doesn’t know you. You don’t take no for an answer. Not when you really want something.” I touched the back of her neck and tilted her face up for a kiss. I bent close but didn’t quite reach her lips. “Besides,” I said softly, “you know how much I want it.”


      Her eyes flashed open and she shoved me away when she realized that I wasn’t going to kiss her.


      I laughed it off. “In the meantime,” I said, “I’m going to give it to Daphne like there’s no tomorrow.”


      “Oh, that’s really not fair!”


      “Like I said,” I replied, “I can tease with the best of ’em.”


      She was still sputtering when I closed the office door behind me.


      Daphne had already left, which was probably for the best, since I had to get to Professor Liang’s class. I’d been late too many times already, and word would get back to Joska if I kept it up. So I headed to the computer lab and slid into my seat next to Gracie.


      “I didn’t think you were going to make it,” she said, but then trailed off.


      I glanced at her and felt my cheeks flush when I caught her staring at the bulge in my pants.


      She met my eyes but couldn’t hold them.


      I was still in a teasing mood, so I turned to my desk without trying to hide my erection. If she wants to look, I thought, let her look.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      I climbed off of Daphne and slouched across from her in the back seat. The window was cold against the back of my head, but I ignored it and let my eyes droop as I breathed deep through my nose. Light from the solitary streetlamp cast a soft glow through the fogged windows of the Land Cruiser. The alley behind Kmart wasn’t the most romantic spot, but Daphne hadn’t complained.


      “Do you want me to suck you off?”


      “Um… maybe in a few minutes,” I said. “I’m fine for now.”


      She felt her pussy. “But you didn’t come.”


      “Are you kidding? I blew a huge load.”


      “Where?”


      “In the condom. Where’d you think?”


      “But… you weren’t wearing one.” She sat up and looked. “Oh.”


      My dick was still mostly hard, and the full condom was obvious. I didn’t particularly like the new brand, though. They were too tight, but they were thinner than my usual Trojans.


      As long as they hold, I thought, and pinched the tip of the sheath as I tugged it off my pole. I winced as it tried to pull half my skin with it, but then it released and snapped free.


      “They’re new,” I said. “I thought I’d try ’em to see if they helped… with… um… you know.” I gestured at her pussy. “I guess they do. Chalk one up for the pharmacist.”


      “Huh?”


      “I told him about your symptoms.”


      She abruptly closed her legs and then crossed her arms over her breasts.


      “Whoa,” I backpedaled, “I don’t think you have VD or anything. I just told him about your… um… reaction when I wear a condom.”


      She relaxed a bit, but not completely.


      “He said you might be allergic to latex, so he suggested these.” I fished the two remaining condoms out of my pants pocket. “They’re lambskin,” I said. “Natural.”


      She took one of the foil packets and tilted it toward the light. “You got these just for me? Special and all?”


      “Sure. I mean, you didn’t seem to like the others. You always… um… squirmed. And you didn’t really enjoy sex except when I was bareback. At first I thought it might be me… you know, my size. I know I’m not huge, but—”


      “Oh, no, I like big dicks.”


      “Oh… that’s good,” I said. “But you don’t like it when I wear a condom, so…”


      “They always… itch.”


      “Yeah, the pharmacist asked about that. He also asked if your skin gets red or develops blisters. I didn’t think you did, but… um… I haven’t really looked that close afterward.”


      “I don’t get blisters,” she said, “but I get red sometimes, especially after several times.”


      “Sorry I didn’t notice sooner. Why didn’t you say anything?”


      She shrugged indifferently and held up the condom packet. “So I’m allergic to latex?”


      “Evidently.”


      “And you got these just ’cause I didn’t like the others?”


      I nodded.


      Daphne wasn’t a genius like Kendall, or even Gina, but she wasn’t dumb either. She knew what I’d done and why, but she didn’t know how to react. I watched the emotions play across her face in the unguarded moment: confusion, suspicion, affection, and then arousal.


      All of a sudden she climbed on my lap and started kissing me, quickly at first, but with growing passion. My dick reacted predictably, and after several heated minutes, I groped the seat until I found one of the condom packets.


      Daphne felt what I was doing and sat back long enough to take it from me. She extracted the condom and expertly rolled it over my shaft. Then she steadied me with one hand and sank onto my pole.


      I started to say something, but she bent over me and kissed me again. Then she sat up and began riding me in earnest. Her head pressed against the roof, but she didn’t seem to care. She was in her own little world, so I put my hands on her hips and watched her face as she rose and fell on my cock.


      She put on quite a show, cupping her breasts and tweaking her nipples until she sat down hard and ground her clit against the base of my shaft. Her pussy contracted around me and a rush of moisture flooded my thighs. I thought she might pull away or start crying (or both), but she simply sat there and panted quietly.


      “I think that’s the nicest thing anyone’s ever done for me,” she said at last. Then she felt the wetness between our thighs. “God, I made a mess. It’s so embarrassing.”


      “No, it’s okay. I… um… I kinda like it.”


      “You do?”


      I nodded. “It’s like the big finale at the end of fireworks. It lets you know that everything went off with a bang.”


      She actually laughed, but then sobered quickly and met my eyes. “You really are a nice guy, aren’t you?”


      “I try to be,” I said self-consciously. “I guess I treat people like I want to be treated. You know, ‘do unto others…’”


      She gave me a blank look.


      “The Golden Rule?”


      “Oh yeah. I remember that from Sunday school when I was a girl.” She breathed a soft, dark laugh. “I haven’t thought about it a lot since, though.”


      “Yeah, I kinda figured.”


      We sat in silence for a moment as she seemed to struggle with something. I couldn’t read her expression, but I could feel it in her body.


      “I want to do something,” she said at last. “You probably won’t like it, but I promise to make it up to you.”


      “Okay,” I said cautiously.


      “Sara wants me to do a photo shoot. Lingerie and nudes and… um… maybe some sex stuff.”


      “Ah. Okay.” I had some experience with that.


      “I want you to do it with me. The shoot.”


      “I dunno if that’s such a great idea,” I said. “I mean, Sara and I…”


      “She’ll do it if I ask.”


      “Yeah, but why would you? Ask, I mean.”


      “It’s just… something I want to do.”


      I said yes after a bit more persuading. I probably should’ve said no, but my curiosity got the better of me. I told myself that the big head was making the decision, but I wasn’t so sure. And I knew myself well enough to admit that even though I’d told Sara that I wasn’t a threat, I was incredibly competitive. Deep down I wanted Daphne to like me best.


      Great plan, genius, I mocked silently. What if you win? “In the meantime,” I said aloud, “I think you owe me a blowjob.”


      Daphne blinked.


      “You said you’d suck my cock,” I reminded her, “and it’s time to pay up.”


      “Swallow too?”


      “Of course!”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      My life slowly returned to normal over the next few days. Christy and I were polite to each other, but it would be a while before we’d have a conversation without an awkward moment or two. Still, it was better than silence and glares, and definitely better than arguments and backstabbing.


      Ash didn’t return to breakfast at all, and avoided me whenever I saw her in the A&A building. I still wanted to choke her until her eyes popped out, so it was probably best that we didn’t hang out together.


      I managed to get some cross-country flight time, and spent Sunday in Atlanta with Leah. In between rounds of sex, she talked about some guy she had the hots for. I think she used me as a distraction (or practice penis), although I didn’t really care which.


      A couple of days later I took my instrument flight test with Earl’s friend and passed with flying colors. I also spotted Kendall and some of her friends on her birthday. She didn’t see me, but she looked happy. I was glad for that. I still resented some of the things she’d done when we were together, but that didn’t mean I wanted her to be unhappy.


      I even caught up all my homework and class reading. I’d been struggling ever since my week of insanity, and it bugged me to skip assignments, even if the professors didn’t collect and grade them. I also found time to do a ton of work on my design project for Joska’s class.


      Everything was finally going right in my life, so I almost managed to forget my misgivings about the photo shoot with Daphne. When I did think about it, I wondered if I liked causing problems for myself. Part of me hoped that Daphne had forgotten about it, but she was waiting for me after class on Thursday to remind me.


      “Are you sure Sara’s okay with it?” I asked.


      “Of course she is,” Daphne said, and for once I could tell that she was lying. She must have seen the doubt in my eyes, because she gave me a quick kiss and headed to her next class. “See you Saturday.”


      Great, I thought. What have I gotten myself into?


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      I spent most of Friday trying to think of a way to politely back out of the photo shoot, but that evening I found a note stuck to my bedroom door.


      Sara called about the thing tomorrow. She said don’t be late. And bring a suit and tie and a couple different outfits. Polos and khakis. The usual faggy stuff you wear. (P.S. – I added the last part myself. Ha ha! Jeff.)


      I smiled at Jeff’s humor and then realized that Sara had called, not Daphne. Jeff had even captured her surly tone.


      “She’s going through with it?” I mused aloud.


      Evidently.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      I spent most of Saturday in the design lab with Trip and Gracie and about half of the other second-year students. People came and went, but a sizable group kept at it well into the afternoon. When I finally looked at my watch, I realized that I was going to be late for the photo shoot, so I began rolling up my drawings.


      “Hot date, Hughes?” one of the guys teased.


      “Sort of.”


      “God, that guy gets more pussy,” someone else muttered.


      “Shut up, Clay!” Gracie snapped.


      I flashed her a grateful smile and slung my carrying tube over my shoulder.


      She lowered her voice so only I could hear. “You don’t really have a date, do you?”


      “Yeah, sort of.”


      “But what about… your project?”


      “Get some for me,” someone called, and someone else added a wolf-whistle.


      Gracie scowled at them. “Shut up!”


      Trip added fuel to the fire when he started singing a dirty version of “Come On Eileen.”


      Gracie threw a drafting scale at him and he ducked. She seemed pretty straight-laced, and the sexual innuendos probably bothered her. I couldn’t do anything about it, though, so I grabbed the rest of my things and left with a wave.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Sara met me on the porch before I even had a chance to knock. She stepped into the cold and pulled the door closed behind her. For a moment I thought she might tell me to go home.


      “You’re late,” she said. “You were supposed to be here at five.”


      “Sorry about that. I was working on a project. It was kinda important.”


      “This is ‘kinda important.’ And I’ll be screwed if I don’t get this film off to the lab by Monday.”


      “The lab? Why? The school has darkrooms.”


      “Yeah, numb nuts, for black and white.”


      “So we’re shooting color today?”


      “You’re a genius.”


      “Look,” I said, “if you’re gonna cut me down the whole time, I can save you the trouble and go back to campus.” I started to turn away to make my point. “I have plenty—”


      She yanked me to face her.


      I looked down at her hand where she gripped my jacket and then gave her a hard, flat stare.


      She actually looked apologetic when she released me, so I didn’t press the issue. “Look,” she said, “this is important. I have a project too, and the proofs are due in a week. So I need to get these pictures tonight.”


      I continued to stare at her, unmoved.


      “If you won’t do it for me, do it for Daphne. She’s the one who wants you here in the first place, not me.”


      “But you need me here,” I said flatly, “don’t you?”


      “I don’t need you at all. I don’t—”


      “Okay. See ya.”


      “No, hold on!”


      I turned back and raised my eyebrows expectantly. I was pretty sure that Daphne had refused to do the shoot unless I was there, or that she’d offered something in trade to get Sara to agree. Either way, Sara had to deal with me, which gave me some leverage to make things a bit less combative.


      “All right,” she said at last, “I want you here.”


      I didn’t want to be a jerk, so I didn’t make her say that she “needed” me. Instead, I let my expression relax. “That’s good to hear,” I said. “I want to be here, too.”


      “Well duh. It’s Daphne. But I’m running the show, got it?”


      “Aye, aye, ma’am,” I said, although she missed the sarcasm.


      “And just because I’m nice to you while we’re shooting doesn’t mean I like you. I’m doing this for Daphne.”


      I managed to suppress a smirk and simply nodded instead.


      “At least you’re not the usual knuckle-dragger that she’s attracted to.”


      “Gee, thanks.”


      “But you’re a smug bastard, aren’t you?”


      “Not at all,” I said, bone dry. “My parents were married.”


      She actually laughed, but then covered it with a deeper scowl.


      I knew I’d won the first round, so I didn’t need to rub it in. I shifted my suit bag and gestured toward the door. “Ready to get started?”


      “Just remember who’s in charge, shi—”


      I cleared my throat to cut her off. “No problem,” I said. “You’re in charge.”


      She glared at me again for good measure and then turned to open the door.


      My cheeks flushed as soon as I walked into the apartment. It felt like a furnace, so I immediately dropped my things and shed my leather jacket.


      “Why so hot?” I asked.


      “’Cause we’re shooting nudes,” Sara said, almost sweetly, “and gooseflesh isn’t sexy.”


      “Oh, thanks.”


      “It’s not for you. It’s for Daphne.”


      I just laughed, which she ignored. Then I took a good look at her living room. She’d pushed all the furniture to the side and set up two big lights on poles. They were aimed at a backdrop that covered the back wall and extended eight or ten feet into the living room. In addition, she had several smaller fill lights on the floor. The whole setup looked like something out of a fashion magazine.


      Sara followed my gaze. “Daphne told me you have an SLR. Are you any good?”


      “I’m an amateur,” I said, and gestured at her apartment-cum-studio. “Especially compared to you.”


      She didn’t say anything snide for a change.


      A smallish guy came out of the kitchen and saw us. “Almost ready,” he said to Sara. He nodded at me like he knew me. “Hey, Paul. How’s it going?”


      “Um… pretty good,” I said after a moment. “You?”


      “Good, thanks. Long time, huh?”


      I played along. “Um… yeah, long time.”


      “You don’t remember me, do you?” He didn’t seem offended. “I’m Jamie, Billy’s friend.” My frown must’ve deepened, because he actually laughed. “Billy Vaughan,” he explained. “Your roommate. Last year…?”


      Everything finally clicked into place, although my expression made him laugh again.


      “Don’t worry about it,” he said. “We only met a few times.”


      “Dracula,” I said out of the blue. “Um… Inherit the Wind.” I stumbled through dim memories. “And… um… 1776!”


      “Wow,” he said, “you were paying attention.”


      “Yeah, sorry I didn’t recognize you sooner. How’s it been? Still doing theater?”


      “Of course,” he said with a flourish.


      “And how’s Billy?”


      His expression changed and he looked at Sara. “Does he… um…?”


      She snorted. “Him? Are you kidding?”


      Jamie turned back to me. “We don’t hang out much anymore.”


      I glanced between the two of them and wondered what I’d missed. I was about to ask when Daphne came out of the bedroom. She saw me and her eyes lit up. We shared a moment of excitement before we remembered that we weren’t alone.


      “You can put your stuff over there,” Sara said brusquely, and gestured toward the pile of furniture. “And then take off your clothes.”


      I stood there for a moment, confused. Daphne was dressed in a red cocktail dress and matching shoes, and I figured that I’d wear my suit. We’d look like a couple on a date. I didn’t expect to strip down first thing.


      “Come on,” Sara said. “We don’t have all night. Jamie still has to do your makeup.”


      That brought up another problem, and I shot a glance at Jamie. Most guys are uncomfortable with nudity, especially when it’s another guy.


      “Don’t worry about me,” he said. “I see it all the time. In the theater.”


      “In the theater?” Sara scoffed. “Right.”


      “You’re one to talk,” he shot back.


      I still didn’t know what they were talking about, but judging from Sara’s impatient look, I wasn’t going to find out. So I hung my suit bag on an overturned chair and began taking off my clothes.


      “Are you sure about this?” I said as I sat down next to Jamie’s makeup table.


      “Everybody needs makeup, sweetie,” he said. “Trust me. Well, everybody except Daph. Her skin is flawless.”


      He gave me a critical appraisal and then used a wedge of sponge to apply base and a little concealer. He didn’t use lipstick or eye shadow or anything else, but it still made me feel strange.


      “There,” he said, and surveyed his handiwork. “You’re ready for Playgirl.” Then he casually surveyed the rest of my body. “You want it anywhere else? I can give you a six-pack, or make your pecs stand out.”


      “Um… no thanks. I’m cool.”


      He rolled his eyes. “I don’t bite,” he said, but then smirked. “Unless you like that sort of thing.”


      Sara came over. “Is he ready?” She looked over my shoulder and studied my face in the little mirror. “Yeah, you’ll do. Here,” she said, and held out a dog collar and leash. “Put this on.”


      “Excuse me?”


      “Which part didn’t you understand? Put. This. On.” She shook the collar for emphasis. “Come on, we don’t have all night.”


      I decided not to make a big deal of it, so I took the collar and fastened it around my neck.


      “Good boy,” Sara said. “Now come over here.” She gestured at the backdrop and then ignored me as she began adjusting the lights.


      Daphne took one look at me and covered a smile.


      “I didn’t realize I’d be a dog,” I muttered.


      “I’ll swallow your bone,” she said softly.


      I cracked a smile.


      She smiled too, but then turned serious. “Thank you,” she whispered. “This means a lot.”


      “I’m glad.” I was about to tell her how sexy she looked when Sara clapped her hands for attention.


      “Daphne, you stand in the center. Paul, get on your hands and knees next to her. You’re her loving pet. Got it?”


      “Loving pet. Got it,” I said, but couldn’t resist a spark of mischief. “Do you mean that literally?”


      Her expression was hard and unamused.


      “Evidently not,” I muttered, and got down on all fours.


      “All right,” Sara began, “for this first scene, I want you to…”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      We took a break a couple of hours later. After the loving pet scene, we did another where Daphne used me as furniture. She lounged on me in a dozen different poses. It was fun because her dress was short and she wasn’t wearing panties, but it was still hard work. Daphne wasn’t a small girl, and I had to hold her in some positions that really tested my strength.


      Sara evidently wanted to break me, so I smiled and did everything she asked without complaint. If she thought I’d cry uncle, she was going to be disappointed. Daphne apologized a couple of times—quietly, of course—but I shook it off. I was made of tougher stuff than that, and Sara hadn’t even scratched the surface.


      I snapped out of my woolgathering when Jamie said, “I’m starving. Who wants a sandwich?”


      “Me,” Sara said without looking up from her equipment table. “I could eat a cow.”


      She was probably serious. Jamie was ostensibly her helper, but he ended up holding diffusers or reflectors more than anything else. Sara worked harder than all of us, directing the shoot, handling her equipment, and moving the lights as well.


      Jamie gave me a sandwich wrapped in wax paper, and my stomach let me know that I hadn’t eaten since breakfast. I tore open the wrapper and tried not to wolf down the food.


      “What is this?” I asked when I came up for air.


      “Turkey and Havarti,” he said, “with Dijon mustard and slices of Granny Smith apple.”


      I blinked and looked at my sandwich with a new appreciation. “It’s really good.”


      “Thanks.”


      “They’re my favorite,” Daphne said.


      “Of course they are, doll,” he said.


      She smiled and gave him a kiss on the cheek.


      I waited for Sara to bristle, but she didn’t seem to care. I was still trying to figure out what was going on when she crumpled her wax paper and picked up her notepad.


      “Okay,” she said, “I want to do the curves and angles scene next.”


      Jamie nodded and began picking up the trash from the sandwiches.


      “We’ll finish off with the silhouettes in black and white,” Sara went on. “Got it?”


      “Yes, ma’am,” he said.


      “Go ahead and slip out of your dress, hon,” she told Daphne, “and let Jamie touch up your hair and makeup.” She turned to me. “You can wait over there.”


      “Do I need to get dressed or anything?”


      “No. You’re going to be in your birthday suit all night.”


      “Then why’d you have me bring all those clothes?” The words were barely out of my mouth before I realized that I’d been set up. “You just wanted to prove you were in charge,” I said, “didn’t you?”


      “I am in charge.”


      I snorted a laugh. “Whatever.” If she expected me to get upset at that, she was going to be disappointed again.


      Daphne joined me on the backdrop a few minutes later. She was still wearing her heels, but nothing else. I gave her a discreet once-over. She posed and let me look until Sara finished resetting the lights.


      “Everyone ready?” she said.


      For the first several shots, I stood behind Daphne and covered her breasts with my hands. Sara didn’t want to see my face at all, so I hid behind Daphne’s shoulders (in heels she was two or three inches taller than me). After a couple of shots, we changed poses and went from there, with Sara giving direction and shooting from different angles.


      I began to enjoy myself. Sara was surprisingly easy to work with, especially since she was a different person behind the lens. I didn’t want to admit it, but I was impressed. Daphne made things fun too. She was completely at ease in front of the camera and didn’t mind being nude, even in front of several people. Most people are self-conscious about their body and get nervous when people look at them, but not Daphne.


      She was having fun teasing me as well. She wasn’t obvious about it, but most of our poses involved a lot of contact. I tried not to react when she “accidentally” brushed my cock or pressed her ass against it, but all the teasing was beginning to have an effect.


      I worried what would happen when Sara noticed my nascent erection, but she actually found it amusing. Maybe she thought I was frustrated or something. Too bad for her that I’d spent a lot of time around Susan, who used to tease me and keep me hard for hours.


      After six or seven rolls of film, Sara called a break. I couldn’t hide my erection once Daphne and I separated, but no one seemed to care, although Jamie wasn’t shy about checking me out. I figured that he was one of those rare guys like me, who wasn’t self-conscious about looking at another guy’s dick.


      He didn’t have time to stare, though, because Sara started giving directions for the next scene. She moved the main lights behind us and adjusted them to cover the backdrop. When Jamie turned off the fill lights, the shadows crowded closer, and Sara stepped forward to meter the light. Finally, she loaded her camera with a fresh roll of film.


      “Okay,” she said, “this next series is silhouettes in black and white. Daphne, give me lots of poses that show off your curves.” She lowered her viewfinder and looked at me. “Try to keep your boner out of sight. This isn’t porn. Okay? It’s art.”


      I agreed, although I was a bit nonplussed. I hadn’t expected her to be so sanguine about my erection, especially since it was mere inches away from her girlfriend. But she seemed to care more about her scene than me, so I shut up and did what I was told.


      When Sara checked her camera again to set the exposure, Daphne leaned close and whispered, “I owe you.”


      “Mmm hmm,” I said under my breath. “A blowjob.”


      “As many as you want.”


      “What’s that?” Sara asked, and Daphne and I acted like teenagers who’d been caught making out.


      “Nothing, love,” Daphne said.


      “All right then, let’s get shooting. We don’t have all night.”


      Sara started taking pictures, and I made sure to keep my erection behind Daphne as much as I could, although some of our poses left me completely exposed. Fortunately, I wasn’t shy about grabbing the thing and holding it out of the way until Daphne moved into a new pose.


      The real problem was that Daphne was as horny as I was. Even when my dick wasn’t pressed against her in some pose, she knew it was there. She didn’t show it on the outside, but I could almost feel her thrumming with desire.


      “Okay,” Sara said at last, “I think I have everything I need.”


      Daphne and I looked at each other. We were both thinking the same thing, but we couldn’t do anything about it. Fortunately, Sara didn’t notice our expressions as we slowly separated.


      Jamie turned on a few lights and then looked at his watch. “Um… I hate to run, but…”


      Sara looked at her own watch. “Oh, that’s right,” she said, “you had to leave by ten.”


      He nodded. “We’re…” He glanced at me. “Um…going to a rehearsal.”


      “Sorry we ran late,” Sara said. “Go ahead and get out of here. Say hi to Tom. Have fun at your, ahem, rehearsal.”


      “Do you want me to help with the lights before I go?” he asked.


      She shook her head. “I can manage.”


      “I’ll help,” I said.


      Sara gave me a weird look, but Jamie smiled gratefully.


      “Thanks,” he said.


      He kissed Sara on the cheek and then gave Daphne a hug and kiss. He didn’t seem affected by her nudity. He was probably used to it from the theater, but Daphne was more Playmate than college play, so I didn’t understand how he could blithely ignore her body as she pressed against him.


      “It was good to see you again,” he said to me as he gathered his coat and satchel.


      “Yeah, good to see you too.”


      “Good night, good night,” he said to the girls. “Parting is such sweet sorrow.”


      He left with a flourish and a blast of cold air.


      I started to move the heavy lights away from the backdrop, but Daphne had other ideas.


      “Love,” she said to Sara, “can we do one more scene?”


      “It’s kinda late.”


      “Just one? I’ve been thinking about it and it’ll be a good one, I promise.”


      I almost laughed at the conflict in Sara’s face. She clearly wanted to put the apartment back in order and get me out of there, but at the same time she didn’t want to disappoint Daphne.


      “I’ll dance for you,” Daphne blurted. “I know how you love it.”


      Sara gave me a pointed look. “Can’t it wait till later?”


      “It’ll be better with Paul,” Daphne said.


      Sara’s expression said otherwise.


      “He can be the customer,” Daphne explained. “He can sit in a chair with his back to the camera.”


      “I don’t know, hon.”


      “Please? I promise you’ll like it.”


      Sara eventually gave in, but not before glaring at me. “Put on your suit,” she said. “And if you smirk one more time, I’ll knock your block off.”


      I grinned to tweak her and headed for my clothes. Unfortunately, I had time to think while I was getting dressed. I didn’t want to believe the rumors about Daphne and Sara, but too many things had started to add up. I should have figured it out sooner, I told myself, but I’d been too distracted. Besides, I didn’t really care if she’d been a stripper. I didn’t mind being nude in front of people—I even enjoyed it sometimes—so I could see the appeal, especially for someone like Daphne.


      I was still thinking about it when Daphne emerged from the bedroom. She looked like she’d just stepped out of a Frederick’s of Hollywood catalog, with a matching blue bra and panty set, a garter belt, white stockings, and four-inch platform heels.


      Even Sara gawked. Then she came to her senses and glanced at me. “Bring a kitchen chair and put it in the middle of the backdrop,” she said. “Sit facing away from the camera. I don’t want your ugly mug in these shots.”


      I shot my cuffs and stifled another grin.


      “Damn, hon,” Sara half-whispered to Daphne as she walked to the backdrop, “you look fantastic.”


      Daphne lowered her eyes and put on the shy act. I saw right through it, but Sara bought it completely. She ignored me and pulled Daphne to her. It was a rough gesture, and Daphne gasped when Sara grabbed her ass. I wanted to watch, but decided to give them some privacy instead. I faced the backdrop and quietly took my seat.


      As I waited I straightened my cuffs again, flicked a piece of imaginary lint from my trousers, and tried to ignore the scene behind me. The girls didn’t make a sound, but my imagination didn’t need any.


      Sara finally broke the silence. “I’ll get the music,” she said, her voice husky.


      I suppressed a chuckle and wondered if I sounded like that when I wanted to fuck Daphne senseless.


      Daphne stepped onto the backdrop, and I pretended to ignore her rock-hard nipples and flushed expression. A moment later Sara set a boombox to the side of the backdrop and plugged it in. She pressed Play and thumping disco music flooded the apartment.


      “Not so loud,” Daphne said over it. “The neighbors will complain again. You know what happened last time.”


      “I don’t give a damn,” Sara said, although she turned the volume down.


      Daphne began swaying her hips to the sound of Donna Summer. She locked eyes with Sara, who had moved behind me. I instinctively turned to look.


      “Don’t move,” Sara warned. “Just shut up and enjoy the show.”


      Her shutter clicked and the motor drive whirred close over my shoulder. She continued shooting as Daphne danced to the beat of “I Feel Love.”


      My dick tented my pants in record time. I’d never been to a strip club, but I knew a professional when I saw one. Daphne moved like pure sex appeal, half-lost in the music. I almost gulped when she opened her eyes and swayed toward me. She turned away and bent over to rub her panty-covered ass against my crotch.


      I had to grip the edge of the chair to keep from pulling her onto my lap. Then she faced me and straddled my hips as she thrust her cleavage in my face. I felt the heat of her body, although she never quite touched me. Then she danced away, her eyes still locked on Sara. I knew I was just a prop, but I still couldn’t believe how the girls ignored me almost completely.


      Daphne danced close and said something to Sara. I turned my head in time to glimpse Sara as she tossed aside her T-shirt and picked up her camera again. She unclasped her bra with one hand and raised the viewfinder with the other. Her breasts swayed into view as she shrugged out of the bra and flung it away so she could use both hands on the camera.


      I stared at her chest like I’d never seen a pair of breasts before. When I faced Daphne again, she was cupping her own breasts and pinching her nipples. I started to say something, but lost the thread of it as she hooked her thumbs in her panties and began working them over her hips.


      “You too,” she told Sara.


      I didn’t want to take my eyes off Daphne, but the thought of Sara getting naked right behind me was irresistible. I sat undecided for a moment but gave in and glanced back just as she kicked off her panties.


      Her bush was dark brown, like her hair, and trimmed into a neat triangle. She ignored me completely as my eyes devoured her flat stomach and lingered on her full breasts. They were bigger than Daphne’s, but just as firm, and her nipples looked very, very hard.


      I almost jumped when Daphne unzipped my trousers and pulled out my cock. She stroked it a couple of times and then danced away again.


      Sara continued taking pictures over my shoulder as Daphne swayed and caressed herself. She danced close and rubbed her ass against my stiff pole, and I somehow managed to keep from spewing all over her.


      She turned around and ran her hands up my chest and under my suit coat. With a practiced motion she flipped the coat over my shoulders. I shrugged out of it while she loosened my tie and used it to pull me toward her. My nose hit her chest and soft breasts cradled my face.


      I thought Sara would freak out, but she simply loaded a new roll of film and kept shooting. Daphne unbuttoned my shirt and practically ripped it over my shoulders. Then she went to work on my belt. I lifted my hips so she could pull off my pants and boxers. My heart was beating so fast that my cock pulsed in time with the music.


      Daphne grabbed my hand and pulled me up as she lay back. I knew what she wanted, but a sudden flare of conscience stopped me from kneeling between her legs. Instead, I moved beside her and used a finger to probe her damp bush.


      The hair on the back of my neck prickled as Sara moved behind me. I waited for her to hit me with a baseball bat. Instead, she stood over Daphne and continued taking pictures. I thrust a finger into the furnace of Daphne’s pussy. She was hot and very wet, so I added another finger and then a third. Daphne moaned over the music while Sara kept shooting.


      Time raced to a standstill. I vaguely remember Sara changing film a couple of times, but I was too busy with Daphne to pay much attention. My dick ached with the need to bury itself in something hot and wet, but I resisted the urge and fingered her instead. Daphne writhed and moaned until she released a flood of hot juices.


      “Oh, God,” Sara said, “perfect!” Her camera clicked away while Daphne stiffened from the pleasure of a second wave. Her pussy didn’t gush again, but it clamped down on my fingers like her life depended on it.


      The music stopped abruptly and Sara’s camera fell silent at the same time. Daphne’s breasts heaved from her breathing, and I saw spots as oxygen returned to my brain. I’d been holding my breath, and I wanted to laugh. Hysterically.


      When I finally came to my senses, Sara’s ass was only a foot in front of me. Her legs were spread as she stood over Daphne, and the dark outline of her labia showed through her pubic hair. None of us moved for several moments. Then Sara stepped aside and looked at me.


      “Do you mind taking your fingers out of my girlfriend?” It was the same tone she might’ve used to ask for the salt.


      My fingers came free with a squelch, and I sat back on my haunches. The smell of pussy juice hit me and my dick twitched with the need for release. I ignored it and watched as Sara loaded a new roll of film and shot several pictures of Daphne’s glowing face.


      Her breathing grew slow and regular, and I thought that she’d fallen asleep. Then I realized that she had. Sara smiled down at Daphne and couldn’t resist the urge to take a few more pictures.


      “Do you want me to carry her to bed?” I asked after a minute.


      “Yes, please.”


      I gathered Daphne in my arms and stood. Her eyes fluttered, but she was too logy to speak. Sara opened the French doors into the bedroom and I followed. Then she folded back the covers and I slid Daphne under them. She opened her eyes with an effort and looked up at us.


      Sara bent and gave her a kiss on the forehead, soft and affectionate and full of tenderness. I started to go, but Daphne caught my hand.


      “Thank you,” she said to me. Then her eyes shifted to Sara. “Both of you.”


      “Hush, love,” Sara said quietly.


      Daphne frowned up at us. “You shouldn’t fight.”


      “We won’t,” Sara said. “I promise.” Then she kissed her again and pulled the covers over her. “Go to sleep. I’ll come to bed as soon as I can. ”


      Daphne nodded and closed her eyes, too exhausted to argue.


      Sara and I left in a weird silence. When she closed the doors to the bedroom, the click of the latch seemed to echo in the small apartment.


      We stood there for a moment, nude and aroused, unsure what to do next.


      “Why didn’t you do it?” Sara finally asked. “She wanted you to.”


      I shrugged. “It didn’t seem like the thing to do.”


      She snorted.


      “Besides,” I added, “I told you I wouldn’t.” I caught her expression and frowned in accusation. “You don’t remember.”


      “Remember what?”


      “You made me promise not to have sex with her in your apartment.”


      “I don’t remember half the things I say when I’m angry.”


      “Maybe, but I do.”


      She eyed me narrowly. “You really mean that, don’t you?”


      I nodded.


      “I thought it was because you didn’t have the balls.”


      “Oh, I have the balls,” I said, “but I also have… respect.”


      “Yeah, for wha—? You mean for me?”


      I shrugged.


      “What? Are you gay? Some kind of Boy Scout?”


      I rolled my eyes and pointed at my dick, which had finally softened to half-mast. “What do you think?”


      “All right, so you’re not gay.”


      “No,” I said. “I’m just a guy who’s trying to do the right thing.”


      “Christ, then you are a Boy Scout.”


      “Whatever,” I said in disgust, and turned away.


      “Hey, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it like that.”


      I stopped and glanced back.


      “It’s just that… I’ve never met a guy like you. Not one who’s for real, at least.”


      “So you’ve figured out that I’m for real?”


      “I don’t know what else you could be,” she said at last.


      “I’m glad you realize that,” I said, and turned away. I resisted the urge to add, Finally.


      “Hey, wait! Where’re you going?”


      “Home,” I said. “It’s almost midnight, and it’s been a long day. Why?”


      “I… um…”


      I raised an eyebrow at her sudden change of attitude.


      “I don’t know exactly how to say this, but… um… do you mind if I shoot you?”


      “With a camera or a gun?”


      She actually laughed. “A camera.”


      “What for? Didn’t you get enough earlier?”


      “I… um… I just had an idea for my project.”


      Both eyebrows went up at that.


      “Since you’re already here,” she said, “and since you’re already… you know.” She gestured vaguely.


      “What? Nude? Aroused? Confused?”


      “All of the above?”


      I hesitated.


      “So you’ll do it?”


      “Yeah, I guess.”


      She didn’t bother getting dressed, and seemed as unconcerned about it as I was about my own nudity. I was a bit self-conscious about my recurring erection, but I couldn’t really do anything about it, so I tried to ignore it.


      We repositioned the lights for a silhouette shoot and then Sara loaded her camera. I was still wondering what she was up to when she turned businesslike and asked me to step onto the backdrop and do some bodybuilder poses.


      I started to imitate the pictures I’d seen in an article about Arnold Schwarzenegger, although I wasn’t sure I was doing what she wanted. I tried to keep my hard-on out of the shots, but she lowered her camera and looked a bit awkward.


      “Hey… um… I need some more explicit shots, if you know what I mean.”


      “You mean you want my dick in these?”


      “Yeah, sort of.”


      “You either do or you don’t,” I half-snapped. I was horny and annoyed—never a good combination—and regretted my tone almost immediately.


      “Okay, I want boner shots. There! I said it. Are you happy?”


      “Sorry,” I said. “I didn’t mean to sound so snappy.” I turned to the side and put my hands on my hips. My rod jutted almost obscenely. “How’s that?”


      Instead of answering, she raised the camera and pressed the shutter release.


      I started posing again, doing different things that I only vaguely remembered from the article. I also tried to do what Daphne had done: hold a pose for a few seconds and then shift to a new one and hold it. My erection began to flag as I concentrated.


      Sara lowered the camera. “Do you mind…?” she said, and gestured at my dick.


      I blinked. “You mean you want it hard?”


      “Well duh.” She pointed to her breasts. “Why do you think I’m shooting in the nude? It’s not ’cause I like you.”


      “You’re kidding, right?”


      “I don’t kid around when it comes to a shot. Now come on, we don’t have all night. Get it up, big boy. Stroke it if you need to.”


      “Unbelievable,” I muttered, and gripped my cock. It came back to life quickly, especially when Sara encouraged me by teasing one of her nipples. “Un-fucking-believable,” I muttered again.


      We shot another four rolls of film, and my erection was the star of the show. I had to periodically stroke it to keep it hard, but Sara made it easy. She knew what kind of effect her body had on me, and had no qualms about caressing herself or “accidentally” giving me a beaver shot as she crouched to shoot from different angles.


      Not surprisingly, I was ready to explode by the time she finally unloaded her camera and set it on her little equipment table. I headed for my clothes with visions of a long shower and the threesome that was going to feature in my jerk-off fantasy.


      “How come you never asked?”


      I stopped and turned. “Asked what?” Was she interested after all?


      “About the rumors.”


      My hopes took a nosedive as I thought about the question. “I guess ’cause it’s none of my business,” I said at last.


      “Weren’t you curious?”


      “Of course I was. But still, it’s none of my business. Besides, I kinda felt guilty.”


      “Guilty? Why? You didn’t spread them. Not that I heard, at least.” She looked suspicious. “Or did I miss something?”


      “Um… no,” I said, and stared at the floor. “It’s just that… well… it’s sort of my fault that they started the rumors. They did it to get back at me.”


      “Well duh. Aren’t you a genius.”


      My brow wrinkled in confusion. “You mean you knew? Why they started them, I mean.”


      “I didn’t know for sure until you just said it, but I thought it had to do with you.”


      “How?”


      She laughed and shook her head in bewilderment. “You really aren’t that bright after all, are you?”


      “We’re not gonna start that again, are we?”


      “Sorry,” she said, and seemed to mean it. “Sometimes I forget that guys don’t actually think with that thing you keep on top of your shoulders.”


      I wanted to deny it, but couldn’t bring myself to even try, so I gave her the satisfaction of a rueful grin.


      She paused and then sized me up as she said, “They’re true, you know.”


      “What? The rumors?” My eyes must’ve widened, because she shrugged indifferently.


      “I don’t really care what you think,” she lied. “I wanted to know why you said what you did. That’s all.”


      “Said?”


      “To that bitch Aisling and your little girlfriend.”


      I ignored the barb—Christy wasn’t my girlfriend.


      “What’s her name? Christy something? Anyway, I heard about what you said to them.”


      “What did you hear?”


      She ignored the question and continued with her own. “So why bother sticking up for us? Why not just get back at those little tramps?”


      “Hold on a second,” I said, my voice tightly controlled, “they’re my friends, and they’re not tramps. What did you—?”


      “Okay, if they’re your friends, then why defend us?”


      I pulled back in surprise.


      “Well?”


      “Because Daphne is my friend too,” I said, “and you’re Daphne’s friend.” I shrugged. “And maybe I thought—”


      “What? That I’d fuck you if you defended my honor or something?”


      My expression hardened.


      She had the good grace to look ashamed. “Sorry,” she mumbled. “I didn’t mean it that way.”


      “Then how did you mean it?”


      “I just want to know why you did it. Why’d you stick up for us?”


      “Because somebody had to.”


      “We don’t need you to protect us!”


      “I wasn’t doing it for you!”


      “Then why’d you do it?”


      “Listen, you s—” I took a deep breath and closed my eyes before I said something I’d regret. I found my center and took another deep breath. “I did it because it was the right thing to do, because I couldn’t live with myself if I hadn’t said anything.”


      “I don’t understand.”


      I paused to consider my answer. “I guess it has to do with who I am. Or who I want to be, at least.”


      “What’s that have to do with anything?”


      “If I don’t do what’s right, then what kind of man am I?”


      “The usual kind.”


      “You just don’t get it, do you?”


      “What? You think you’re different?”


      “I am different,” I said pointedly. “And there are plenty of guys like me. Better, even. Lots better.”


      “Yeah, right.”


      “Just because you’ve never met one doesn’t mean they don’t exist.”


      “Yeah? And what makes you so special?”


      “Because I care what’s right!”


      “Sure you do.”


      I turned away in disgust. “I guess I shouldn’t expect you to understand.”


      “Hold on!” She grabbed me. “I didn’t mean it like that.”


      I looked down at her hand and she pulled it back.


      “Sorry.” Her expression softened. “Look, I don’t want to fight, okay? I promised Daphne.”


      I feigned surprise. “You mean you actually meant what you said?”


      “Of course I di—” Her lips formed a soft O.


      I nodded. “Maybe you do understand.”


      “Look, I’m sorry. Okay? It’s just gonna take a while.”


      “To what?”


      She fidgeted. “To get used to you.”


      “I’m not the easiest person to get used to.”


      “Neither am I,” she conceded. “Christ! I need a drink. You want one?”


      She didn’t wait for an answer. Instead, she went to the kitchen and came back with a jug of wine. She unscrewed the top and poured two glasses. I laughed when she handed me one: they were Flintstones collectibles from Burger King. We clinked them together and each took a big swallow.


      She grimaced. “That’s one thing I miss about working in the clubs.”


      I lifted an eyebrow.


      “The champagne,” she said. “It was usually cheap stuff, but better than this.” She finished her wine and then refilled our glasses. “You wanna sit down?”


      All of a sudden she seemed to notice that she was still nude. She didn’t look embarrassed or even uncomfortable, although she avoided looking at my dick. It was soft at the time, but only just. “Um… or maybe you want to go home and… you know…,” she said, “take care of things.”


      “With Rosy and her friends?” I said blandly.


      “Yeah, something like that.”


      I considered it for a moment before I said, “Be a shame to waste such good wine.”


      “I’m not going to sleep with you, even if I get drunk.”


      “Didn’t think you were,” I half-lied. She narrowed her eyes, so I came clean. “All right, a guy can dream, right?”


      “That’s all you’ll be doing.”


      “Fair enough. Then let’s sit down and have a drink instead.”


      “Gimme a sec.”


      She returned from the bedroom a minute later, wearing a short, form-fitting silk robe. It barely covered her ass and didn’t do a thing to hide the shape of her luscious breasts, but it was more than a fig leaf.


      I had done the same, although my boxers didn’t hide my erection either. It had returned when I’d had an errant fantasy about Sara and her perfect breasts. She picked up her glass and sank to the couch. I joined her, and she actually laughed when my hard-on popped out of my fly.


      “Sorry,” I said as I tucked it back in, “it has a mind of its own.”


      “They all do,” she said, and raised Wilma Flintstone in salute. She drained it in one gulp and then poured another. She stared into it for a long time and then said, “Thanks for everything tonight.”


      “You’re welcome.”


      “And thanks for not fucking Daphne when you had the chance.”


      “It seemed like the right thing to do,” I said, although my balls disagreed.


      “Yeah, well, lots of guys would’ve done it anyway.”


      “I’m not ‘lots of guys.’”


      “So you keep telling me.”


      “Do you believe it yet?”


      “No. Yes. Hell, how should I know? Can we talk about something else?”


      “Sure. How about Christy? She wanted to apologize, you know. In person. I talked her out of it.”


      “Why?”


      “I thought you’d kill her,” I said frankly.


      “Are you kidding? Why should I? I don’t care about her.”


      “But—”


      “Look, I don’t care what she thinks. I don’t care what anyone thinks about me.” She shook her head in annoyance. “Let’s talk about something else.”


      “Okay,” I said slowly, “how about your project?”


      “You really want to know, don’t you?”


      I nodded.


      She took a drink while she processed that. Then she started talking. I listened and sipped my wine while she explained that every photography major had to create a portfolio project before they could graduate, and she’d been putting hers off. Architecture majors had to do something similar, so I understood what kind of pressure she was under.


      “But Daphne wouldn’t pose unless she could do it with you,” Sara finished. She took another drink of wine and gave me an accusing look over the rim of the glass. “She really cares about you. I hope you realize that. I’ve seen her play guys before, and she’s not playing you.”


      “I care about her too.”


      “I know,” she said morosely. “That’s what sucks.”


      “She loves you, though.”


      “You really think so?”


      I nodded. “You can see it in her eyes when she looks at you.”


      “Then why is she fucking you on the side?”


      “Maybe she needs… um… you know.” I gestured at my semi-dormant erection.


      “I don’t.”


      “But maybe Daphne does. Do you… um…?” I took a drink of wine and cleared my throat. “Do you use… toys… when you’re together?”


      “None of your business.”


      “I’ll take that as a no.”


      She glared.


      “Maybe you should try,” I said. “I mean, if Daphne likes… you know… there’s no reason you can’t buy something similar.”


      “You mean a vibrator.”


      “Or a dildo.”


      “What do you care? I thought you liked fucking her.”


      “I do.”


      “Then why are you trying to talk yourself out of a job?”


      “First of all,” I said, “it’s not a ‘job.’ It’s something I do because I enjoy it. I also enjoy making Daphne happy. But she doesn’t love me.”


      “You don’t love her either,” she accused.


      “At least I realize it. Most guys would follow her to the ends of the earth if she even gave ’em the time of day.”


      “Yeah,” Sara admitted, “you’re right about that.” The wine was starting to hit her, so her speech was a bit too precise. “But why do you care?”


      “I told you: I care about Daphne. I want her to be happy.”


      “Even if she cuts you off?”


      “I can get laid any time,” I said with a shrug. “I don’t have many opportunities to make someone happy.”


      “Christ, you are a weird one.”


      “Maybe. But I am what I am.”


      “Yeah, I guess you are.” She raised her glass, drank it off, and then glanced at the clock.


      “Yeah,” I agreed, “it’s time for me to go.” I finished my own wine and stood. “Thanks for being… cool… tonight.”


      She scowled automatically before she realized that I was offering an olive branch. Her expression softened. “Thanks for not being a normal guy.”


      “I’ll take that as a compliment.”


      “I still don’t get you.”


      “And if you’re lucky,” I said, “you never will.”


      She laughed and reached for my glass.


      Our hands touched when I passed it to her, and then our eyes met. We weren’t exactly friends, but we weren’t enemies anymore and we both realized it.


      “Try not to look so smug,” she said.


      “Who? Me? Smug?”


      “Just go home and… do… whatever you’re going to do.”


      “You know exactly what I’m going to do,” I said, “and you know who I’m going to be thinking about when I do it.”


      She whirled and her eyes flashed. So did her left nipple as the robe came loose. Since her hands were full, she scowled and tried to shrug the robe back into place. Instead of covering herself, her entire breast slipped out.


      I smirked and walked toward her. “Let me help with those.”


      “Touch me and lose a hand.”


      “Wouldn’t dream of it,” I said smoothly, and took the glasses from her.


      She straightened her robe and retied the belt. Then she snatched the glasses and spun away, headed toward the kitchen.


      I watched her ass move under the thin silk of the robe.


      “Enjoy it while you can, buster,” she said.


      “Oh, I will, thanks.”


      After I got dressed I helped pack away the lights and backdrop and other equipment. At first Sara told me that she’d take care of it in the morning, but I could tell that she was grateful for the help. The backdrop alone was a two-person job, not to mention the heavy lights and cases.


      So it was nearly two in the morning when I finally unlocked the door to my apartment. I was exhausted, but I couldn’t stop thinking about Sara’s body and what I’d do to her if she weren’t a lesbian.


      “Confirmed lesbian,” I told myself as I closed the door behind me.


      The apartment was quiet, but it reeked of beer and cigarette smoke, and I could hear the faint sound of the bed squeaking in Luke and Jeff’s room. I rolled my eyes and dumped my things on my bed. The room was dark and empty, but smelled completely different than the living room. My dick realized what it was before I did, and it rose to attention. Again.


      I was just about to turn on the light when I heard the bathroom door open. A moment later someone tiptoed into the bedroom and ran into me. She stifled a scream, and a second person ran into her.


      “What the—?” Trip turned on the light and blinked. He and Wren were towel-wrapped and still damp from the shower. They also had a freshly-fucked glow about them, which my dick also noticed.


      “Oh, hey,” Trip said lamely. “We thought you were out for the night.”


      I shook my head. “Just helping a friend with a project.”


      “This is kinda awkward,” he said, “but… um…”


      “No problem. I’ll sleep on the couch.”


      “You can’t,” Wren said. “Sorry.”


      For a fleeting moment I thought that she wanted to have a threesome, but then she explained.


      “Christy’s on the couch.”


      “Christy?”


      Wren nodded. “We were modeling in Siobhan’s studio, and—”


      “Wait,” I said. “Who’s ‘we’?”


      Trip looked embarrassed, although Wren grinned and included him with a glance.


      “Well,” I said dryly, “that explains”—I gestured at the room and the two of them—“you know. But why does the living room smell like a bar? Luke and… um… company?”


      “Oh, no,” Wren said brightly, “that was us. We went to the Strip after modeling.”


      Their evening sounded a lot like mine, but they had each other, whereas I was looking forward to my right hand.


      Super, I thought glumly. And I get to sleep on the floor afterward. “So why is Christy on the couch?”


      “We came back here after the bar,” Trip said.


      “And she fell asleep on the couch,” Wren added, “so we decided not to move her.”


      Christy picked that moment to wander past the doorway, headed for the bathroom. She was wearing a Riverwood Wrestling T-shirt that did little to hide her body. The bathroom door thumped shut behind her.


      “Was that my T-shirt?” I asked.


      “Sorry about that,” Wren said. “She spilled beer on herself. We tried to give her one of Trip’s shirts, but she wanted one of yours. I didn’t think you’d mind.”


      “No problem,” I said in resignation. Then I took a last look at my bed (and the box of Kleenex next to it). “Let me grab a pillow and blanket and I’ll get out of here.”


      Wren looked pained for a moment but then had an idea. She found her purse and pulled out her keys. “Here,” she said, “you can sleep in our apartment. Take my bed. I thought we might end up there tonight”—she smiled at Trip—“so I put on clean sheets this morning.”


      I started to argue but then thought better of it. “Yeah, sure,” I said, and took the keys. “Thanks.”


      “Thank you,” Trip said. Then he waved at the apartment in general. “And sorry about… everything. We’ll have it cleaned up tomorrow, I promise.”


      “Don’t worry about it,” I said. “You kids just have fun.”


      They grinned like idiots. Horny idiots.


      I grabbed my duffel bag and nodded to Trip.


      “Thanks again, man,” he said.


      “We’ll make it up to you,” Wren added.


      “No need,” I said, and threw them a mock salute as I headed out. “Be sure to use protection.”


      “We will,” Wren said with a giggle as the door closed behind me.


      I stopped in the foyer and looked into the living room. Christy was asleep on the couch, curled on her side with her head resting on her hands. For some reason I lingered a moment and watched her. The faint light from the window fell on her face, which made her look angelic. She really was a nice girl, I thought, and we’d been friends once. Good friends, actually.


      A sound from down the hall interrupted my reverie and I shook my head in annoyance. “At least somebody’s getting lucky tonight,” I muttered as I left.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Wren and Christy’s apartment felt like a tomb. I didn’t want to wake Zoë or Ash—especially Ash—so I tiptoed to the empty bedroom. I wanted to take a shower, but didn’t want to risk waking the other girls, so I decided to forego the pleasure. Instead, I closed and locked the bedroom door behind me.


      I’d had a long, strange night, but one thing was certain: if I didn’t take care of my dick soon, it was going to take care of itself. I stripped off my clothes and looked for a box of Kleenex. I didn’t see one, but had an impish thought as I remembered Christy wearing my T-shirt. I opened drawers until I found the one with her underwear. The contents were a jumbled mess, so I pulled at random.


      “What the—?”


      I stared at the thing for a moment before I realized that it was an open-cup bra. My eyebrows rose in surprise, but I threw it back and tried again. I came up with a sheer black babydoll, which was so thin that it wouldn’t do any good if I tried to catch with it. I reached into the drawer a third time, where I found a pair of yellow cotton panties. They were soft and well-worn, and looked perfect for the job.


      I climbed into Wren’s bed and slid under the fresh sheets. My head barely hit the pillow before I wrapped my fingers around my rock-hard shaft. I clutched the panties in my left hand and began pumping with my right. I didn’t last more than a dozen strokes before I filled the panties with a colossal load.


      When I recovered I was still hard and still horny, so I went back to the underwear drawer. After a frilly camisole and a lace bra, I came up with a plain blue pair of panties.


      Thank you, Miss Carmichael, I thought wryly, these will do nicely.


      I lay back in bed and began stroking languidly. I had time to fantasize, so I started thinking about Daphne as she danced. Then my thoughts turned to Sara, of course. She liked men in my fantasy, and was eager to sink to her knees.


      Then my thoughts skipped to Wren and the hollow of her cleavage as she stood in front of me wearing only a towel and a come-hither smile. I imagined her opening the towel and letting it fall to the floor.


      My fantasy shifted abruptly and I pictured Christy, her nipples hard beneath the thin fabric of my T-shirt. I recalled the flash of her bare leg as she walked past the door, the curve of her ass where the shirt covered it. Then I imagined her without the shirt, on her knees in front of me. She gazed up at me and I met her piercing blue eyes.


      She began stroking me, her expression eager as she focused on my dick. Her hand was so small that it barely fit around my girth, and she unconsciously moistened her lips in anticipation. Then she opened her mouth to take me inside. Her lips stretched tight as she closed her eyes in concentration.


      I wanted to draw things out and enjoy myself, but something about the fantasy made me shiver with a sudden and familiar urge. I bunched the panties and held them against the tip of my cock. Then I stiffened and arched my back as a geyser of ecstasy spurted up my shaft. Another followed, and then another, each more powerful than the last.


      I clamped my eyes shut and felt my neck go taut as I tried not to cry out from the pleasure overloading my senses. When I finally relaxed and sagged to the bed, I opened my eyes and shivered with an aftershock.


      It had been a long time since I’d come that hard, with Daphne, Leah, or anyone else for that matter.


      What the hell was that about? I wondered. Then I held up the semen-soaked panties and thought about the first pair on the floor. “And what am I going to do with these?”


      ✧ ✧ ✧
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        Chapter 20

      


      I woke up the next morning without my alarm clock, although I suffered a moment of disorientation as I stared up at the wall above me. A poster of a guy stared back. He was tan and fit, with dark hair and blue eyes and very white teeth. My eyes trailed lower and I stared at the bulge of his Speedos as something about the previous night nagged at me, something about the shape of his swimsuit.


      I groaned when I remembered what it was—Christy’s panties—since I still didn’t have a clue what I was going to do with them. I couldn’t put them back in the drawer, and I definitely didn’t want to leave them as a surprise in the dirty clothes hamper. Christy had brothers, after all, and would probably recognize dried semen.


      The only thing I could think of was to wash them and return them without her finding out, but that was easier said than done. Part of me hoped they might have disappeared during the night, taken by the Soiled Panties Fairy, but I wasn’t that lucky: they were still on the floor next to Wren’s bed. I stuffed them in the side pocket of my duffel bag as I pulled out my running clothes.


      It was early enough that Ash and Zoë were still asleep. I emerged from the first bedroom, tiptoed down the hall, and quietly let myself out. Upstairs at my own apartment, I opened the door and set my duffel bag in the foyer without even stepping inside. Then I rode the elevator down and walked through the deserted lobby.


      The morning air was so cold that it almost hurt to breathe, but it cleared away the cobwebs from the night before. I did my stretches and slowly worked the kinks out. Then I checked the time and began to run. I settled into a distance-eating pace and quickly lost myself in my thoughts.


      As usual, I had a dozen questions and no real answers. My thoughts drifted from Daphne to Sara to Christy and then back to Daphne. I even thought about Jamie and his weird attitude toward me and nudity in general. I couldn’t figure him out, so I gave up trying and eventually focused on my design project. I still had a lot of work to do, and the end of the quarter was only two weeks away.


      I felt immensely more relaxed by the time I looked at my watch and realized that I’d been running for more than an hour. I wasn’t going to win a marathon any time soon, but I’d covered at least eight miles. I waved to a few other early-bird runners as I turned and headed back to the apartment. The glow of the sun had just begun to fill the sky when I veered into the driveway and slowed to a walk to cool off.


      Upstairs, I found Trip clad in pajama bottoms and slippers in the kitchen. Jeff had come home sometime during the night, and the two of them were crowding the Mr. Coffee like supplicants at an altar. I grabbed the pitcher of orange juice from the fridge and poured a glass.


      “Y’all should come running sometime,” I said between gulps. “It’s a better wake-up than that stuff.”


      “Fuck that,” Jeff said without malice.


      I arched an eyebrow at Trip.


      “Ditto.”


      The coffee maker gurgled and both of them lunged for the pot. Jeff grabbed it first and yanked it out of the way. He thrust his coffee cup under the stream. Trip cursed.


      I laughed and got a surly look in reply. Once again, my runner’s high was at odds with his caffeine addiction, but our morning banter was more teasing than genuine ill-will. I chuckled and put the juice pitcher back in the fridge.


      I almost ran over Christy as she walked into the kitchen. Her legs and feet were bare, and my wrestling T-shirt barely reached her thighs. My eyes moved upward, over the swell of her breasts, and I grinned at her expression. She kept one eye closed against the light, while the other gave me a squinty stare. Her hair was mussed, but she looked surprisingly good.


      “Yes?” she said, as surly as the other two. Then she smelled the coffee. “Never mind.”


      I turned and shamelessly watched as she opened a cabinet and stretched upward to reach a coffee cup. Her legs were toned and firm, and her tight ass filled her panties nicely. (They were white with little blue flowers.)


      “Nice,” I said.


      “What?”


      I couldn’t help myself: “I like your panties.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      The last weeks of the quarter passed in a blur of school work, junk food, and late nights. And in spite of the grueling schedule, I managed to keep up my workouts. I also made time to run in the morning, since it was the only time I could be alone with my thoughts.


      When I wasn’t lifting weights to work off the junk food, I was at judo practice with Glen. I had a lot of stress to work out, and he was the perfect sparring partner. I didn’t really challenge him, but I could gauge my own progress by his level of surprise when I pulled off a new move or did something unexpected.


      Because of my hectic schedule, I spent a lot less time with Daphne. I saw her in Siobhan’s class and we were always friendly, but things had changed between us. Maybe she wasn’t in the mood for sex with a guy anymore. Maybe Sara had bought a sex toy. Maybe our relationship had simply run its course. Whatever the reason, I still cared about her and felt the same from her, but we both knew we didn’t have a future as a couple. It was a refreshing change from the way my last two relationships had ended.


      As a side benefit, Sara and I struck up an unlikely friendship. It began when she sent a note via Daphne and asked me to meet her one afternoon. I met her in one of the photo studios, where she showed off her portfolio project like an artist revealing a masterpiece. She had good reason to be proud, too. I knew she could handle a camera, but until then I had no idea what kind of talent she had.


      Her pictures were captivating and complex and full of emotions. In addition to Daphne’s silhouette nudes and the loving pet scene, Sara showed me a series of Daphne in a loose cashmere sweater. The sweater had slipped off her shoulder and her blonde hair fell in a silken wave over her face, partially obscuring it. The play of light and shadows accentuated her physical beauty, but my eyes were drawn to her melancholy expression.


      “Wow,” I said softly. The picture didn’t need any more words, and Sara could sense my admiration. After a long moment I asked, “What does your professor think?”


      “She hasn’t seen it yet.”


      I looked a question at her.


      “I asked around about you,” she answered enigmatically.


      “Oh?”


      “Everyone says you’re really good.”


      I started to demur, but she cut me off.


      “I didn’t believe them so I wanted to see for myself.” She paused to work up her nerve. “You… you have a clean style. I like that. I saw a couple of your drawings, even a watercolor that you did.”


      My brow furrowed. “Which one?”


      “It was modern, with a bunch of glass and a torchbearer statue. The statue… It was really good.”


      I searched my memory for the building she was talking about and then laughed when I remembered.


      “What’s so funny?”


      “I’m glad you liked the building,” I said, “but the statue isn’t mine.”


      “But it had your name on it…”


      “Oh, the building is mine all right, but someone else drew the statue.”


      “That was my favorite part! Who did it?”


      “The little princess.”


      Her eyes widened. “Christy? Christy Carmichael? You’re kidding!”


      “Nope.”


      “I asked about her too. Did you know she actually apologized about the rumors?”


      My eyebrows rose.


      “Yeah, that’s how I felt. But she came right up and introduced herself. Said she was sorry for what she’d done and everything. Even asked me to forgive her.”


      I didn’t think my eyebrows could go any higher, but they must have.


      “Exactly,” Sara said. “Pretty ballsy, if you ask me.”


      “No kidding.”


      “I was… impressed. So that’s why I asked about her. People talk about her like she’s the second coming of Michelangelo. I didn’t believe it, but…”


      “She’s really good,” I said, “although I think her style is more Bernini. Michelangelo’s a little… um…”


      “Butch?”


      “I didn’t want to say it like that, but…”


      “If the shoe fits,” Sara said with a shrug.


      We fell silent and turned our attention to the picture of Daphne.


      “You’re really good too, you know,” I said. “I didn’t want to admit it at first, ’cause I didn’t like you, but…”


      “I know the feeling,” she said. “I still don’t like you or anything, but at least you’re not a total prick.”


      “Gee, thanks.”


      “Don’t mention it.”


      “And maybe you’re not a total bitch either.”


      “I wouldn’t go that far,” she said with a grin. Then, “Oh, shit! I almost forgot…”


      “And ‘total prick’ reminded you? Great.”


      She grinned, smug as much as wry. “I have something else to show you. It’s not part of my portfolio, but it’s been getting a lot of attention from… certain people… in the department.”


      “I don’t know if I like the sound of that.”


      She took out another art portfolio and unzipped it. She leafed through several black and white prints that I recognized from our solo session. Then she stepped back so I could get a good look at the picture on the open page.


      I laughed. “You’re kidding, right?”


      “Nope. I call it ‘The Root of All Evil.’”


      “It’s me, all right,” I said. “Well, part of me.”


      “What do you think about the title?” Her expression dared me to object.


      “Believe it or not, that’s the best part.”


      “Wha—? You don’t hate it?”


      “No, it’s a great pun.”


      “So you’re not offended?”


      “Why?”


      “It’s a picture of your dick! I called it ‘The Root of All Evil.’ Doesn’t that piss you off?”


      “Why should it?” I said. “I mean, I know I’m not evil.”


      “But… you’re a guy.”


      “And there’s the proof,” I said with a gesture, although I was mostly baiting her. I knew what she was getting at, but I still didn’t feel any sense of outrage at having my erection called the root of all evil. It wasn’t, and I knew it. It was willful, inappropriate, and often treacherous, but hardly evil. Besides, it was too simple-minded to be truly evil. That took real brains, and not the kind that I kept in my dick.


      Sara huffed in exasperation. “I still don’t get you,” she said, and slapped her portfolio shut.


      “Hey,” I teased, “I was still looking at that.”


      “Go home and look at the real thing!”


      “That’s not a bad idea,” I said, but I was already talking to her back. “Who should I fantasize about when I do?”


      She flipped a bird and the door swung shut behind her.


      I just laughed.


      She wasn’t really upset, so I let her go without chasing her down to smooth things over. We were still playing games, but they didn’t have the underlying tension of before. I could live with that, and I suspected that she could too.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      We turned in our projects for Joska’s class on the last day of design lab. We each had to do a short presentation, which included drawings and a full watercolor. Joska grilled each of us for a minute or two afterward. Some people genuinely deserved to be raked over the coals. I couldn’t imagine turning in drawings like theirs.


      Mine were better than most, but they weren’t the best. Gracie’s were, of course, even though her watercolor wasn’t as good as mine. She had a better eye for detail, but I was more creative, hands-down. Still, neither of us escaped Joska’s criticism.


      He asked about my design decisions, what styles had influenced me, how the plan fit the site, and several other things. He didn’t give me a chance to answer in detail, so I couldn’t defend myself. That was the point, evidently, because he did the same to everyone.


      I walked out of lab feeling like I was going to earn a C in the class, followed by a mediocre career designing strip malls and tract housing in New Jersey. A bunch of others felt the same way, so we went to the Old College Inn to drown our sorrows. We stayed out too late and drank way, way too much.


      Trip and I spent the next day nursing the mother of all hangovers. Wren planned to study with Christy, so they hadn’t gone out the night before. Wren didn’t have any pity for us, and Christy seemed even more distant than before. I didn’t have the slightest idea what I’d done, and I didn’t really care. Then again, maybe it wasn’t me at all. I wasn’t the center of the universe, I reminded myself.


      At least Trip and I had time to talk, once we’d forced ourselves to drink enough water and go to the gym. I didn’t feel quite human after a workout and a hot shower, but I didn’t feel like death warmed over anymore. We went out for dinner at the Presidential Grill and brought it back to the apartment. It was nice to relax for a change, without all the distractions of the previous months.


      “Hey, I’ve been thinking about this summer,” I said as we listened to his latest mix tape.


      “Yeah?”


      “What if we buy houses in Atlanta?”


      He looked dubious, so I laid out my thinking. The housing market was much bigger in Atlanta, and it was growing faster than Franklin. We’d have a wider selection of houses, and we’d make more money when we sold them. We’d be able to live at my house for the summer, so it wouldn’t cost anything. Besides, we’d have the place practically to ourselves while my family was at camp. Little else would be different from the previous summer.


      Trip was still skeptical. “What about Blackie and the crew?”


      “We can hire a crew in Atlanta. They have them there too, you know.”


      “Yeah, but we don’t know ’em. What if they can’t do the job?”


      “Then it’s our fault for hiring the wrong guys.”


      We went back and forth for twenty minutes, although I didn’t make any headway until I mentioned Wren.


      “What about her?” Trip said suspiciously.


      I wanted to roll my eyes at his insecurity—I wouldn’t go behind his back in a million years—but I stifled the urge. “Is she going to move to Franklin?” I said instead.


      “No, she’ll be working.”


      “Oh? Where?” I already knew the answer, but I wanted him to figure it out for himself.


      “At one of her dad’s restaurants.”


      “Where?”


      “Atlanta, duh. Where—? Oh, I get it.”


      I nodded. “Uh huh. If we’re working on houses in Franklin…”


      He fell silent and thought for a moment. “You don’t play fair,” he said at last.


      “I play to win.”


      “I still think it’s a big risk with the crew.”


      “It is,” I admitted, “but the reward is worth it. We could double our profits if I’m right about the housing market in Atlanta.”


      “Or lose our shirts if you’re wrong.”


      “Faint heart never won fair lady.”


      He rewarded me with a rueful grin. “Another low blow.”


      “Only slightly below the belt,” I said with a grin of my own. “Besides,” I added, “I’m trying to get you laid on a regular basis.”


      “I can get laid on my own, thank you.”


      “I know. But I don’t want to be around you if you’re not. I might start to look good.”


      “You do have a nice ass,” he deadpanned.


      “It’s one of my better features.”


      “But you’re not my type,” he went on. “We’ve been over this. Remember?”


      “I have a dick.”


      “Yep,” he said. “Deal breaker.” He got a funny look and changed the subject. “What’s this I hear about a picture of your… schlong… making the rounds in the art department?”


      I stalled for time and hoped my blush wasn’t too obvious. “What do you mean?”


      “I overheard Wren and Christy. They said everyone’s talking about it.”


      “Seriously?”


      He nodded. “All the girls, and even some of the guys. So… what did you do?”


      “Well, it’s a long story…”


      He barked a laugh. “Not that long. I mean, you don’t have your own zip code.”


      “No,” I admitted.


      “Okay, so how did a picture of your johnson end up in circulation? And how come everyone seems to know it’s you? From what Wren said, it’s just a close-up of your… um... tool.”


      I frowned. “Why are we talking in euphemisms? I mean, you’ve seen my dick. Heck, you even touched it. That threesome with Kendall was… pretty wild.”


      “No kidding,” he said, although I had to stifle a laugh at his expression.


      He seemed aroused by the memory of the threesome, but nagged by guilt because he thought it was somehow cheating on Wren.


      “I don’t know how everybody knows,” I said, as much to let him off the hook as to return to his question. “Sara probably told someone. Or maybe someone from Siobhan’s class recognized me, although I doubt it. So it was probably Sara, ’cause I don’t think anyone could figure it out from such a… um… limited perspective.”


      “Christy did,” he said. “She was the one who told Wren about it.”


      I was confused for a moment, but then I remembered Christy’s special sketchbook.


      “What’re you smiling at?” Trip asked.


      “I don’t even know where to begin…” I said, and left it at that.


      “Yeah, sure… whatever. So let’s talk about houses in Atlanta.”


      “So you’ll do it? Awesome!”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Exam week was the usual whirlwind of frantic activity followed by hurry up and wait. Wren and Christy finished theirs on the second day, so they left campus before the rest of us, bound for Wren’s family condo in Florida. Jeff and Meredith finished on the same day and left to visit her family in Indiana. Freddie headed back to New York, and the rest of us split up without any long goodbyes.


      Trip and I drove to Atlanta to look for houses. The basement rancher that I’d found the previous October was still available, and the owners had reduced the price. It was already at the top of my list of potential remodels. Besides, it was close to my neighborhood, so we wouldn’t have to trek halfway around the Perimeter to get to work each day.


      We started looking for other houses in the same general neighborhood and found several likely candidates. Trip also had an idea about how we could hire a crew who could do the job to our standards.


      “Why don’t we ask Mike Junior and Big Jim to come down here?” he said.


      “Do you think they would?”


      He nodded. “Junior was making noises about wanting his own crew. Blackie and Senior run things pretty well, and they aren’t going to retire any time soon. So if Junior wants to make the big bucks, he has to strike out on his own.”


      I nodded.


      “If we can talk him into coming down here with Jim, I’d feel a lot more comfortable about the crew. I mean, you and I sort of know what we’re doing, but those guys have a decade more experience than both of us put together.”


      “Yeah, seriously.”


      “Let me call him when we get home tonight and see what he says. I’m convinced about the housing market down here, but I’m still nervous about getting the right crew. I’ve made my reputation on quality, and I’m not going to sacrifice that just to make a little more money. You know?”


      “Trip, this is a lot more money.”


      “Would you really do a half-assed job just to make an extra buck or two?” He read me perfectly. “I didn’t think so.”


      “Let’s head home now, then, so you can call Mike.”


      Trip laughed and clapped me on the shoulder. “Let’s look at the rest of the houses on our list.”


      “Why? Don’t you want to call him?”


      “Of course I do, but he won’t be home till later. He has a job, remember? So let’s finish this neighborhood and then head over to the other one. Where is it… Jefferson Ferry?”


      “Johnson Ferry,” I corrected, and put the Cruiser in gear.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Trip hung up and gave me a serious look. I’d heard his side of the conversation, but it had been pretty ambiguous, so my heart sank when his expression turned grim. He kept me on tenterhooks for a long moment before he cracked a smile.


      I wanted to punch him. “So they’ll do it?” I blurted instead.


      “He said he’d think about it. He wants to come down and look at the houses on our short list.”


      “But he’s interested?”


      “Between you and me, I think he’s ready to jump at the idea, but he doesn’t want to tip his hand. He knows I’ll offer him less if I think it’s something he wants to do anyway.”


      “Would you?”


      “Maybe,” Trip said. “I like those guys, but they’re smart enough to know that this is business. So he’s playing it cool. Still, he knows that I want him here, and that the houses are bigger projects. More money for us means more money for him. It’s a win-win situation. We just have to ease into it so everyone thinks they’re getting the best deal. My dad once told me that the best partnerships are the ones where each side thinks they’re getting away with murder.


      “So I— sorry, we want to get Junior and Jim and a crew at the right price,” he continued. “They want to get paid a lot more for working on a bigger project. So it’s a balancing act. Besides, I suspect that he’ll end up staying here after we’re done. From what I’ve seen over the last few days, there’s a lot of work here for a guy like him, especially as more people move to the area.”


      I nodded.


      “So I’ll sweeten the deal by offering to pay his and Jim’s living expenses…”


      My eyes widened.


      “...unless they decide to stay here and keep working after the summer.”


      My surprise turned into admiration that bordered on awe. Trip was already thinking two moves ahead, if not more. Sure, I had come up with the idea of Atlanta in the first place, but he was finding ways to make it work for us.


      (I didn’t realize it at the time, but our partnership was founded on that: I came up with good ideas and Trip figured out how to make them happen. I thought I was getting the better end of the deal, because I never could have managed some of the projects that Trip has pulled off. Likewise, Trip thought he was getting the best deal, because I give up my best ideas and let him make them his own. So his father was right after all, which is why Trip and I are still together and have the reputation we do. But I’m getting ahead of myself.)


      “Hey, guys,” Erin said as she walked into the kitchen, “what’s going on?”


      Leah came in behind her. She gave me a kiss on the cheek and I put my arm around her waist.


      “Do you want to tell them,” Trip asked, “or can I?”


      “Hey, if this works, you get all the credit,” I said. “So go ahead and tell them.”


      He grinned and described our plans.


      “Wow, that’s awesome,” Erin said. “Let’s celebrate!”


      “I don’t know…,” Trip said. “I have to get up early and drive to Florida tomorrow.”


      “Aw, come on,” she wheedled. “It’ll be fun.” She could be very convincing when she wanted. Big blue eyes and a girlish pout are a killer combination.


      “What do you think?” he asked me.


      I looked at Leah.


      She still didn’t like Trip very much, but she was sanguine about it. “If you want.”


      “Sounds like fun,” I said.


      “You won’t be sorry,” Erin told Trip. Then she looked at Leah. “Oh, my God, I know exactly what I’m going to wear. You know that little blue dress I bought before Christmas?”


      Leah’s eyes widened. “The one your dad said you couldn’t wear in public?”


      “He was only kidding,” Erin said as they disappeared down the hall.


      Trip and I shared a look, and I had to laugh at his expression.


      “Don’t worry about Erin,” I said. “She doesn’t bite. Besides, she has a boyfriend, and she knows you have a girlfriend, so it’s just casual.”


      “Yeah, sure,” he said. “No problem. It’s casual.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Leah went home and returned a little later with a dress bag and small makeup case. Then she and Erin disappeared into the bathroom to get ready. Trip and I took turns in the guest bathroom and then donned slacks and button-down shirts. We talked about the houses as we waited for the girls.


      The basement rancher was at the top of his short list too, as well as a Tudor from the same neighborhood. The two houses were less than a half-mile apart, which would make it easier to manage the renovations. We also added a Prairie style house in a nearby neighborhood and two others within a mile. We were still discussing a sixth when the girls emerged from the bathroom.


      I blinked and felt a very unbrotherly reaction when I saw Erin in her dress. I also understood why Dad didn’t want her to wear it in public. It was a cornflower blue that matched her eyes, and its deep-cut halter covered her breasts but left the rest of her exposed from the waist up. When she turned to model it, the sides of her breasts flashed under the halter. The hem of the skirt was cut on a bias, and the high side soared past mid-thigh. Its only concession to modesty was that the fabric wasn’t transparent.


      Leah’s little black dress was the complete opposite, although just as revealing. Where Erin’s was loose and draped, Leah’s sheathed her from neck to thigh like a second skin, accentuating her trim figure and firm breasts. The material was sparkly and sheer, and I could easily make out her areolae. I couldn’t see a shadow of pubic hair because she shaved it, but I didn’t see the outline of panties either. I felt a moment of vertigo when I remembered her as a coltish girl and compared her to the young woman in front of me now.


      Both girls looked like walking invitations to mischief, and they knew it. Trip glanced at me uncertainly, so I gave him a smile full of confidence before I turned my attention to Leah. She posed and gave me a chance to appreciate the full effect.


      “We’re underdressed,” I said to Trip.


      “No kidding.”


      “Give us a minute,” I said to the girls.


      We returned in sport coats and dress shirts. Mom came out of the kitchen to say goodbye, but her eyes widened when she saw Erin.


      “Is that the dress—?”


      “God, Mom!” Erin said. “It’s perfectly decent. Everything’s covered.”


      “It’s okay,” I said, to Erin as much as Mom. “We’re just going out to dinner. We won’t let anything happen to her.”


      “I don’t need you to protect me either,” Erin snapped. She returned her defiant glare to Mom.


      If anything, our mother knew when to choose her battles, and this wasn’t a hill worth dying on. Still, she didn’t want to give in without saying something.


      “I don’t know…” she hedged.


      “It’s okay, Mrs. Hughes,” Trip said. “We won’t be out late. I have to leave tomorrow morning, so I need a good night’s sleep.”


      “It’s not you I’m worried about,” Mom said.


      “And you shouldn’t worry about me, either,” Erin said. “I’m practically a grown-up, and I can take care of myself.”


      “Seventeen is not the same as an adult,” Mom shot back, but then decided that she didn’t want to have an argument in front of an audience. She looked at me instead. “Don’t drink and drive. Okay?”


      “Gee, thanks,” Erin mocked under her breath. “You’re not Nancy Reagan.”


      “I won’t, Mom,” I said, a little louder than I needed to. Then I put my hand on the small of Leah’s back and gently turned her toward the door. “We won’t stay out too late either.”


      “Like hell we won’t,” Erin muttered.


      Mom heard but pretended not to. “You kids have fun,” she said instead, and winced at her choice of words. We weren’t “kids” anymore and she knew it.


      I helped Leah into her coat and then hustled her toward the door. Erin didn’t have a choice but to follow. Trip trailed after her and offered to hold her coat while she put it on.


      “Jeez, Er,” I said outside, “what’s got into you? Mom’s just being… Mom.”


      “Let’s go,” she said tersely. “I don’t want to talk about it.”


      Leah and I exchanged a look, but she didn’t come to my defense. She probably agreed with Erin, after all. She and her own mother had a tumultuous relationship as well.


      “Where do y’all want to eat?” I asked to smooth things over.


      “Who said anything about eating?” Erin said. “We want to drink and party.”


      I looked to Trip for help, but Erin was already one step ahead of me.


      “I know!” she said, to him more than me. “Let’s go dancing. There’s this new club with a rad DJ. The music is totally awesome.”


      Trip’s resistance collapsed like a house of straw. “Awesome!”


      I just laughed and helped Leah into the Cruiser. “Whatever,” I said, and jogged round to the driver’s side. Once there, I grinned sidelong at Trip. He was a strong-willed and decisive guy, except when it came to women, where he was a complete pushover. I wondered if he realized that Wren was going to call the shots in their relationship. Probably not, poor sap.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      The club was everything that Erin had promised, and we had a great time. The girls got a little drunk, but Trip and I mostly sipped our drinks. Our last hangover was too recent, and he really did have to wake up early to drive to Florida. Still, we both had a decent buzz by the time we paid the check and left.


      “Are you good to drive?” Trip asked on the way out.


      “Yep.” I did a little counting trick with my fingers to prove it.


      I helped Leah into her coat, but she shivered as we stepped into the parking lot. I pulled her close and slipped my hands around her waist. We’d been teasing and flirting all night, and she was as eager as I was. I bent and kissed her.


      “I can’t wait to feel you inside me,” she whispered when we broke the kiss.


      “Mmm hmm,” I agreed quietly.


      “Hey,” Erin said, “I have a great idea. Let’s go skinny dipping.”


      “Isn’t it a bit cold?” Trip said.


      “The pool is heated,” Leah said. “And so is the hot tub.”


      “Yeah, awesome!” Erin said.


      “I don’t know…,” Trip said.


      “C’mon,” Erin said, “you’ll enjoy it. You’ve been to camp before. You’re practically a nudist.” She let her coat fall open suggestively. “Besides, don’t you want to see us naked?”


      That was exactly what he wanted, and exactly what he was afraid of.


      I started to come to his rescue, but Leah stopped me with a gentle touch. “Please,” she said.


      “We’ll be on our best behavior,” Erin said to Trip. “We swear. You can look, but no touching.”


      “You can touch me,” Leah whispered in my ear.


      “I still don’t know…,” Trip said.


      “Oh, please,” Erin begged. “It’ll be just like the club, except without clothes. I promise you won’t regret it.”


      He wrestled with his conscience and lost in record time.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      The Coulter house was dark and quiet when we arrived, so we came in through the back gate and avoided the house altogether. Leah turned on the pumps and lights, and made sure the thermostat was turned up on the hot tub so it would be ready for later. Then she and Erin shed their coats. Trip and I took off ours as the girls kicked off their heels.


      Erin simply unclasped the halter on her dress and let it fall around her waist. Then she pushed it over her hips and posed for us to admire. She seemed a little curvier than I remembered, and her breasts were fuller. Her bush was trimmed into a neat little wedge, but otherwise she looked exactly like a younger version of Mom.


      Leah did a little dance in order to coax her dress over her hips before she tugged it higher. Then she wriggled and managed to free her breasts. She got tangled up in the sleeves, so I suppressed a chuckle and stepped forward to help.


      “There,” I said, and smiled down at her. Her nipples tightened into little brown points in the cold air, so I tweaked one and bent to give her a kiss.


      Water splashed behind us as Erin and Trip jumped into the pool.


      “You’re overdressed,” Leah said to me. Then she flashed a grin and shoved me back. “Last one in is a rotten egg!” She leapt away before I could catch her, and followed the other two into the water.


      I took my time getting undressed, and folded my clothes neatly at the end of a chaise. Erin and Trip were splashing in the deep end, so I walked into the pool via the steps. Leah came to meet me and floated into my arms. Her hair was shiny and slick with water, and it shone with a blue-black nimbus in the light from the deep end.


      “Hi, sexy,” I said softly. Then I kissed her. It had been entirely too long since I’d had sex with an actual woman, so my dick reacted predictably.


      Leah stroked it and her dark eyes glittered. “You sure do know how to treat a girl.”


      “I try.”


      We kissed again and then swam to meet the others in the deep end. Erin had her arms around Trip’s neck, and she wrapped her legs around him as we approached. He didn’t know how to react, so he didn’t do anything. Even Leah realized his predicament. She asked Erin if she wanted to help get some wine.


      “Sure,” Erin said. Then she gave Trip a suggestive look. “Don’t go anywhere.”


      The girls climbed the ladder and I took a moment to admire their water-slick bodies. Trip did the same. It was hard not to, especially for a guy who didn’t have a lot of experience being a nudist.


      “Are you okay?” I asked as soon as the girls were out of earshot.


      “Yeah, I’m cool,” he said. “It’s just casual.”


      He sounded like he was trying to convince himself more than me, so I let it drop.


      The girls returned a few minutes later with a big bottle of white wine and four acrylic wine glasses. Trip did the honors as the girls slipped into the warm water. We hung out and talked in the shallow end for a while, sitting on the steps to keep out of the cold air as much as possible.


      Leah seemed relaxed and mellow as she leaned against me, but Erin was in full-on flirt mode. She laughed at all of Trip’s jokes, no matter how lame, and she couldn’t keep her hands off him. She didn’t grope or anything, but she touched him every chance she got.


      Trip was a little uncomfortable, but seemed to lose his reserve with every sip of wine. I wanted to ask Erin what she thought she was doing, but didn’t want to make a scene. So I suggested we move to the hot tub and held her back as the others climbed out of the pool.


      I pitched my voice low, but I didn’t hold back. “What do you think you’re doing?”


      “What do you mean? Let go of me.”


      “Not until you tell me what’s going on. Why are you flirting with Trip?”


      “I’m not flirting. I’m just being friendly.”


      “Like hell,” I said. “You know he has a girlfriend. And you have a boyfriend.”


      Erin scoffed. “Sean? He’s a loser.”


      That was news to me, and my expression said so.


      “Besides,” she added defensively, “it’s not like he’s here or anything.”


      “Who cares if he’s here?” I said. “You can’t have a relationship with someone only when you’re with them!”


      “I don’t see how it’s any of your business—”


      “It’s my business because Trip’s my friend and you’re my sister.”


      Her eyes flashed. “You’re not my father.”


      “No, I’m your big brother. And if you want to fool around with someone, be my guest. But don’t do it behind your boyfriend’s back, and don’t do it with a guy who has a girlfriend. Two wrongs don’t make a right!”


      “So? I’m going to dump Sean anyway.”


      “But you haven’t yet,” I said, and she didn’t deny it. “So you’re still in a relationship, whether you like it or not.”


      “You can’t tell me what to do!”


      Trip called from the hot tub, “Are y’all coming?”


      “Yeah, be right there,” I called back.


      “It’s none of your business,” Erin whispered tersely. “I’m a grown-up and I can do what I want.”


      I snorted.


      “Besides, I’m not going to sleep with him or anything. I just want to have some fun. Is there anything wrong with that, Mother?”


      “There is if your boyfriend—”


      “Former boyfriend.”


      “Current boyfriend,” I argued.


      “Soon-to-be-former boyfriend.”


      “Fine,” I conceded, “it’s wrong if Sean doesn’t know about it. And what about Wren, Trip’s girlfriend? Have you thought about her?”


      “God, Paul, when did you become such a hypocrite?” she accused in a low voice. “I mean, you can screw anything that moves, but I have to be some kind of virgin?”


      “That’s not what I’m saying. If you’re in a relationship, you need to have some respect for that.”


      “Respect for Sean? That insecure little wimp? Ha!”


      “Okay, then have some respect for Trip’s relationship.”


      “I don’t see her here either.”


      I rolled my eyes. Erin could argue two sides of the same issue and win both arguments. “Whatever,” I said, exasperated. “Do what you’re going to do. I can’t stop you. But what would Dad say?”


      That got through to her. “Jeez, Paul, you’re such a dweeb sometimes. I’m just having fun. I’m a grown woman and practically single.”


      “‘Practically’ is the key word here.”


      “You’re one to talk! I know all about you and the Raefords while you were still going with Kendall.” She had me there and she knew it, so she turned victory into a peace offering. “Look, I’m not going to do anything with Trip. I just want to flirt and have a little fun. Okay?”


      “I guess.”


      “And I’ll break up with Sean the next time I talk to him. You’re right, it’s not fair to him.”


      I nodded in acquiescence if not agreement.


      “And I won’t do anything with Trip,” she added. “I swear. I know he has a girlfriend, and I don’t want to break them up or anything. I’m just having fun. Okay?”


      “Yeah, okay,” I said at last.


      “But thanks for looking out for me,” she said, and seemed to mean it. “I appreciate it, even if I don’t seem like it sometimes.”


      “Everything okay over there?” Leah asked from the hot tub.


      “Everything’s fine,” I said. “She just lost her contact.” I leaned close so only Erin would hear: “With reality.” I wasn’t sure if I was kidding or not.


      “Wait…,” Leah called back, “she doesn’t wear contacts.”


      “Yeah,” I said as we crossed the cold concrete, “I guess that explains why we never found it.”


      Erin grinned and hugged my arm.


      I was acutely aware of her breasts and how soft they were. I also noticed with an inward groan that my hand was tantalizingly close to her pussy.


      “Thanks,” she said and released me.


      We joined the others in the hot tub and Trip refilled our wine glasses. Erin sat beside him, close but not touching, and Leah floated into my lap as I settled on the seat. I wrapped my free arm around her and caressed her breast.


      The conversation resumed like nothing had happened, and we quickly moved past the awkward moment. As the wine started to hit me, I began teasing Leah under cover of the bubbles. She spread her legs, so I took the hint and slipped a finger between her smooth labia. My erection pressed against her ass, but she was content to lean against me and let me play.


      We were already buzzed from the club, so we finished the wine pretty quickly. Erin had shifted from sitting to kneeling, which put her closer to Trip and raised her breasts above the water. He was getting an eyeful and seemed to be enjoying the view. I barely noticed because Leah and I had escalated our underwater teasing. I was ready to explode, and I wasn’t going to be satisfied with a handjob.


      Leah rested her head on my shoulder and whispered in my ear, “I wanna taste you so bad.”


      That was all the suggestion I needed. I pulled my finger from her molten pussy and stood up with her still in my arms.


      “Who wants more wine?” I said, and reached for my towel.


      “I’ll go with you,” Leah said on cue.


      We made a beeline for the house and didn’t even bother drying off. I simply closed the door behind us and led her toward the kitchen. Once there I spread my towel on the slate floor to give her some padding. She sank to her knees and immediately began kissing the length of my shaft.


      It felt so good that I didn’t want to rush her, but I could already feel the orgasm boiling behind my balls. I held the back of her head and shoved my dick into her mouth. She mumbled something in surprise, but then began sucking. I didn’t last more than a minute or two before I felt the rush of semen.


      I pulled back and began stroking my cock. She gazed up at me and opened her mouth to receive. The first spurt flew wide and arced along her cheek, but the next hit her tongue dead-center. She groaned and wrapped her lips around my glans. I continued pumping, and she moaned softly as each spurt hit the back of her throat. She swallowed and then sucked the remaining come from my shaft.


      I was still hard and barely sated, so I picked her up and set her on the kitchen table. She lay back and spread her legs. I stepped between them and rubbed my cock against her smooth pussy. She was already wet, but I teased her anyway, circling my glans over her clit and then down the furrow of her labia.


      “God, stop playing,” she whispered urgently. “Put it in.”


      I eased into her and held her waist to keep her from sliding away as I began thrusting. Her firm breasts bounced each time I slammed into her, and I watched them in fascination for a moment. Then I let my gaze wander down her taut stomach to her pussy. Her outer lips parted around my girth, while her dark inner lips gripped my shaft every time I pulled back for another thrust.


      We were both getting close when the light suddenly snapped on. I missed my thrust and my dick slipped free. Part of me wanted to put it back and keep fucking, but curiosity got the better of me and I looked at the doorway.


      Elizabeth blinked, as surprised as we were. She recovered quickly, though. “Oh, hello. Sorry to intrude. I didn’t realize you’d come indoors.”


      She was wearing a sheer white peignoir that did little to hide her lush figure and ample breasts. They were darker and heavier than Leah’s, but capped with the same chocolate-colored nipples. Her eyes lingered on my hard-on, wet and shiny with her daughter’s juices. Then she gazed down at Leah and smiled fondly.


      “My beautiful girl,” she said.


      I thought it was an odd thing to say, but then she did something even stranger. She bent and kissed Leah. It started as a chaste mother-daughter peck on the cheek, but then the older woman moaned and things heated up quickly. I blinked when Elizabeth squeezed her daughter’s breast and circled the nipple.


      Leah reacted like a jolt of current had passed through her, but Elizabeth pulled back before she could do anything else.


      “I envy you,” Elizabeth said to her. “You’re a beautiful young woman with a brilliant career ahead of you. And you have a wonderful man to provide all the come a woman needs.”


      I blinked in confusion, but then realized that Elizabeth must have tasted the semen that had missed Leah’s mouth when I’d come earlier. It was like a drug to her, because she seemed to lose her judgment when she tasted it.


      Leah stared at her, completely taken aback.


      Elizabeth went a step further and pulled Leah to her feet. Then she gently pushed her to her knees in front of me.


      “There you are,” she said in her soft British lilt. “Now you can suck him off like a proper young lady.”


      With that, she gave me a kiss on the cheek, smiled, and patted my shoulder. She left without another word, and even turned off the light as she passed the switch.


      Leah and I were still in shock, so neither of us reacted for several seconds. Then Leah boiled to her feet and started after her mother.


      “Who does she think she is?” she sputtered.


      I caught her arm to keep her from doing something she’d regret.


      “Let go of me!”


      “Oh no,” I said gently, and pulled her back from the doorway.


      She struggled for a moment before she realized that I wasn’t going to let go. “Who does she think she is?” she said again. “‘Brilliant career,’” she mocked. “That’s her fantasy, not mine!”


      “I know,” I soothed, but she was just getting started.


      She raised her voice and half-shouted after her mother, “I will have a brilliant career, but not as a doctor, you overbearing—”


      “Whoa there, missy.”


      She rounded on me. “And you…,” she spat. “She thinks you’re nothing more than a walking semen factory. That doesn’t make you angry?”


      “I’m pretty laid back these days,” I said, and realized that it was true. “You should try it some time.”


      “Laid back?” she raged. “Laid back? You want me to be laid back, when she—?”


      I kissed her to ward off another tirade. I tasted the semen that Elizabeth had tasted earlier, and it gave me an idea. I ran a finger along Leah’s cheek and collected the errant come. It was mostly dried, but I got enough for what I wanted. Leah had just opened her mouth for another rant when I touched my finger to her lips. She started to object, but then tasted the semen. Her lips closed around my finger instinctively.


      “That’s why your mom got worked up,” I explained. “She must have tasted it when she kissed you. You know how she is.”


      Leah wanted to continue the argument, but gave up with an angry huff.


      I was still in the mood to finish what we’d started—well, part of me was—but Leah was clearly out of the mood. So I kissed her again, with more affection than lust. “Come on,” I said. “Let’s get the wine and head back to the hot tub. You’re not going to solve anything by having a fight with your mom.”


      She glared but didn’t argue. So we picked up our towels, grabbed another bottle of wine, and returned to the others.


      Trip and Erin moved apart as though we’d caught them in the middle of something. Erin’s smile was smug until she saw Leah’s expression. “What’s the matter?”


      “Long story,” I said. “Some other time.”


      I opened the bottle and poured, but Leah’s foul mood put a damper on the rest of the evening. So we finished the wine, turned off the lights and pumps, and returned to our clothes.


      “Do you want to come home with me?” I asked Leah. I didn’t really think I’d get laid, but I still wanted to spend time with her.


      She looked at me like I was an idiot for even asking, so I rewarded her with a goofy smile.


      We gathered up the rest of our things and were about to leave when I said, “Shouldn’t you leave a note for your mom, to tell her where you are?”


      “Screw her,” Leah said with enough venom to raise everyone’s eyebrows. “Let her wonder.”


      “Are you sure?”


      Erin caught my eye and shook her head to keep me from pushing it.


      “Okay,” I said. “No problem. I’m sure she’ll figure it out.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Later that night Leah was still fuming in bed. She hadn’t been able to sleep, and she’d kept me awake with her angry thrashing. When she realized that I was awake too, she started venting about her mother. I let her go on for a few minutes, offering one-word answers and general sympathy, but it was the same argument they’d been having for months. I put a stop to it by rolling on top of her.


      “What do you think you’re doing?” she objected.


      “Listen,” I said reasonably, “telling me all this stuff is like preaching to the choir. I can’t do anything about it, and I already agree with you. The only person who can fix things is you. You need to talk to her and tell her how you feel.”


      “Yeah, like she’d listen.”


      “Well, she can’t listen now,” I said, “because she’s not here. I am, though, and I can do something she can’t.”


      Leah mocked, “Oh? And what’s that?”


      “Fuck you senseless,” I said. “Then I’ll probably fuck you again for good measure. If you’re lucky, I’ll let you blow me in the morning.”


      She started to say something, but I cut her off by kissing her, hard.


      “Better,” I said. “Now close your mouth and open your legs.”


      She didn’t do either, but she didn’t object as I spread her thighs with my knee. She felt my erection a moment later as it bumped against her pussy. She was closed and dry, but warmed up quickly when I began kissing her neck. I slid into her a few minutes later, and she dug her fingernails into my back.


      We had hard, angry sex. She had a lot of pent-up aggression, which found its release under my pounding. She came in a rush and bit my shoulder to keep from crying out. I emptied my balls into her a moment later and we collapsed in a sweaty tangle.


      Once wasn’t enough for her either, and she sucked my cock until I was hard enough to mount. Then she climbed on and rode me like Annie Oakley. She worked herself into a frenzy before she suddenly dismounted and grabbed my cock hard enough to make me yelp.


      “Come in my mouth,” she demanded, “you walking semen factory.”


      I blinked in surprise and then winced as she began stroking. I had to do something quickly if I wanted to save my prized possession, so I took over and wrapped my fist around my shaft.


      “Play with yourself while I jerk off,” I told her, and she immediately thrust a hand between her legs.


      She sucked my balls as she played with herself. She was a little rougher than I liked, but I focused on what I was doing and quickly reached the point of no return.


      “Get ready,” I warned, and she rose on an elbow so she could wrap her lips around my cock.


      She sighed when the first spurt coated her tongue, and I felt her tense with the first twinges of her own climax. She kept rubbing her clit and held my sperm in her mouth when I finished spurting.


      She came a moment later. Her mouth was full, so her scream wasn’t a full-throated cry, but it was still loud enough. She spent several moments breathing through her nose before she swallowed my come and released my semi-hard cock. She was so exhausted that she didn’t even lick up the dribble that leaked onto my thigh.


      “Good?” I asked when I caught my own breath.


      “Very.” She mustered the energy to crawl up beside me.


      I wrapped my arm around her.


      “Thanks,” she said after a while. “I needed that.”


      “Mmm hmm.”


      We lay in silence for a few minutes until she relaxed with a sleepy sigh. I kissed the top of her head and rubbed her back until she fell asleep for good. Then I pulled the covers over us and began to get settled myself. My mind was still going, but I had enough post-orgasm endorphins in my blood that it didn’t matter. I was asleep in minutes, if that.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      I woke up several hours later, well before dawn, and went for a run to ward off a niggling hangover. My route took me past the basement rancher and then the Tudor. The rancher had been empty for months, so no one was tending the yard. It would definitely need some attention come spring. The pool and landscaping in the backyard would also need some work if we wanted to turn it into a selling point.


      The Tudor’s owners were still living there, but they didn’t have the time or inclination to keep the place up, which was why it was on our list in the first place. The façade alone needed a lot of work, and I could only imagine what the inside looked like. We’d see as soon as we got the realtors involved, but that was still a ways off.


      In spite of the two eyesore houses, the rest of the neighborhood was as picturesque as we could want, with large, well-manicured lawns and big old houses. The biggest and nicest were along a tree-lined boulevard that meandered through the center of the neighborhood. The rancher and Tudor were on side streets, but they still stuck out like sore thumbs among the houses that surrounded them.


      I let my mind wander as I jogged through the early morning twilight and half-listened to the sounds of the world waking up around me. A circuit of the neighborhood finally took me back to the rancher after about an hour. I stopped and took another tour around the outside of the house, and peeked in where I could. I memorized what I saw of the layout and then continued on my way, just another early-morning jogger in a sleepy suburban neighborhood.


      Trip was awake and finished in the bathroom by the time I returned. No one else was up, so I started a pot of coffee and poured myself a glass of orange juice. Trip followed his nose into the kitchen about ten minutes later. He took one look at the coffee maker and sighed like a man with a reason to live after all. I chuckled and finished my juice.


      “Let me jump in the shower while you’re packing your things,” I said, “then I’ll see you off.”


      He nodded over the rim of his coffee mug and took another sip.


      We chatted about the houses before he left, but he was eager to get on the road. He probably couldn’t wait to see Wren, especially after the night before. I smiled to myself and wished him a safe trip. Then he climbed into his big Impala, waved once, and drove off.


      Leah was still warm in bed when I returned, but she was beginning to stir. I slipped out of my clothes and climbed under the covers with her. I kissed my way down her body and spread her legs as I settled between them. I woke her up by licking and sucking until she came with a pillow-muffled scream.


      Cool, fresh air filled my lungs as I emerged from under the covers. I rested my hips against hers while she caught her breath. Then she reached between us and set my erection at her opening. She closed her eyes as I pushed into her. She was a little sore from the night before, so we made love slowly, tenderly. Toward the end she wrapped her legs around me and urged me to come inside her.


      A little while later I whipped up a breakfast fit for a king, as long as he was from a very small country. Leah didn’t seem to mind cereal, toast, and orange juice, and we ate sitting cross-legged in the middle of the bed without a stitch of clothing or an ounce of self-consciousness.


      “So,” she said when she finished the last of her cereal milk, “did Gina tell you she’s coming home for a couple of days next week?”


      I still felt a thrill of desire at the mention of Gina’s name, but managed to hide it. I also stopped myself before I answered without thinking. “She’s coming home?” I said instead. “Oh. Okay.”


      “She didn’t tell you?”


      “I haven’t talked to her in…” I shrugged and hoped it didn’t look phony. “I dunno, a couple of months? Before Christmas, I guess.” Time to sound nonchalant: “Why?”


      “Oh, no reason,” Leah lied. “I just thought you might want to see her is all.”


      I pretended to think about it before I nodded. “Yeah, it’d be nice to see her, but I guess we’ve both moved on. You know?”


      Leah set her empty bowl aside and gave me a kiss. Then she reached for my flaccid penis and crawled forward. I barely had time to put my own bowl on the tray before she drove me onto my back. I grinned as her silky black hair tickled my cheeks.


      “You’re totally lying,” she said, although she didn’t sound upset. “I saw how you reacted when I said her name.”


      I started to deny it, but something told me to shut up and let her finish.


      “You still tried to hide it,” she said, “which means a lot.”


      “I can’t help the way I feel about Gina,” I said. “Just like I can’t help the way I feel about you. It’s different, but…”


      “Just as hard,” she finished with a grin, and she wasn’t talking about emotions.


      I lifted my head and gazed between us as she steadied my erection with one hand.


      “But Gina,” she said with a soft moan as she impaled herself, “isn’t in bed with you.”


      “Nope.”


      “You didn’t wake her up by going down on her…”


      “Uh-uh.”


      “And she isn’t going to swallow your come after she rides you to another orgasm.”


      “Definitely not,” I agreed.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Leah and I spent the rest of the weekend together. Erin joined us for part of it, after a long and emotional phone call with Sean. She’d broken up with him in the end, but she was more upset than she wanted to admit. So we took her to the mall and did our best to distract her. She wouldn’t get over him as soon as she wanted, but she’d survive.


      Unfortunately, Leah had to go to school on Monday. Her spring break didn’t start for another week, so I was left mostly to my own devices. I used the time to catch up on my workouts and begin sketching ideas for the houses. I was eager to get started, because I’d already decided that we wanted the rancher and Tudor.


      Trip wouldn’t be hard to convince, especially since they were at the top of his short list too. We still had to get them for the right price, but that was his department. Mine was the designs themselves, and I already had more ideas than time to sketch.


      Leah and I spent the night together before I had to drive back to Knoxville. As a testament to the odd nature of our relationship, we spent less time having sex and more time talking about some guy she liked. He sounded like a typical jock, good-looking and popular. Leah herself was popular enough, but she wasn’t part of his exalted crowd.


      Part of me wanted to tease her for having a crush on the star football player, but another part understood her girlish excitement. So I was more than happy to listen while she gushed about him. And in between her starry-eyed fantasies, she did to me what she wanted to do to him. He’d be a lucky guy if he ever started dating her.


      I packed my things and left the next morning. Erin and Leah were already at school, so I said goodbye to Mom and Dad (who was home for six days in between trips). Then I loaded my clean laundry in the Cruiser and headed out.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Registration for spring quarter went smoothly, much to my relief. The registrar had my schedule correct, the bursar had the right fees, and my scholarship check was waiting at Financial Aid. Mrs. Halberstam even recognized me and came over to make sure everything was in order. I thanked her and went on my way, tuition in hand.


      With everything going so well, I shouldn’t have been surprised when things changed. Professor Joska found me in the A&A building while I was talking with some friends.


      “Ah, Mr. Hughes,” he said. “I’m glad I found you.”


      My friends deserted me, the rats.


      Joska barely noticed. “Did you have a good spring break?”


      “Yes, sir, thank you. How was yours?”


      “Very busy, very busy,” he said. “I was preparing something special for the fifth-year classes.”


      I nodded as though I didn’t pity those poor schmucks. I’d be one of them eventually, but not for a while, thank God.


      “Which brings me to the purpose of this conversation,” Joska continued. “I just spoke to Miss Fisher, and she agreed to participate.”


      I felt a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach. “Participate in what?”


      “A special project, of course,” he said. “I would like you and she to work together on an analysis of one of the major design movements in Twentieth Century architecture.”


      You’re kidding, right? “For extra credit?” I asked hopefully.


      “For extra knowledge,” he countered, “which is far more valuable.”


      “Of course,” I answered through a fake smile. In my copious spare time? Yeah, right.


      “Excellent. I felt certain that you’d want to participate.”


      “Want” is probably too strong a word, I thought sarcastically. “Be forced at grade-point” is more like it. But I smiled like I agreed.


      “I hope you’ll pardon my assumption, but I asked Miss Fisher to contact you this evening to discuss the movement upon which you want to focus.”


      “Thank you, sir,” I lied. “It sounds like fun.”


      “Very well, then,” he said. “I’ll see you in class on Monday. Good day.”


      I said goodbye and mentally canceled my weekend plans. I’d had a vague idea of flying home to see Gina—with the excuse that I was meeting Mike Junior and Big Jim to show them the houses—but that definitely wasn’t going to happen.


      “Oh well,” I said to myself. “Probably for the best. Leah and I get along so much better when I’m not putting the moves on her sister.”


      Two girls nearby turned and scowled.


      And I wondered why I didn’t have a girlfriend?


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Gracie was excited about the project. She already had a dozen ideas and seemed to be working up to more. I wasn’t sure there even were a dozen major architectural movements during the Twentieth Century, but I didn’t want to dampen her enthusiasm, especially so early in the quarter.


      We spent part of Saturday afternoon in her dorm room, a single in Strong Hall. The building was old and quaint, and supposedly haunted by the ghost of Sophie Strong herself. I wasn’t sure about the ghost, but Gracie’s room had its own tiny bathroom, so that was nice.


      Haunted buildings aside, I definitely got a weird vibe from Gracie herself. We were the top students in the second year, so we should’ve been arch-rivals, but she didn’t see it that way. Of course, her vision of our relationship didn’t quite match mine. She saw us as a team with her in charge, where I would complement her talents and defer to her wishes. I was too polite to tell her what I thought about that idea. I wasn’t going to play second fiddle to anyone, no matter how talented they were. No matter how attractive, either.


      We argued back and forth about which movements we wanted to analyze. I liked the International style and wanted to focus on Charles and Ray Eames. My second choice was the Bauhaus movement, which combined design and fine arts. Gracie couldn’t have been more opposite. She liked mid-century Brutalism and slab-sided Postmodern abominations.


      As far as I was concerned, the beauty of architecture was its ability to combine form and function into a whole that was greater than the sum of its parts. It should be pleasing to the eye at the same time that it served its intended purpose. Moreover, I wanted people to look at my designs and see a reflection of beauty in the world around them.


      For Gracie, architecture was about making a statement. It was about rejecting the past and creating a “new aesthetic that embodies change.” (Yes, she actually said that. I almost gagged.) She wanted people to look at her designs and ask questions about what it meant to be part of modern society and why they should reject the status quo.


      In short, Gracie wanted to change the world, and architecture was the message.


      I just wanted to make beautiful things, and architecture was the medium.


      “Okay,” I said at last, “we’re at an impasse. I say we go to the library and start looking for research material. We don’t have to decide which style right now. Heck, the quarter hasn’t even officially started yet.”


      “But if you’d just look at things from—”


      I held up a hand to cut her off. “Library,” I said tersely. “Now.” I began to gather my things. I was going with or without her.


      She decided on “with,” so she slid into her shoes and picked up her book bag. “I still say—”


      “Save it.” I was done arguing, but she hadn’t gotten the message yet.


      She tried one more time as we walked across campus, although she finally got a clue when I commented on the weather.


      We spent the rest of the afternoon in the architecture section of the library, poring over design books and magazines. I was mostly quiet throughout, although Gracie tried to change my mind a couple of times. She never came right out and restarted the argument, but everything she showed me had an underlying theme: do things her way.


      We didn’t decide anything that day, although we both learned a lot about the past eighty years of architecture. That was probably what Professor Joska intended in the first place. I didn’t have good things to say about his ideas either.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      My courses were the usual mix of architecture and required electives, but I was also taking a fun class, Asian Art. That was Glen’s influence. He was a quiet man by nature, although I had learned how to draw him out by asking about the Japanese warrior philosophy. I wanted to learn more, but UT didn’t offer classes in bushido, so the art class was the closest thing that also satisfied an architecture elective.


      I had three classes with Gracie, as well as several other friends from the design track, but Trip and I only had Joska’s class together. He was trying to get a business minor, so he spent most of the morning taking classes that’d bore me to tears.


      In addition to everything else, Wren and I had signed up to model for Siobhan three times a week after lunch, and again on Tuesdays and Thursdays before lunch. So I’d be busy every day until two o’clock, except on Wednesdays, when I had Joska’s design lab until five. I had some free time in the afternoons, but I knew I’d fill it with homework, studying, and regular trips to the gym.


      During the day I spent most of my time in the A&A building. That gave me lots of time to work on design projects. I also saw the same group of people, so I eventually ran into Daphne and Sara. I gave Daphne a friendly kiss on the cheek and had an awkward moment with Sara before she decided that I was worthy of a hug after all. Neither of us missed Daphne’s smile and laughing gray eyes.


      “Whatever,” Sara said.


      “How’d you do on your portfolio review?” I asked to break the ice.


      Sara actually blushed.


      “Oh?”


      “Um… yeah,” she said. “About that picture.”


      “Which picture?”


      “The one of your… um…”


      “Cock,” Daphne supplied with a barely concealed grin.


      Sara glared. “Yeah, that one.”


      “What about it?” I asked.


      “My professor thought it was really good. She liked the whole series.”


      Daphne’s eyes sparkled with mischief again. “She liked your cock.”


      “Can we change the subject?” Sara asked tersely.


      “Fine by me,” I said, “but you’re the one who brought it up.” If Daphne was going to tease her girlfriend, I wouldn’t abandon her when she needed me most. Besides, I was enjoying myself at Sara’s expense.


      “Anyway,” she continued doggedly, “she wants to know if you’d be interested in modeling for her sometime.”


      “She wants to see your cock,” Daphne added with another grin.


      “Okay,” Sara snapped, “enough about his cock!”


      Several passers-by overheard and looked at us in shock. Daphne and I just laughed, but Sara seemed even more embarrassed. “I hope you two are having fun,” she growled. Then she suppressed her pique and glared at me for good measure. “This is all your fault.”


      “Probably.”


      “Anyway,” she went on, as if no one were staring at us, “she wants you to stop by her office if you’re interested.”


      Daphne added, “So she can see your cock.”


      “Will you quit already?” Sara said in exasperation. “My grade depends on keeping this woman happy. All right?”


      “Sorry,” Daphne said, although her eyes said otherwise.


      “Yeah, I’ll behave too,” I added.


      “I’m starting to really dislike you,” Sara said to me.


      I didn’t even try to hide my amusement. “I can tell.”


      “Fine. Whatever. I gave you the message. Now fuck off.”


      “Ah,” I said, “that’s the Sara I know and love.”


      She looked like she wanted to hit me. Instead, she turned on her heel and stalked toward the door.


      “Call me sometime,” I called after her. “We’ll do lunch. You can see my—”


      She glared over her shoulder and dared me to say it.


      Daphne blew me a quick kiss and hurried after her.


      I just chuckled.


      I was still smiling when I noticed Christy watching from the stairs. She gave me a look of studied indifference and continued on her way.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Wren and I decided to eat lunch together before Siobhan’s class. Trip still wasn’t entirely comfortable with us modeling together, but he had grown a bit more secure in their relationship. He also seemed to understand, finally, that he couldn’t tell Wren what to do. She was as strong-willed as anyone I knew, me included, which probably explained why I liked her so much.


      “Hey,” she said after she finished her sandwich, “I know this is kind of last-minute, but I want to plan a surprise party for Trip’s birthday.”


      “Last-minute?” I almost choked. “His birthday is tomorrow. The only way it could be more last-minute is if you do it at the last minute… literally. Are you serious?”


      “Yeah. And I was hoping you’d help.”


      “Of course I’ll help,” I said. “He’s my best friend. What do you have in mind?”


      “Something big and kinda wild,” she said. “Maybe you could ask Luke to fix some of his gumbo. I’ll buy the groceries and all.”


      “I’ll pay for half,” I said.


      “You don’t have to do that.”


      “No problem,” I said. I still had quite a bit left over from the houses the year before, even with the majority set aside to reinvest for the next summer. “Do you wanna buy booze or make it BYOB?”


      “I want to take care of everything, but that’ll get expensive.” She looked thoughtful. “I know! We can set out a tip jar for contributions.” She began ticking off a mental list: “Wine coolers, beer, liquor, and mixers, of course. We’ll also need some kind of snacks to keep people from getting too drunk, and a cake for dessert.”


      I chuckled at her thoroughness. Then again, her father was a successful restaurateur for a reason, and the apple didn’t fall far from the tree.


      “I was also thinking we could decorate the apartment,” she said, and we began planning in earnest.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      I went to judo practice after design lab on Wednesday. I was tired after spending all day in class, but also tense and full of energy, so I wanted to burn off some aggression on the mat. Wednesdays were perfect for that, because practice ended with open sparring. Any judoka could challenge another within the same general weight class.


      I always challenged fighters of a lower kyu, which meant they were more advanced than me. I tried to choose opponents who were good enough to be a serious challenge, but not so good that I didn’t have a chance of winning. I lost more than I won, but I rarely made the same mistake twice, and I’d been working my way through the ranks ever since my first challenge.


      Some guys enjoyed the chance to spar with me, because they knew I wanted to improve, but others were annoyed that I challenged outside my kyu. I didn’t really care what the latter group thought, or why they didn’t like me. The only way to improve was to set goals higher than I could achieve at the moment. It was an extension of Michelangelo’s philosophy, and I tried to live by it.


      I was feeling ornery that night—Joska had gotten under my skin during lab—so I challenged one of the complainers, a guy named Kyle. He was good but a bit of a slacker, and I thought I could beat him. He rolled his eyes like he wanted to blow me off, but that would’ve been worse than fighting and losing. So he rose from the circle and met me in the center of the mat.


      The others cheered us on and shouted suggestions as we circled and sized each other up. He looked like he wasn’t taking me seriously, so I let him get ahead of me as we turned. Then I feigned a stutter-step and dropped my left arm.


      He only saw the opening I’d given him, so he lunged and grabbed the shoulder of my gi. He didn’t see how it would leave him vulnerable, or what I could do when he overextended. He found out when I turned his momentum into a sumi gaeshi reversal and scored an ippon, an instant win.


      I started to return to the center of the mat, but Kyle shot to his feet and swung a fist that nearly connected with my ear. One of the sensei was acting as referee, and he caught Kyle in an arm bar.


      “Ma-te!” the sensei barked. He made sure Kyle had his temper under control before he released him and said to the group, “He who can suppress a moment’s anger may prevent many days’ sorrow.” Then he looked at Kyle and added privately, “To lose is to learn. Remember that.”


      “Yes, sensei,” Kyle said, although it was grudging.


      We bowed to each other, but his expression said that things weren’t over between us. He was a Pike, I remembered too late, from the same fraternity as Rod Fortner. I normally tried to steer clear of trouble with Greeks—Glen was a KA, and two of my roommates were in fraternities—but I decided that I wouldn’t steer clear of this particular asshole. I wouldn’t go looking for trouble, but I’d return it with interest if it found me.


      The matches resumed after that, and Glen stood up to challenge one of the first dan guys, a black belt. The other fighter was a football player and one of the few black guys in the club. He was also one of the judoka who welcomed a challenge. He met Glen in the center of the mat, where they bowed and took their stances.


      I knew that Glen was good, but I rarely got to see him at the top of his game. Despite being a big guy, he was agile and extremely strong. His opponent was just as muscular, and at least an inch taller than Glen’s 6’4”. He looked like an African god, but he hadn’t risen to first dan on size and strength alone.


      The two fighters put on an amazing performance. Neither could get an advantage on the other, and they used moves that I didn’t even know the names for. The match lasted nearly fifteen minutes, until the referee called time.


      Both judoka bent over in exhaustion as the referee consulted with the other sensei who’d been scoring the match. They awarded the victory to the black belt by a single point. The winner bowed to Glen and then pulled him into a hug.


      The rest of us mobbed them at that point, and the practice broke up on a high note. I noticed Kyle hanging back with a small group of malcontents, but I didn’t think anything of it at the time.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Trip had class on Thursday afternoon, so Wren and I grabbed Christy and Luke and headed to the grocery store. We loaded an entire cart with food for the party. My jaw dropped at the bill, but Wren didn’t bat an eye as she wrote a check to pay for it all. Then we drove to the liquor store, where Luke and Christy went a little nuts. Luke and I had to make four trips to the Cruiser to load it all. Wren paid for everything with surprising equanimity, while I cringed at what my half would come to.


      It was for a good cause, though. Trip was my best friend, and if I couldn’t spend money on my friends, what good was it anyway? Luke and Christy had fun too, especially since they got to shop for all the stuff and didn’t have to pay for it.


      Luke told Boudreaux and Thibodeaux jokes on the way back to campus, and I laughed so hard I could barely see straight to drive. Even Christy had loosened up since the first part of the trip. We pulled into the driveway at the apartment building when Wren looked at her watch.


      “Oh, crap!” she said. “I need to run. Trip is supposed to be at my place in twenty-five minutes, and I still need to shower and do my hair.”


      “I’ll help,” Christy volunteered.


      “Luke and I will take care of this stuff,” I said. “You get ready. Go.”


      “Are you sure?”


      “Duh,” I said. “Go!”


      She gave me a grateful kiss before she looked over her seat at Christy. “Do you think we can do it?”


      Christy nodded. “Piece of cake!”


      The girls grinned and then ran inside. Luke went to find a luggage cart while I took a blanket from the back of the car and covered the cases of alcohol (UT was officially a dry campus). As I waited for him to return, I thought about what Christy had said. My father said the same thing, and I’d learned the expression from him.


      “Mais,” Luke said as he arrived with the cart and interrupted my woolgathering, “we gonna have us a good ol’ time!”


      I laughed and agreed.


      “Say,” he asked as we loaded the cart, “you know if Christy is seein’ anyone?”


      “Why?”


      “You don’ have eyes? Sha! She’s cute as a button.”


      “I don’t think she’s your type.”


      “She’s female, ain’t she?”


      “She’s definitely female,” I said, “but I think she is seeing someone.”


      “You sho’? She don’ ack like it.”


      “Yeah,” I said, “I think she is. He’s in California.” Christy could take care of herself, but for some reason I didn’t like the idea of Luke chasing her. He never had a serious girlfriend and rarely slept with any of them more than twice. Women were disposable as far as he was concerned, and I had a visceral reaction to that kind of attitude.


      “Shame,” he said, and I thought that was the end of it.


      We wheeled the heavily-laden cart toward the door. Trip and Wren planned to spend the night at her place, but we couldn’t keep him away from ours the entire time until the party. He was supposed to change clothes at Wren’s apartment, but if he came upstairs and found the groceries, we’d explain that they were Luke’s for a frat party. The liquor and decorations were easier. We simply stashed them in Luke and Jeff’s room and closed the door.


      Luke returned the luggage cart while I parked my car in the non-commuter garage. I ran into Trip and Wren as I returned.


      “You look sharp, dude,” I said.


      “Thanks, man.”


      My jaw dropped when I took a good look at Wren. Christy had teased her hair out with enough hairspray to defy a tornado, and she wore a gray dress and diamond drop necklace that drew my gaze to her cleavage. I reluctantly pulled my eyes away and took a step back to appreciate the full effect. She looked like the cover of Playboy.


      “Wow,” I said at last, “you look awesome.”


      “Thanks,” she said. Then she grinned sidelong at Trip. “And thanks for letting Christy spend the night at your place.”


      He blushed at the allusion, which was what she’d wanted.


      “Any time,” I said. “I told her she could crash in Trip’s bed, but she said she’d rather sleep on the couch.”


      “She probably figures you’ll have company,” Wren said.


      I barked a laugh. “Not likely. Anyway, you kids have fun.” I blinked at the déjà vu moment, but waved as they headed to his car.


      Upstairs in our apartment Christy and Luke were already putting away the groceries. He was flirting with her, and she didn’t seem to mind. It bugged me, though, especially since I’d told him that she had a boyfriend. It was a lie, but he didn’t know that.


      He did what he normally did, though, which was think with his dick. I wasn’t in the mood to analyze the irony of that thought, so I told him, “Don’t worry about this stuff, dude. We’ll take care of it. I’m sure you have a date or something.”


      “Nope,” he said. “I’m all yours tonight.”


      Super, I thought.


      “Why don’t you mix us some drinks,” Christy suggested.


      “Aw, sha,” he said, “I thought you’d never ask.”


      I hid my irritation and decided to put on some music. Someone knocked on the door before I reached the stereo, so I turned and went to answer it. I must have looked annoyed, because the girl outside jumped when I yanked the door open.


      Then I got a good look at her and my annoyance turned to surprise.


      “Oh, hi,” I said. “What’re you doing here?”


      ✧ ✧ ✧
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        Chapter 21

      


      Leah shifted nervously. “Um… hi.” She ventured a smile and I suddenly remembered my manners.


      I took her suitcase and overnight bag, and invited her into the apartment. “Seriously, what’re you doing here? Not that I mind,” I added hastily, “but… um… did we plan something and I just forgot?”


      “You didn’t forget. I’m still on Spring Break and thought I’d surprise you,” she said. “Is that okay?”


      “Sure!”


      “Who is it?” Christy called from the kitchen. She came around the corner and stopped abruptly. “Oh. Hello.”


      “Leah, this is Christy,” I said, and the two girls shook hands.


      Leah’s smile was forced. She still hadn’t forgiven Christy for her part in the Wren fiasco.


      Christy reacted better, but her smile didn’t reach her eyes.


      Luke stuck his head around the corner. “Who is it?”


      I introduced them and hid a grin when Leah didn’t give him more than a token smile. She wasn’t rude, but she didn’t swoon over his good looks and Cajun accent.


      “We’re planning a surprise party for Trip,” I explained. “We just got back from the grocery store.”


      “Oh, that explains it,” she said. “I got here about an hour ago, but no one was home.”


      “Sorry about that.”


      She shrugged.


      “Well, we’re here now, and you’re here, so…”


      “How ’bout those drinks?” Luke suggested. “I’m makin’ hurricanes, my specialty.”


      “Your specialty is anything alcoholic,” I said.


      “I am not an alcoholic,” he said with great dignity. “I just have a high tolerance. It’s my Cajun blood.”


      “Yeah, right.” I glanced at Leah. “Hey, lemme get her situated and give her the nickel tour. Then we’ll take those drinks. Cool?”


      “Laissez les bon temps rouler,” Luke said.


      I started to explain what it meant, but Leah cut me off.


      “‘Let the good times roll,’” she said. “I take French, you know. I swear, sometimes I think you don’t pay attention to my life.”


      “Tell me about it,” Christy muttered.


      I ignored the jabs and grabbed Leah’s bags. “Ready for that tour?”


      We returned to the kitchen a few minutes later, and Luke handed us drinks. “How’s about I whip us up somethin’ to eat?” he said. Then he looked at Christy. “What you say, sha?”


      The rum in the hurricane had improved her mood, so her eyes lit up and she nodded.


      “I hope you don’t mind spicy,” I said to Leah.


      “You really don’t pay attention, do you? My mother is Indian. Hello?”


      “I thought you looked too exotic to be plain ol’ American like me and your ugly friend,” Luke said. “What tribe?”


      I rolled my eyes, but Leah didn’t miss a beat. “Kshatriya,” she said.


      “The warrior caste?” Christy asked.


      Luke and I shared a look. He was as clueless as I was.


      Leah nodded. “Mmm hmm. My great-grandfather was an officer in the British Army. But caste is an inherited thing these days, and doesn’t mean much for me. My father’s white, and I’m American.”


      “Well, dis-moi la vérité,” Luke said.


      Christy and Leah explained at the same time. “‘Tell me the truth.’”


      They’d done it for my benefit, and I almost laughed when each grew annoyed at the other.


      Leah recovered first. “I just did,” she said to Luke.


      “You mentioned dinner?” Christy said to him.


      “My pleasure!”


      We hung out in the kitchen and made small talk while Luke cooked and entertained us with stories about “life on the bayou.” It was mostly an act for the girls (Luke had grown up in the suburbs, just like the rest of us), but he had a flair for storytelling. It also didn’t hurt that he could cook with one hand and pour drinks with the other.


      After dinner we sat in the living room and listened to the stereo. Luke’s drinks had a way of sneaking up on people, and none of us were feeling any pain. Leah curled up next to me on the couch and snuggled close. Christy and Luke carried the conversation, flirting back and forth like dueling fencers. In a way it was fun to watch, since I was pretty sure that he wasn’t going to get into her pants.


      By the time Jeff came home around midnight, we were all winding down. Christy held her liquor as well as Luke did, and he’d finally realized that he wasn’t going to get lucky. So we all said goodnight and helped Christy make up the couch.


      In my bedroom Leah began taking off her clothes as soon as I closed the door. She normally slept in her birthday suit, but I gave her the same Riverwood T-shirt that Christy had borrowed.


      “Just in case you need to go to the bathroom during the night,” I explained.


      Leah modeled it as a gag. She filled more of the shirt than Christy did, so it only reached her hips. She wasn’t wearing panties, and her bare pussy peeked from under the hem.


      I pulled her toward me and settled her on my lap. We began making out. I reacted predictably, even after so much rum. Since I was still fully dressed, I held her around the waist and stood up to unbuckle my pants. They didn’t even fall to my ankles before I freed my erection and thrust into her. She was hot and wet and very ready, and moaned softly as I fucked her standing up.


      A little while later we moved to the bed, and finally rolled apart in the wee hours of the morning, exhausted but happy. Leah caressed my chest as she rested her head on my shoulder.


      “Thanks for letting me stay,” she said quietly.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      I woke up the next morning with a pounding headache and a taste in my mouth like I’d eaten year-old oranges. I slowly disentangled myself from Leah and staggered to the bathroom. Christy surprised me in the hall after I finished. She blinked and took a step back, and I belatedly realized that I was bare-ass naked.


      “Um, sorry.”


      “That’s okay,” she said. “I almost didn’t recognize you. I mean, it doesn’t look like the picture.”


      “Wha—?” I belatedly realized what she was talking about.


      She grinned.


      I couldn’t help but look down at my limp manhood. Then I covered myself with my hands. “Sorry,” I said again. “I didn’t mean to… you know.”


      “It’s okay. I have brothers,” she said. “I know what men look like.”


      “You saw your brothers like this?”


      “No,” she said primly. “They usually wore clothes around the house. You should try it sometime.”


      I felt my cheeks flush.


      “Now if you’ll excuse me,” she continued, “I need to use the bathroom.”


      I stepped aside. Seriously? I scolded myself. I picked that moment for small talk?


      Christy closed the bathroom door and then locked it for good measure, which bothered me for some reason.


      “Yeah, right,” I muttered. “I’m going to walk in on you in the bathroom. I have a sister. I know what women look like.” I shook my head in annoyance. Why do I let her get to me?


      “Wha’?” Leah asked groggily.


      “Nothing,” I said. “I’m going for a run. I’ll be back in an hour.” I kissed her forehead and covered her with the blanket.


      “M’kay.”


      I didn’t see Christy when I emerged from the bedroom—fully dressed this time—so I grabbed my keys and headed out. Unfortunately, I didn’t enjoy running as much as I usually did. For one, my brain felt like it was bouncing around my skull. For another, I was so thirsty that I could barely work up a good spit. For a third, I kept reliving the conversation with Christy and trying to think of snarky comebacks.


      She was gone when I returned to the apartment. No note. No nothing. The only sign that she’d been there was the pile of neatly folded blankets and a pillow on the arm of the couch.


      “Fine, whatever,” I said to myself, and poured a glass of orange juice. My head was starting to ease off, but the juice felt like ballast in my stomach.


      Leah shuffled into the kitchen as I was brooding. She had brushed her hair and donned the Riverwood T-shirt over a pair of panties.


      “Ugh,” she groaned. “I’m never drinking again.”


      “Here.” I poured her a glass of juice. “This’ll help.”


      She took a whiff and almost gagged. “Oh, God. Too much like a hurricane. Do we have any coffee?”


      “You too? Jeez. Am I the only one who doesn’t drink the stuff?”


      “Yes,” she said, and spotted the Mr. Coffee. She opened the cabinet above it and found Luke’s can of Luzianne coffee. Once she filled the machine, she stood there looking miserable and clutching her mug.


      I gave her a quick kiss. “I’m gonna shower,” I said. “We don’t have class ’cause of Good Friday, but the dining hall is open and a bunch of us usually get breakfast together. You wanna go?”


      She made a face. “Food? God, no.”


      “No problem. We have stuff here if you get hungry.” I still wanted a shower, so I headed down the hall.


      Jeff emerged from his bedroom. “Do I smell coffee?”


      “Yeah,” I said. “Leah’s making it.”


      He looked puzzled. “The Indian girl? I thought you broke up with her. What? Last year, right?”


      “That was her sister,” I explained.


      He shook his head. “Jeez, Hughes, you sure keep it in the family.”


      “We’re just friends,” I said, which rang hollow. It also made Leah sound cheap, which wasn’t what I intended. “Well, more than friends, but… it’s complicated.”


      “Sounded pretty simple last night.”


      I started to bristle, but he defused me with a grin.


      “Relax. I’m just fucking wit’ ya,” he said. “She seems like a nice girl. Besides,” he gestured toward the kitchen, “she made coffee, which is more than you ever do.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Trip came home after lunch. Wren had taken him to his favorite record store as part of his birthday present, and he’d bought a stack of vintage vinyl. He gave us a cursory wave and made a beeline toward his baby. Then he plopped in front of the McIntosh and adjusted the dials as the vacuum tubes warmed up.


      “It’s cool,” I told Leah. “He gets like this sometimes.”


      “Whatever,” she said.


      “I need to talk to Wren, though,” I said in a lower tone. “Can you keep an eye on him while I slip away for a few minutes?”


      He was holding his new LPs up to the light, one by one, looking for scratches or dust.


      “Sure, I guess.”


      “Thanks.” I gave her a quick kiss and headed downstairs.


      Wren invited me in.


      “So,” I teased, “you had a good time last night?”


      “Uh-huh. You did too, huh?”


      “Christy told you?”


      “Of course. But how’d you get on her bad side this time?”


      “Who knows?”


      Wren had the good grace to change the subject. “So… you had company last night?”


      “Yeah. Leah came for the weekend. It was kinda out of the blue, but…” I shrugged.


      “What’s the story with you and her?”


      “It’s… complicated,” I said.


      “Well, she’s not your girlfriend, so…”


      “Why do you say that?”


      “The whole Daphne thing. I mean, you wouldn’t have sex with me ’cause you were dating Kendall at the time. So why Daphne if you had someone like Leah at home?”


      “Yeah, well, like I said, it’s complicated.”


      “What isn’t? You wanna talk about it?”


      “Between you and me?”


      “Of course.”


      I trusted her more than anyone but Susan and my family, so I told her about Leah and Daphne and the rest. It felt good to get it off my chest.


      “Wow,” she said when I finished. “So Leah’s a swinger too?”


      I nodded. “Her whole family.”


      “And Daphne and Sara really used to be strippers?”


      Another nod.


      “Your life is complicated.”


      “No kidding.”


      She laughed and teased, “Poor Paul. More women than you can handle, but you still don’t know what to do.”


      “When you put it that way…,” I said with a laugh of my own.


      “But that gives me an idea.”


      “Uh-oh.”


      “You’ll find out later,” she said cryptically. “If it works out.”


      I couldn’t coax any more out of her, so I changed the subject. “Okay, does Trip suspect anything? About the party, I mean?”


      She shook her head. “Have you figured out how you’re gonna get him out of the apartment?


      “Yeah. We need to talk about the houses for this summer.”


      “Thanks for that, by the way. For getting him to come to Atlanta. I know you had other reasons, but I hope I was part of it too.”


      “Of course,” I said, and she smiled. We shared a companionable moment until I looked at my watch. “Holy shit! I told Leah I’d be back in a few minutes and it’s been almost an hour.”


      “She’ll understand, especially if what I’m thinking works out.”


      “That again?” I said. “You won’t tell me what you’re up to?”


      “You’ll find out eventually,” she said with a secret smile.


      Smug little vixen.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Luke needed time to cook, and Wren and Christy had to decorate, so I asked Trip if he had plans for the rest of the afternoon.


      “Yeah, I thought I’d make a mix tape. Why?”


      “Well, I was thinkin’… We still have to talk about the houses for this summer. I want to get started as soon as we can, and since we both have time this afternoon…”


      “But what about Leah?”


      “I’ll be okay,” she said on cue. “I know you guys need to plan. Besides, I kinda wanna see what’s on the news.”


      “We don’t have cable,” Trip said, “and the TV is in Luke and Jeff’s room. You don’t wanna go in there. It’s a disaster area.”


      It’s also full of booze and party decorations, I thought smugly, but you don’t know that.


      “I think I can handle it,” she said. “I grew up with two older sisters.”


      “But what about my records?” Trip complained. “I got a Beatles promo LP.”


      “Dude,” I said, “you can listen to those after we figure out what we’re gonna do with the houses. Come on. You know we need to get started on this stuff.”


      “But… why now?”


      “’Cause we have time now. Now c’mon. You know I’m right.”


      He put business before pleasure, but not gracefully. “Fine,” he said, “but you better have another brilliant idea like Atlanta.”


      “Oh, I’m full of brilliant ideas. Now let’s go. I figure we can grab a booth at the Grill or OCI’s and sketch things out.”


      He grumbled as he gathered a couple of notepads and some pens and pencils.


      I grabbed my own sketchbook and said to Leah, “We’ll be back in a couple of hours.”


      Trip goggled. “A couple of hours?”


      “Oh, pipe down. You know you’ll enjoy it once we get going.”


      We decided on Presidential Grill, and found a table near the back. Trip grumbled about leaving his music, so I launched straight into my pitch for the two houses in the neighborhood near mine.


      He picked up the thread and started asking questions. I answered them all, until we hit our first sticking point. I wanted to do some major renovations to the backyard of the rancher, but he wasn’t convinced.


      “Seriously, dude,” I said, “that backyard is going to sell the house, especially if we fix up the pool area. We can add a gazebo or rose trellis and turn it into a little sanctuary. People pay big bucks for that kind of thing, especially within thirty minutes of downtown. Trust me. This isn’t like Franklin, where most people work a few miles from home. Atlanta is big.”


      “A lot of people commute from Franklin to Nashville,” he said defensively.


      “But a lot more in Atlanta. And to get that kind of yard with any privacy, most people have to move out to Marietta. That’s a long way.”


      “I guess,” he said. “I’m still not convinced that we’ll make our money back from something like that. I mean, kitchens and master bedrooms still make the best return.”


      “I’m not disagreeing. I’m just saying that for this house, we need to spend on the backyard too. We’ll make it back and then some. I swear.”


      “We’ll see,” he said, which meant he’d at least think about it.


      “All right,” I said. “Let’s talk about the Tudor…”


      Since we didn’t have actual plans to work with, we covered the details fairly quickly. Then I had to come up with something else to keep him occupied.


      “Hey,” I said, “do you wanna take a short vacation between school and work?”


      “Probably not.” He gestured at his notes. “We have a lot to do.”


      “I dunno…,” I said. “I mean, we should take some time off. I’m not talking about a month, but maybe a week.”


      “That’s an awful long time…”


      “Not really. Besides, I was thinking… we could go to camp.”


      “Camp? Wait, you mean… camp?”


      “You could introduce Wren to the… um… fresh air. I mean, you know she tans in the nude at home, don’t you? Well, she does. And at camp you’ll be nude too, so you won’t have to waste time if the mood strikes.”


      I threw out some more bait. “Besides,” I said, “you know how many good-looking women are there. And since Wren likes ’em too, you can both admire the… um… ‘scenery.’ Trust me, girls like it as much as guys do.”


      “Do you really think she’ll go?”


      I nodded. “I’m surprised she hasn’t said anything. I mean, have you told her you’ve been?”


      He shook his head.


      “Why not?”


      His eyes widened. “Are you kidding? I can’t tell her any of that stuff!”


      “Nonsense,” I said. “She knows you had a life before you two started dating. She knows you had sex too. She doesn’t think you figured it out from magazines, does she? And you’re definitely keeping her happy. I mean, I’ve seen how she looks after you spend the night together.”


      “Really? She has a look?”


      “Cloud nine,” I said.


      “You honestly think she’d go?”


      “Sure! Here’s what you should do…”


      The camp conversation lasted longer than I thought, so we were late getting back to the apartment.


      “Why’s it so dark in here?” Trip asked. He stepped inside and flipped on the light.


      “Surprise!”


      The wall of sound hit him and he took a half-step back. Then Wren rushed forward and gave him a hug.


      “Surprise, baby,” she said. “Happy birthday!”


      Trip held her with one arm and turned an accusing glare on me. “So that’s why you kept me out so long. You knew about this?”


      “Of course.”


      People started wishing him happy birthday as he waded into the crowd. Luke shoved a drink at him as music suddenly filled the apartment. Trip and the crowd moved into the living room.


      Leah slid under my arm and handed me a Bartles & Jaymes. She raised her own bottle and we clinked. We each took a cautious sip and shared a grin that said it all: no more hangovers like last night. Then we watched the commotion around the birthday boy in the living room.


      “So… you survived Luke and Wren and Christy?” I said at last.


      “Yeah. Luke’s funny. He’s a bit full of himself, though. Thinks he’s God’s gift to women.”


      That was Luke all right.


      “Wren is… okay,” she added grudgingly. “She knew there was some tension between us—her and me, I mean—but she went out of her way to make me feel welcome. That was… really nice. And…”


      “And…?”


      “I couldn’t figure it out at first, but then it hit me. She is seriously protective of you.”


      “Oh?”


      “Yeah. Christy said something catty about you walking around naked or something, and Wren shut her down cold. Even Luke noticed, and he isn’t the sharpest knife in the drawer.”


      “Um, no.”


      “She never came right out and threatened me, but she made it clear that I’ll regret it if I ever hurt you.”


      “That’s Wren all right.”


      “I can see why you’re friends. She’s a lot like you. I mean, I know you’ll always protect me. Like this weekend.”


      “Yeah.”


      We fell into a contemplative silence.


      “And Christy?” I asked after a minute. I didn’t really know what my own feelings toward her were, so I wanted Leah’s opinion.


      “She’s actually pretty nice,” she said, which surprised me. “Cute, too. But she has a bee in her bonnet about you, doesn’t she?”


      “That’s probably an understatement.”


      “I don’t think she likes me any better.” She paused for a moment. “You know what I think? She has a serious crush on you, and I’m the competition.”


      I didn’t want to admit it, but I’d thought the same thing.


      “Well, screw her,” Leah said without heat. “She’s not your type anyway.”


      “Oh? And who is my type?”


      She beckoned me closer so she could whisper in my ear. “Any girl who’ll suck your dick.” She covered her smile with a sip of wine cooler.


      “God, there’s a reason I love you,” I said as I hugged her tight.


      “It’s because I…” She smirked and left the rest to my imagination.


      “That and more,” I agreed. “Now, time for us to join the party.”


      We’d invited friends, neighbors, and people I didn’t even know, and they all came. I saw at least a dozen of the second-year architecture students, including Freddie, who brought a girl.


      “Hey, fuggedaboutit,” he said, as though he went on dates all the time.


      Leah enjoyed meeting all my friends, especially when they thought she was older than she was. Glen and T.J. were there, as well as a couple of other guys we’d known in North Carrick.


      A bunch of Wren’s friends showed up, along with Zoë and Peter. Ash even made an appearance, although she didn’t stay long. Gracie showed up, had several drinks, and left in a huff, but I was having too much fun to worry about it.


      We managed to avoid trouble until midnight, when one of our homebody neighbors called the campus police. Trip and Glen smoothed things over, along with the football player from the judo club. His name was Reggie, and the officers recognized him. They were reluctant to cause problems for the team, so they pointedly ignored the alcohol and told us to keep the noise down.


      They had to come back a couple of hours later, of course, but the crowd had dwindled by then. Still, the officers told us they would shut us down and arrest everyone if they had to come back a third time. We took the warning to heart and people began leaving on their own. We finally kicked out the diehards around four in the morning.


      Luke had passed out in his room with some girl. They were both naked from the waist up, so we covered them and left them where they were. Jeff and Meredith had gone back to her place a couple of hours earlier, and Christy had gone home as well.


      We surveyed the apartment once we were alone. Virtually every flat surface was covered with party debris. The place stank of cigarettes, alcohol, and a couple of things I didn’t want to identify, so we left the windows open to let it air out.


      On the bright side, we didn’t have any fresh stains on the carpet and nothing major was broken. Trip’s record collection might never be organized again, but none of the LPs were broken. Best of all, the donation jar was full of money.


      Our bedrooms were also in fairly good shape. We had tried to keep people out, but that was impossible with the crowd we’d had. Someone had obviously gone through my closet, and other things were out of place, but no one had used my bed for anything more than a convenient place to sit.


      Leah and I had switched to Coke sometime earlier, so we were more or less sober. Wren was still pretty tipsy, but she’d been drinking plain juice since the cops’ second visit. By contrast, Trip was drunk as a skunk. I was surprised that he was coherent at all, much less upright.


      “Thanks, y’all,” he said happily. “This was the bes’ birfday ever!”


      “Do y’all want to clean up before we go to bed?” Leah asked. She was about as enthusiastic as I was, which is to say not at all.


      “Leave it!” Trip boomed drunkenly. “Magical party fairies will take care of it.”


      “Okay, baby,” Wren said to him, “let’s get you to bed.”


      “Oh, you wanna go t’ bed, huh?” he said. “Awesome! Le’s go!” He tried to make a screwing gesture, but his finger missed his other hand completely. He gulped like a landed fish and sat down hard.


      “Come on, Romeo,” I said as I pulled his arm over my shoulder, “let’s get you to bed.”


      He balked. “I’m not goin’ t’ bed wif you! You got a dick. A big one.”


      I blinked, and Leah tried not to split her sides as she held back laughter.


      “Di’ you know he has a big dick?” Trip asked Wren. He turned back to me. “’Course she does. She wants t’ fuck you. Whaddya think of tha’? My girlf… girlfriend wants t’ fuck you.”


      Wren eyed us nervously. “Sorry.”


      “I’m not going to sleep with your girlfriend,” I assured him.


      “I know. I trus’ you. Dunno if I trus’ her tho.” He leaned close. “She’s a nym… nym… nymphomaniac. Wants t’ do it all th’ time. I swear!”


      I gave Wren an apologetic look as I dead-lifted him off the couch. “You’re lucky to have her,” I told him, “but if you don’t shut up, she’ll never sleep with you again.”


      He looked genuinely confused. “Why not?”


      “Because I’ll kick your ass so hard you’ll have a big brown pucker where your face used to be.”


      “Tha’s pretty hard all righ’,” he said, and allowed me to help him stagger to bed.


      “Thank you,” Wren said as she took off his shoes. Then she began unbuttoning his shirt. “Come on, let’s get you under the covers.”


      “See wha’ I mean?” he said to me. Then to Wren, “Le’s go, baby. I’ll give it to ya.” It was all talk.


      We stripped him down to his jockeys and unceremoniously rolled him into bed. Wren straightened from the effort and swayed unsteadily. I reached for her, but she raised her arms and kept her balance.


      “I’m okay,” she said. Then she recovered her dignity and looked at Leah. “Sorry you had to hear all that.”


      “It’s okay,” Leah said. “It’s the alcohol talking.”


      “Not really,” Wren said as she unzipped her dress. She slipped it off her shoulders. “I really wanna sleep with him. Paul, I mean.” She shrugged. “Sorry. But I’m sure you understand.”


      I didn’t, especially since she was getting undressed as she spoke. Did she want to do it then and there?


      “Matter o’ fact,” she said as she pushed the dress over her hips, “I wanna sleep with you too.” She made moon-eyes at Leah, who looked at me sidelong.


      Wren was drunker than I’d thought, so she ignored Leah’s panicked look. “You’re so sexy and exotic. Please tell me you’re into girls. Please!”


      Leah gave me another look, this one pleading.


      “Tell her,” I said. “She knows.”


      Leah’s eyes widened. “Knows? How much?”


      “Pretty much everything.”


      “We trust each other. Completely,” Wren said. “And I love him too. But not like he wants, poor guy.”


      “That I understand,” Leah said.


      “You too?” Wren said sympathetically. Then she shook her head in confusion. “Wait a minute… did I already ask if you like girls?”


      “Um… yes,” Leah said.


      Wren beamed but then grew confused. “Um… yes I did, or yes you do?”


      “Both,” Leah said simply.


      “I just knew you were bi,” Wren gushed. “I mean, Paul doesn’t like girls who aren’t, does he?” At that point she stumbled toward Leah, who caught her in an awkward embrace.


      I smirked for a moment before I came to her rescue.


      “Okay,” I said as I gently pried them apart. “Trip isn’t the only one who’s had too much to drink.”


      “Yes, I’m drunk,” Wren said with exaggerated care, “but so what? That doesn’t change how I feel.”


      “No, I guess it doesn’t,” I conceded, “but it does change what I’m going to do with you.”


      “Oh? And just what are you”—dramatic voice—“‘going to do’ with me?” Before I could stop her, she popped the catch on her bra.


      Leah giggled at my predicament, but didn’t offer to help.


      “Okay,” I said to Wren as I lowered her to the edge of Trip’s bed, “time for beddie-bye.” Trip was already snoring softly as I eased her back. “There you go.”


      She slipped out of her bra and threw it aside. She thrust her breasts at me and dared me to look.


      “Yes, I’ve seen them,” I said. “They’re very nice.”


      “Very nice,” Leah agreed from behind me, although I couldn't tell if she was teasing me or Wren. Probably both.


      I pulled the covers over Wren and stood back.


      She smiled. “Yep, def’nitely wanna sleep with you.” She looked at Leah, “You too. ’Specially together. Mmm. A ménage à trois. Tha’s it.” She heaved a drunken sigh and patted Trip’s leg. “Maybe even a foursome. That’d be fun.” She closed her eyes and fell asleep almost immediately.


      “Was she serious about all that?” Leah asked.


      “Yeah, ’fraid so.”


      “What have you been telling her?”


      “Some other time,” I said.


      She agreed with a nod and slipped under my arm.


      “Was this what you thought you’d be doing this weekend?” I asked.


      She laughed. “Honestly? No. I thought I’d hide out for a couple of days and then figure out what to do.”


      “And instead you got… this. Crazy, huh?”


      “Crazy,” she agreed.


      We undressed and climbed into bed. She settled against my chest as I folded her in my arms. We fooled around for a while, but neither of us had enough energy for more, so we eventually drifted to sleep in a comfortable embrace.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      I woke up with a raging hard-on and an even stronger need to pee. Leah felt warm and soft and oh-so-tempting next to me, and I honestly thought about taking care of my hard-on first. My bladder threatened to mutiny, though, so I climbed over her as gently as I could. She mumbled something, but settled again when I pulled the blankets over her.


      A few minutes later I finished in the bathroom and made my way down the hall. The morning sun was already high in the sky when I glanced toward the window in the living room. I didn’t have my watch, but guessed it was at least ten o’clock.


      The kitchen was littered with party mess, and someone had thoughtfully piled a half-dozen bags of garbage in the corner. I ignored the smell and rummaged in the refrigerator. Most everything liquid had fallen victim to Luke’s bartending, and the only thing drinkable was a four-pack of Bartles & Jaymes.


      I checked the freezer and found a can of frozen orange juice, but it was so hard that I couldn’t even get the juice out with a spoon. I put it back and was just about to close the door when I stopped.


      “What the…?” I opened the freezer again and pulled out the telephone receiver. I stared at the frayed end of the cord as though it might tell me what had happened. It probably had training by Soviet counter-intelligence, because it didn’t say a word. I carried the cold handset to the foyer and, sure enough, the phone was missing its receiver. I gave it a steely-eyed stare, but it didn’t say a thing, much less its name, rank, and serial number.


      “Damn Commies,” I muttered as I returned to the kitchen. I put the handset back in the freezer. It could stay there until it was ready to talk.


      My irritation vanished when I returned to the bedroom and saw Leah. She was awake and beautifully mussed. She pulled back the covers to reveal her breasts and then gave me a come-hither smirk.


      I simply stood there and appreciated the view, so she upped the ante by moistening her lips and letting her gaze drift to my growing erection. I practically leapt into bed, and my hand touched her hip.


      She gasped. “OhmyGodgetitoffme!”


      I realized too late that it was still cold from the phone receiver. “Um, sorry,” I said lamely.


      “You sure know how to wake a girl up.”


      “I can wake you up like last time,” I offered.


      “Oh, no. You keep your cold little paws to yourself. I’ll take care of you this time. Now lie still and try not to touch me with those ice cubes you call hands.” She smiled to take the sting out of the words and began kissing her way down my chest.


      I helpfully lifted the covers and watched her disappear beneath them. She settled between my legs and began kissing my erection. Then I made the mistake of resting my hand on my stomach. I gasped.


      “See?” Leah said around a mouthful of penis. “Col’, isn’ i’?”


      “I said I was sorry. Jeez.” I tucked my hands behind my head and stared at the ceiling as she began fellating me. I was happily thinking about nothing except her tongue when I heard a soft rustle from the other bed.


      When I glanced over, Wren was watching Leah’s head move under the covers. She didn’t notice that I was watching her, which gave me a wicked idea. I folded the covers back so Leah could breathe. She smiled around my shaft and then closed her eyes to concentrate.


      I rolled toward the other bed slightly, to give Wren a better view. The covers moved slightly as she played with herself.


      I tried to hold back my orgasm as long as I could, but Leah was an expert. After only a few minutes, I clutched the sheets and clenched my jaw to keep from crying out. Wren watched the whole time. She was still watching as Leah swallowed and then kissed her way up my body to straddle my hips.


      “Sorry about my cold hands,” I said softly.


      “That’s okay,” she said. “Your come was nice and warm, so I forgive you.” She kissed me and ground her hips. “Again?”


      I silently debated how much I wanted to torture Wren, but in the end I took pity on her.


      “Let’s take a shower,” I suggested to Leah instead. “The building has steam heat.”


      Her brow wrinkled. “So?”


      I explained, “Endless hot water.”


      Her eyes lit. She liked having sex in the shower, but we always ran out of hot water after fifteen or twenty minutes.


      We spent nearly forty-five in there. I fucked her standing up, bent over, and even sideways. She propped her leg on the soap dish and braced herself against the wall while I angled my hips and thrust extra-deep. Then I fucked her from behind until she sank to her knees to finish me.


      “God,” she said as we dried off, “that’s better than coffee.”


      “That’s me,” I joked, “good to the last drop.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Trip and Wren finally emerged a little after noon. Luke and his friend had abandoned us sometime earlier in the morning, so we had the apartment to ourselves. I didn’t know if Wren had taken care of her needs or not, but I suspected she had. She had that look.


      By contrast, Trip looked like he wished he were dead. I could sympathize, so I didn’t give him a hard time. He gazed dully at a cup of coffee and some dry toast for fifteen minutes before he said a word. Even then, he begged us to put him out of his misery.


      Leah and I had already done a little cleaning, but we’d barely made a dent. We were making desultory jokes about magical party fairies when Jeff and Meredith arrived. They surveyed the mess and just shook their heads.


      “Fuck, dude,” Jeff said at last.


      Meredith elbowed him. “Language.”


      “Oh yeah, sorry.” He tried to think of something else, but eventually gave up. “Sorry, hon,” he said, “but some things deserve a good swear-word.” He gave the living room another once-over and pronounced it worthy. “Fuck, dude, that was some party.”


      “Come on,” Meredith said, “let’s find some garbage bags.”


      “Yeah, come on,” Leah said to me. “Back to work.”


      Trip wanted to help, but his stomach revolted whenever he moved, so he sat by the window and tried to sort his record albums. The rest of us were making decent progress on the living room when Christy arrived. She looked as chipper as usual, although she ignored Leah and me as she joined the cleaning brigade.


      Whatever, I thought. So much for being friends again.


      We eventually discovered more damage than we’d seen the night before. Someone had broken one of our dining room chairs, and the couch had suffered a ripped cushion and a couple of cigarette burns. A would-be promoter had scrawled “Party like it’s 1999” in charcoal pencil on the front door.


      “Oh yeah, I almost forgot,” I said to no one in particular. “Wait till you see the phone.” I returned from the kitchen with the receiver. The cord dangled forlornly. “It still won’t talk,” I said. “I think it has spy training.”


      Everyone gave me a funny look, but I decided not to explain.


      We went back to work and eventually restored the apartment to shipshape condition.


      “Sorry I haven’t been much help,” Trip said. “Can I take everyone to dinner to say thanks?”


      We all demurred, but it was halfhearted. We were dirty, hungry, and tired of cleaning. Trip knew exactly what we needed, so he persisted.


      “Yeah, sure,” I said for the group. “That’d be awesome.”


      He looked at Wren, who checked her watch. “Leave in an hour?”


      After Christy returned to her own apartment, the rest of us looked at each other. I almost laughed when I read the same question on everyone’s face.


      “Listen,” I said, “we’re all grown-ups. Shower together to save time, right? Say, twenty minutes?”


      Leah gave me a sly look.


      “What if I can’t shower in twenty minutes?” Jeff asked, although it was sarcastic.


      “Dude,” I said, “if you can’t manage twenty minutes, I’ll come in there and wash Mr. Zip Code for you.”


      “Hey,” Meredith said, “I’m the only one who handles that package.”


      Leah grinned when she realized what we were talking about.


      After a quick discussion, we took turns in the bathroom. Leah and I didn’t have sex again, but I was sorely tempted, especially after she gave her pussy a touch-up with the razor. I resisted the urge, though, and simply teased her as we finished getting ready. Wren and Trip were still in the bathroom when Christy arrived, but no one complained at having to wait.


      Trip still wasn’t enthusiastic about food, but Wren wanted him to have some bread and water at least, so she suggested Italian. At the restaurant Christy and Meredith ordered wine, but the rest of us asked for soft drinks. During dinner we talked about the party and the crazier things that had happened. Afterward we lingered over dessert and coffee. Consequently, we didn’t make it back to the apartment until almost nine o’clock, but it felt like midnight.


      “You guys go on up,” I told the others. “I’m gonna stop by the front desk and file a maintenance request for the phone. They won’t be able to fix it until Monday, but solitary will do it some good.”


      I thought the joke was hilarious, but the others gave me a blank look.


      “You’re one weird dude, Hughes,” Jeff said.


      “It’s a gift,” I said. Then I gave Leah a quick kiss and sent her up with the others.


      The guy behind the front desk pulled out the maintenance form and slid it across the counter. He looked bored until he saw the apartment number.


      “Dude, awesome party last night.”


      “Did you come?” I didn’t remember him, but I didn’t know half the people who’d been there.


      “Yeah. It was totally gnarly.”


      “Cool,” I said. What else was I supposed to say? “Glad you enjoyed it.” I started to turn away, but he called me back.


      “This request…,” he said as he skimmed it, “it’s for the phone? Yeah, I guess that explains all the calls.”


      “Huh?”


      “Yeah,” he said, “we had a bunch of messages for you today.” He checked my name on the form. “Yeah, Paul Hughes. Wait a sec, I’ll get ’em for you.” He came back with three slips of paper. “Here you go.”


      I read them on the elevator ride. The first was from Gina, “Call me in Palm Springs. It’s important.” She included a phone number I didn’t recognize. My heart skipped a beat until I read the second one, from my mother, “Call home as soon as you can.” The last was from Chris Coulter. I looked again to make sure I’d read the name right. It read, “Paul, please call me at home as soon as you get this message. It’s urgent that I speak with you.”


      “Why is Chris Coulter calling me?” I wondered aloud.


      Wren met me at the door as soon as I walked into the apartment. Leah stood behind her, looking nervous.


      “You had a phone message,” Wren said as she handed me a note from one of our neighbors. “It was taped to the door when we got home.”


      It read, “Paul, I need to talk to you. It’s very important. Please call as soon as you get this. Gina.” She left the same number with a California area code.


      Gina knew how the phones at UT worked, and would know that our neighbor’s phone number was only one digit different from ours.


      I looked at the slips of paper and then at Leah. I thought back through the past couple of days. Little things began to jump out at me, things that she’d said or done. None of them added up to much by themselves, but they painted a different picture when I put them together with the phone messages. I might be a little slow on the uptake, but I wasn’t an idiot.


      “We need to talk,” I told her. We went to my bedroom and closed the door.


      She began to tear up. “I didn’t know where else to go.”


      “It’s okay,” I said, and pulled her in my arms. “This weekend wasn’t about a visit, though, was it?”


      “No,” she said through tears. “I kinda ran away.”


      I laughed softly. “Is that all? Heck, that’s easy to fix.”


      “Not if I don’t go back.”


      I changed the subject: “Did you have a fight with your mom?”


      “Not really.”


      “Not really?”


      “Well… there were these horrible rumors.”


      “Rumors…?” Christy and Ash’s whispering campaign was all-too-fresh in my memory. “What kind of rumors?”


      “What do you think?”


      “Okay,” I said, “you’d better tell me.”


      “It doesn’t matter. My life is over.”


      “Hold on,” I said, “nothing is ever as bad as you think. Just tell me and we’ll fix it. Okay?”


      She nodded and wiped her eyes. “You remember that guy I liked?”


      “Gary something?”


      “Yeah, Gary. I saw him at the movies last week and he invited me to this party.”


      “Okay,” I said cautiously. “Doesn’t sound too bad so far.”


      “It gets worse,” she said. “We ended up making out in one of the bedrooms. I wasn’t drunk or anything, but he was so cute, and he was really into me.”


      “He didn’t… do anything… did he?”


      “Not like Todd Zachary,” Leah said, “if that’s what you’re thinking.”


      “That’s exactly what I was thinking.”


      “In a way it’s worse. My reputation is basically ruined. Everyone thinks I went all the way.”


      Uh-oh. “What do you mean ‘everyone’?”


      “Everyone! Everyone who’s anyone at school. They all think I screwed him!”


      “Um… did you?”


      “No, of course not! What kind of girl do you think I am?”


      “Sorry,” I said. “I didn’t mean it like that.”


      “Then how did you mean it? Oh, never mind.”


      “Okay… so if you didn’t have sex with him, what happened?”


      “I let him play with my boobs,” she said. “And…”


      “And…?”


      “I sort of gave him a blowjob.”


      “How did people find out? Did you tell anyone?”


      “Erin, but she’d never tell.”


      “No, she wouldn’t,” I agreed. “So who then?”


      She winced.


      “Who?” I asked, my voice dangerous.


      “Erin heard that it was…”


      “Gary?”


      She nodded. “That’s what she and Stephanie Tanner heard.”


      I sighed and looked at my watch.


      “What’re you going to do?”


      “Well,” I said calmly, “if I leave now, I can get to Atlanta by midnight, one AM at the latest. I figure it’ll take me about fifteen minutes to find Gary’s house, then a couple of minutes to drag him outside. After that, it won’t take long at all.”


      “To what?” she asked nervously.


      “To rip his fucking head off.”


      She jumped between me and the door. “You can’t do it, Paul! You’ll go to jail. It’s not worth it. I’m not worth it.”


      I stepped forward. She moved to block me, but I gripped her shoulders instead of trying to get past her. “You are worth it,” I said, “but he’s not. Don’t worry, I’m not going to kill him. But he’ll wish he was dead by the time I’m through with him.”


      “Paul, you can’t! Promise me you won’t hurt him.”


      “Do you still like him?”


      “No, of course not! I think he’s a lying piece of crap, but what can I do?”


      I was about to answer when someone tapped on the door. It opened before I could even ask who it was.


      Wren looked embarrassed and a little defiant. “Sorry,” she said, “I couldn’t help but overhear… mostly because I was eavesdropping.”


      My eyes widened, more at her candor than her audacity.


      “I know what you can do,” she said to Leah. “And it doesn’t involve bloodshed.”


      “Well,” I said, “that’s a shame.” I meant it too, although Leah seemed relieved.


      “Threaten to tell everyone he has a little dick,” Wren said.


      My eyes bugged. “Excuse me?”


      “You heard me,” she said. She turned back to Leah. “Threaten to tell everyone he has a little dick.”


      “If she tells them that,” I said, “they’ll think she really did have sex with him.”


      “They’re going to think that anyway,” Wren said. “But if he’s the one who started the rumor, he can’t deny that she’s seen his dick. So he’s between a rock and a hard place. Either they had sex and she knows how big his dick is, or they didn’t and she doesn’t because she never saw it.”


      “But she did see it,” I protested. “Besides, he’s a football player. Every guy who’s seen him in the shower knows if it’s true or not.”


      “Not necessarily,” Wren said. “You of all people should know that. Think about it. Some guys are little until they get hard, while others are pretty much the same whether they’re hard or soft.”


      “Okay, but what if he’s hung like a horse?”


      Leah laughed, dark and a bit hysterical.


      “What?” Wren and I said at the same time.


      It took Leah a minute to stop laughing, and she shook her head in disbelief when she finally did. “She’s right,” she said. “It’s perfect.”


      I raised an eyebrow. “Oh?”


      “He really does have a little dick. It’s not a cocktail weenie or anything, but…” She held her fingers about four inches apart. “It’s one of those that doesn’t get any bigger when it’s hard.”


      Wren gave me an I-told-you-so look.


      “I could live with that,” Leah said, “but his come was, like, barf me out! I mean, he’s cute and all, but I have standards.”


      Wren and I lasted almost two seconds before we burst out laughing. Even Leah thought it was funny in hindsight, although her laughter was strained.


      “Okay,” I said when we calmed down, “that should fix Gary. Now let’s talk about your folks.”


      “I’m not—”


      “Oh, grow up,” Wren said. “Of course you are.”


      Leah glared.


      “You can’t stay here forever,” Wren continued, “much as Paul might enjoy it. Me too, for that matter, but that’s beside the point.”


      “I’m not going home,” Leah said.


      “Well, of course not,” Wren said reasonably. “Not this instant.”


      Leah was as stubborn as I’d ever seen her, but we eventually convinced her that she needed to let her parents know that she was all right. She still didn’t want to talk to her mother, so I agreed to make the call. We went downstairs to Wren’s apartment.


      Christy looked up. “What’s going on?”


      “Nothing,” Wren said. “I’ll tell you later.”


      Leah raised an eyebrow.


      “Oh, she’s okay,” Wren said. “Besides, she won’t tell anyone.”


      I started to object, but Wren caught my eye and shook her head slightly. She glanced at Christy.


      Got it, I said with a nod. She wanted Christy to see firsthand what a rumor could do to someone’s reputation. Clever, I thought. And a good object lesson.


      I picked up the phone and dialed. Chris was relieved to hear my voice, and doubly so when I told him that Leah was safe in Knoxville.


      “Her mother’s been worried sick,” he said. “So have I.”


      “Yeah, I understand. Sorry we didn’t call sooner. We had a bit of trouble with our phone. I think it’s a Soviet agent,” I added. “I’m sure you understand.”


      Wren glared. “One day you’re going to tell me what the hell you’re talking about.”


      Chris seemed nonplussed, so I forged ahead. “Anyway, she’s here and she’s fine.”


      “May I speak with her?”


      “Sure,” I said, “hold on a sec.” Then I said to Leah, “Your dad.”


      She tried to protest but eventually took the phone. “Hi, Dad. I’m fine.”


      He said something and she nodded.


      “Yeah, I had to get away from her for a while,” she said. Then she shook her head. “Not really.” She grew more defiant. “No, I don’t have to come home. I’m practically a grown-up, and—”


      I took the phone from her before she had a chance to dig a deeper hole for herself. “Hi, Chris,” I said, “it’s me again. Sorry. She’s still pretty upset.”


      “I’ll say,” Leah half-shouted, which was a louder version of Chris’s comment.


      “And it’s more than just the fight with her mom,” I added.


      Chris said, “She needs to come home.”


      “I know,” I said, “and she will.”


      Leah set her jaw and glared.


      I had to swallow a laugh—she looked like her equally stubborn sister. “Listen, Chris,” I said, “we’ll call again tomorrow. Okay? Leah still has a few things to work out here.”


      She raised her voice: “I’m never coming home. See what Mom says to that!”


      “She also needs to have a serious heart-to-heart with Elizabeth,” I added by way of explanation. “Leah doesn’t want to be a doctor, and she’s too scared to tell her mother.”


      “I am not scared,” Leah brayed. “And Mom can go—”


      I clapped a hand over her mouth. Then I cradled the phone against my shoulder and wrapped an arm around her. She began to struggle as I clasped her arms to her sides.


      “As I was saying,” I continued to Chris, “you should probably lay the groundwork for that conversation.”


      “I thought it might be something like that,” he said. “I had my suspicions, but…”


      “Yeah, I know,” I said, “believe me. Coulter women are completely pigheaded when they set their minds to something.”


      He laughed. “You have an excellent grasp of the situation.”


      “Anyway,” I continued, “we’ll call in the morning, and probably drive home sometime tomorrow.”


      Leah redoubled her struggles, but I was too strong for her.


      “Are you coming too?” he asked.


      “Yeah, probably. I don’t entirely trust her to come home on her own.”


      He laughed again. “You really do know her, don’t you?”


      “Mmm hmm. As a matter of fact, I should probably hang up now. I need both hands to keep her from ripping my balls off.”


      “I bet!” he said.


      “Do me a favor and call Gina and my mom and let them know,” I added. “Okay?”


      He said that he would and then thanked me before he hung up. Wren caught the receiver as I let it slip from my shoulder. Her eyes danced with laughter, both at my predicament and Leah’s struggles.


      Instead of letting go of her, I picked her up and pitched her over my shoulder. I caught her wrist and pinned her legs in a modified fireman’s carry. She could struggle all she wanted, but she wasn’t going to escape or emasculate me.


      “Stop it,” I barked, and added a hard smack to her upturned foundation.


      She gasped, more in amazement than pain. Then she started squirming again.


      I swatted her again. Harder. “I said stop it!”


      Christy looked on, eyes wide.


      “Put me down!” Leah howled. “I’m a grown woman!”


      I swatted her again. “Then act like it!” I paused to let it sink in. “I can keep this up all night. You don’t weigh that much, and I’m a lot stronger than you. So which is it gonna be: set you down and we act like adults, or paddle you like a little girl?”


      “You have to sleep sometime,” she threatened.


      “Not with you I don’t.”


      Her voice trembled: “You’re kicking me out?”


      “No, of course not,” I said. “But I can sleep on the couch.”


      “Or down here,” Wren added.


      “See?” I said to Leah. “You’re outnumbered. Now, are you going to calm down or not?” I almost laughed when she took a long time to think about it. “Dear God,” I said to no one in particular, “why do I fall for the feisty ones?”


      “You like a challenge,” Wren said dryly.


      “Just once I’d like a submissive girlfriend.”


      Wren laughed. “No way. You like to keep things interesting.”


      “Not this interesting.”


      “Nonsense. You eat this stuff up.” She looked at Leah. “I think you can put her down now.”


      “Are you sure?”


      “I’m right here,” Leah snapped.


      “Oh, you’re impossible to ignore,” I said, and patted her bottom, fondly this time.


      “Spank me again and you’d better ignore me the rest of your life.”


      “I wouldn’t want to do that. I have plans for you.”


      “They’d better not include having sex.”


      “Wouldn’t dream of it,” I quipped. “I like my tender parts right where they are, thank you very much.”


      Wren smirked, and even Christy looked amused.


      I set Leah down and took a theatrical step back. “Truce?”


      She glared, but didn’t say anything.


      Wren stepped forward and put her arm around the younger girl. “It’ll be all right. I promise.”


      Leah looked defiant for a moment before relief overwhelmed her. She glared at me again, but her heart wasn’t in it.


      Wren hugged her. It lasted longer than I thought it deserved, and then went from supportive to affectionate. Leah actually blushed when they pulled apart.


      “Oh, my,” Wren said, and a look passed between them.


      My dick twitched at the fantasy growing in my imagination, but Christy broke the spell.


      “Great,” she said. “Everyone’s friends again, and I’m still outta luck.” She stomped off and slammed her bedroom door.


      “What was that about?” I asked.


      Wren stared after her. “I’m sure I’ll find out later.” She looked at Leah. “In the meantime, let’s call Gary. We need to talk to him. The sooner, the better.”


      Leah didn’t want to talk to him, so Wren made the call.


      “Hello, Gary,” she said. “You don’t know me and my name’s not important, but we have a friend in common, Leah Coulter.” She listened for a second before she cut him off. “No, you can’t. As a matter of fact, she doesn’t want to have anything to do with you. She heard your little rumor, and she’s going to start one of her own if you don’t quit lying to people.”


      Wren made an amused face. “I’m glad you asked. It’s about your four-inch wonder.” She covered the mouthpiece and grinned. “Uh-huh,” she told him when she got herself under control. “She’s going to tell everyone about your… shortcomings as a man.” She listened impassively. “Oh, she would dare. As a matter of fact, everyone at school will know in a couple of days. And I’m sure there are several other girls who’ll say they ‘heard’ the same thing.”


      She held the phone away and smirked as Gary blustered.


      She cut him off after a moment. “Gary, pay attention. How many girls do you think will want to sleep with a guy who’s hung like a ten-year-old and can’t keep his mouth shut about who he’s had sex with?”


      Leah goggled.


      “Exactly,” Wren said. “None.” She let him stew for a moment. “So that’s the situation. Either you tell the truth and say you didn’t go all the way with Leah, or your dating prospects hit rock bottom and everyone will know you’re a needle-dick. Which is it gonna be?”


      She listened for a moment and then laughed. “No, I don’t think you’ll do that.” She looked amused. “Why not? Because I have a friend who’ll kick your ass from here to the sea, like Sherman’s second coming.” She handed the phone to me.


      “Hi, Gary,” I said. “You don’t need to know my name either, but I know yours. I also know what you look like and where you live.”


      “Who do you think you are?” he bellowed. “I’ll kick your ass if I see you—”


      “Gary! Listen to me. You won’t see me until I kick you in the balls. Then I’ll stomp the ever-loving shit out of you while you’re on the ground.”


      “You won’t even fight like a man?”


      “No,” I said simply. “I don’t fight fair. I fight to win. So watch your mouth, Gary. If I hear from Leah that you’re running it again, I will come looking for you.”


      He fell silent.


      “Are we clear, Gary?”


      “Fuck you.”


      “Wrong answer, Gary,” I said. “I can be at your house in ten minutes.” I turned philosophical and dispassionate. “Personally,” I said, “part of me hopes you choose the hard way, ’cause I really wanna fuck you up. But I promised my friend that I’d give you a chance, so… Which is it gonna be, Gary?”


      He let the silence drag out, daring me to speak first.


      I wanted to taunt him again, to warn him of the consequences, but that would only show my bluff. So I let him imagine what would happen if he tempted fate.


      “Fine,” he said at last. “Whatever. I never liked her anyway. Everyone knows she’s a cock-tease and won’t put out.”


      He was just showing his ass, but I let him have the minor satisfaction. Besides, I had the satisfaction of knowing how wrong he was. I handed the phone to Wren with a nod.


      “Hi, Gary,” she said, “it’s me again. I knew you’d do the right thing. You’re a smart guy, after all, and smart guys don’t cause trouble for themselves. They also don’t lie. That’s why I know you’ll set the record straight on Monday.” She listened and then smiled maliciously. “Oh, bless your heart. That is a problem. But I don’t care. You started this, so you can fix it. Now, you have a nice night.”


      She hung up and we all looked at each other. Would he believe us or not? More important, would his friends believe the new version of the story? We had a lot riding on the high school version of Mutually Assured Destruction, and we all knew it.


      The tension got to Leah first, and she silently hugged me. After a moment she pulled back and included Wren.


      “I just hope it works,” she said.


      “He’s too chicken to risk it,” I said.


      “I don’t know how to thank you,” Leah said.


      I wanted to lighten the mood, so I chuckled. “I can think of a way.”


      Wren swatted my shoulder. “Seriously?” she said. “Is that all you think about?”


      “More or less,” Leah and I said at the same time.


      We laughed for real at that, and Leah sighed and relaxed for the first time in a while.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      We spent the rest of the evening in my apartment. Jeff and Meredith had gone to her place, but Trip and Wren hung out with us. His hangover finally began to ease off, so we listened to records and talked for a while. We’d all had a long day, though, and we decided to go to bed well before midnight.


      I was a little surprised when Wren asked if we minded sharing the bedroom. I felt Leah react beside me and had to swallow a laugh when I remembered her exhibitionist streak. In spite of that, I didn’t think any of us were in the mood for wild sex. Still, I was about to turn off the light when I paused to glance at Leah, who grinned in reply.


      Trip shifted nervously. “Um… are you gonna… you know… the light?”


      “Seriously?” I said. “Now you’re shy? I mean, last night you couldn’t stop talking about nymphomaniacs and orgies.”


      He blushed. “Really?”


      “Yeah. Well, not the orgy part. But you did call your girlfriend a nymphomaniac.”


      “A tolerant, forgiving nymphomaniac,” Wren pointed out.


      His blush deepened.


      “You also talked about Paul’s dick,” Leah added. “A lot.”


      “Oh, dear God,” Trip groaned. “Really?”


      “Mmm hmm.”


      “You were cute,” Wren said fondly. Then she unsnapped her jeans and pushed them over her hips. She tried to seem nonchalant about it, but she gave Leah a covert look.


      Leah must have seen it too, because she grinned and unsnapped her own jeans.


      “Come on,” I told Trip as I unbuckled my belt, “don’t be shy. You’ve seen everyone already.”


      He gulped.


      Wren patted his arm. “Don’t worry. I know all about the nudist camp.” She smiled. “I know a lot more than you think.”


      We were down to our underwear at that point, except Trip, who had stopped at his shirt. I was pretty sure that his shirttails covered a growing bulge in his jockeys.


      Leah must have realized the same thing, because she popped the catch on her bra and shrugged out of it. Trip spent a long time unbuttoning his cuffs while Wren’s eyes lingered on Leah, who was taking off her panties.


      Trip did his best to seem indifferent—he’d seen Leah before—but Wren stared.


      “Wow,” she said, “I didn’t know about that.”


      Leah glanced down at the smooth cleft between her legs. “You like it?”


      “Um… yeah,” Wren said.


      “Paul likes it this way,” Leah explained, “and I kinda do too. It makes me feel sexy.”


      Wren swallowed hard. “Um… yeah, sexy.”


      “You were a swimmer, right?” I teased. “Didn’t you ever shave for a meet?”


      She actually blushed. “Sometimes, but I never kept it that way. It always itched when it grew back.”


      “Oh, that’s why I just keep it shaved,” Leah said. Then she looked at Trip. “What do you think?”


      “I never thought about it,” Trip lied. “I mean… you know… it… um… I never thought about it.”


      “Right,” I said with a laugh, and took off my own underwear to break the impasse. I was half-hard from the sexual tension, and Wren tried not to glance at my dick as it flopped free.


      She realized she was staring, so she took off her bra and folded it over the rest of her clothes. She hesitated a moment before she slipped her fingers under the waistband of her panties and took them off. She kept her pubic hair natural, but neatly trimmed.


      “You’re a bit overdressed,” I said to Trip.


      He shifted nervously.


      “Oh, relax,” I said. “Everyone knows you have a hard-on. Jeez. It’s natural. It’s not a big deal.”


      “I think it’s a big deal,” Wren said, which only made Trip blush harder. Then she took pity on him and glanced at the light switch.


      “Yeah, sure,” I agreed. I turned on the small lamp by my bed and turned off the overhead. “There. Better?” Then I pulled back the covers and climbed into bed. My dick flopped as I scooted toward the wall, and Leah eyed it speculatively. I waggled my eyebrows.


      Trip took off his shirt and leapt under the covers before anyone could see the tent in his underwear. Leah gave me a private grin as she rolled her eyes and climbed into bed. She spooned in front of me as Wren climbed into bed with Trip. I turned off the light.


      We talked for a few minutes but then grew quiet. I was too excited to sleep, so I began teasing Leah’s nipples. She pressed her ass against my erection, but Trip and Wren started arguing before we could do more. It wasn’t a loud argument, but it didn’t take a genius to figure out what it was about.


      I put my lips to Leah’s ear. “You feel adventurous?”


      She didn’t answer with words. Instead, she reached back and guided my erection into her. I filled her from behind and cupped her breasts for leverage. I began thrusting silently, while she gnawed her fist to keep from crying out. I was afraid she was going to draw blood, but that didn’t stop me from teasing her nipples as I fucked her.


      Trip and Wren eventually grew quiet, but they weren’t asleep. We didn’t care if they heard, but trying to keep quiet was its own thrill.


      Leah came with a rush of heat and moisture, and whimpered as she tried to contain her scream. I rammed home as deep as I could and erupted with a groan of my own. Leah stiffened as she felt me spurt inside her.


      We panted in silence, and I grinned at the thought of Trip and Wren listening from the other bed.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Leah and I skipped the phone call and left for Atlanta early the next morning. It was Easter Sunday, so the roads were almost deserted. We talked about everything but what was on our minds: would our plan with Gary work, and how would things go with her mother?


      Once we reached her house, I pulled into the driveway and parked by the back door. We sat there for at least a minute, just listening to the car ping and pop as it cooled. After another long moment, Leah sighed and opened her door. I took her suitcase and overnight bag from the back.


      “You want me to come in with you?” I asked.


      She nodded.


      Chris greeted us at the door, and I set Leah’s things on the floor as she stood there nervously. I had to give her a little shove, but then she rushed into his arms.


      “Thank God you’re home,” he said as he hugged her. “We were so worried.”


      “Even Mom?”


      “Even Mom. She… she just wants you to be happy.”


      Elizabeth appeared on cue, but she hesitated in the doorway. She thanked me with a smile and then looked at her youngest daughter.


      Chris didn’t know that she was behind him. “She wants to talk to you,” he told Leah. “It’s your future, and she understands that, but she needs to hear it from you, okay?”


      Leah nodded.


      “I’ll leave y’all alone,” I said, and quietly backed out the door. I shut it behind me before I realized that I didn’t have a ride home. I dithered for a moment before I went back inside.


      The three of them were hugging right where I’d left them. They looked up when I came in.


      “Um… sorry,” I said. “But… can I borrow the phone? We drove Leah’s car from Knoxville, so I don’t have a way home.”


      “Oh, don’t be daft,” Elizabeth said. “Come here.” She gave me a grateful hug.


      We sat in the kitchen and talked for a few minutes after that, but I felt like a third wheel. Chris sensed it too, so he gave me a ride to my parents’ house. On the way there, he offered to fly me home later in the day. My original plan had been to ride standby on the first commercial flight, but his suggestion made more sense.


      “Besides,” he added, “Elizabeth and Leah need some time alone.”


      Mom and Dad were happy to see me, especially under the circumstances. I apologized for not calling sooner, and explained about the phone. I left out the part about the party, but they probably understood.


      We didn’t have plans for Easter lunch, so the Coulters invited us over for ham and potato salad by the pool. Leah and Erin sat apart and talked quietly, probably about the situation with Gary. My parents and the Coulters talked about the weather and life in general, like everything was normal.


      Kendall would say that they were in denial, but I saw how Elizabeth kept looking at Leah, and how grateful she was to have her back. She could be stubborn and demanding, but she loved her daughters.


      Chris and I went to the airport at four o’clock. He didn’t have his IFR certificate, so he wanted to make it back before the weather changed later that evening. I helped him preflight the plane and climbed in after him. He wasn’t as confident as I was, but he knew what he was doing.


      As I thought more about Chris, I realized that no one had a perfect life, no matter how good it seemed from the outside. My parents argued and had their problems just like the Coulters did, but they made it work somehow. That made me think of Christy, and how she and I got along. I was still thinking about her when we landed in Knoxville.


      Chris thanked me again as I helped him refuel the plane. He said goodbye when Trip and Wren arrived, and we watched him taxi into the fading light. He waggled the wings after takeoff, and then made the turn toward Atlanta.


      Trip and Wren and I rode back to campus in silence. I was somber and reflective, and they knew me well enough to leave me to my thoughts.


      “That was a good thing you did,” Wren said at last.


      “Thanks,” I said. “Leah’s… special.” And she helped me when I needed her most, I added silently. That alone earned her a place in my heart.


      ✧ ✧ ✧
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         ►

        INTRODUCTION

      


      Summer Camp Swingers has always been a serial, published a chapter at a time. So the books in this series don’t begin and end like normal ones do. They’re meant to be read as a complete story, one after the other. When you reach the end of this book, pick up the next one and keep going.


      And when you reach the end of this series, start the next one. Keep going until you finish the Christy series. That’s 26 books in total, more than two million words.


      The Epilogue in So Long, Summer Camp (book 8 in the Christy series) will wrap up the whole saga and answer the two big questions from the very beginning—who’s the wife and who died?


      - Nick


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Chapter 22


      Life returned to normal on Monday. Gracie and I shared two classes in addition to Professor Joska’s, so we sat next to each other and talked about our project. We both had strong feelings about which style we should do, so we didn’t resolve anything. It was still early in the quarter, though, so I wasn’t worried.


      After class Wren and I ate lunch together and then modeled. Siobhan had rearranged her syllabus, so we were posing together for the first weeks of the quarter. Afterward we met Trip and Christy at the Sports Bubble.


      I was watching the girls do aerobics when I had a random thought: none of my girlfriends had been athletic. Kendall had been a ballet dancer, but that had been years before I met her. None of the others had done anything more than the occasional game of volleyball at camp. Daphne had been a dancer as well, but that was more entertainment than competition.


      By contrast, Wren and Christy had been athletes most of their lives. Wren was about the same size as Gina, but the similarities ended there. Wren was curvy in all the same places, but had muscles to go with the curves.


      Christy was a smaller version of her friend, and I studied her with new appreciation. She didn’t have a classic hourglass figure, but no one would ever mistake her for a boy. (I’d said that out of pure spite.) She’d been a dancer and gymnast as a girl, and was still ridiculously flexible. She reminded me of a prima ballerina, which she probably would’ve been if she hadn’t discovered diving.


      Trip said something surly when he thought I was ogling Wren, but I didn’t tell him the truth. Maybe I didn’t want to admit it, even to myself. I still didn’t get along with Christy, and it bothered me that I was physically attracted to someone who didn’t like me.


      Most of the girls looked good in their skintight outfits, but for some reason my eyes always returned to the little blonde. Maybe it was her bouncing ponytail. Maybe it was her tiny waist and cute little ass. Maybe I simply hadn’t had sex in a while. Whatever the reason, I couldn’t stop thinking about what she looked like without the leotard and leg warmers.


      Trip and I finished about the same time as the girls, and we walked to Andy Holt together. They talked about the coming weekend, but I didn’t join in. I was still trying to shake off fantasies of Christy, so I turned my attention to my project.


      “Do y’all wanna hang out after we shower and change clothes?” Wren asked.


      The others agreed, but I shook my head.


      “I have to meet Gracie before judo,” I said. “It’s a thing for Joska.”


      Wren frowned. “Are you sure?”


      “Yeah. Sorry.”


      The elevator stopped at the girls’ floor and Trip stepped off.


      “I’m gonna… um… you know.” He pointed vaguely at Wren’s apartment.


      I rolled my eyes and waved as the doors slid shut.


      Upstairs I took a quick shower. I was still horny from thinking about Christy, but didn’t have time to jerk off. I thought about it, but decided to put work before pleasure. So I dressed and headed across campus.


      Gracie answered the door with a scowl. “You’re late.”


      “Sorry, I had to shower.”


      “In the middle of the day?”


      “I was at the Bubble. Working out.”


      She hesitated a moment. “You can shower here next time. If you want.”


      “Nah, that’s cool. I don’t wanna impose.”


      “I don’t mind.”


      I started to demur again, but gave it some thought instead. Trip and Wren could have some privacy in our apartment, and Christy would probably enjoy the break too. Her roommate was getting laid and she wasn’t, so I couldn’t really blame her for being short-tempered and snappish, since I felt the same way sometimes.


      “Yeah, sure,” I told Gracie. “As long as you don’t mind.”


      “Not at all.”


      “Cool. Thanks.”


      She switched gears and picked up a book from her desk. “So, about postmodernism…”


      I took a deep breath and steeled myself for another round. “Sorry,” I said, as patiently as I could, “but I’m not going to ‘be reasonable’ and just do things your way.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Tuesday was more of the same, although with different classes. In the afternoon I sparred with Glen instead of lifting weights with Trip. I also had a break from Gracie, which was a minor relief. We hadn’t made any progress on our project, big surprise, and I wondered how we’d ever get anything done if she was stubborn and inflexible all the time. Of course, it required two of us to argue, but that hardly mattered. I was right and she was wrong, end of story.


      In spite of that, part of me actually enjoyed discussing styles with her. She was an idealist and a dreamer, but she was also smart. Still, we’d have to cooperate sooner or later if we wanted to get anything done. Part of me wondered if Joska was trying to teach us that as well.


      Sadistic bastard.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Wednesday after design lab Trip and Wren headed to a concert. Fraternity rush was in full swing, so Jeff and Luke each had a party to attend. For my part, I was looking forward to a quiet evening by myself. Life had other plans for me, though. Daphne was waiting after judo practice.


      “Hey,” I said. “What’s up?”


      “Are you busy tonight?”


      “Not especially. Why?”


      “Would you like to take me to dinner?”


      Part of me would miss my evening alone, but a bigger part wanted to spend time with her. She really was that beautiful. I recovered my composure and teased, “Are you asking me on a date?”


      “Yeah, I guess.”


      “What about Sara?”


      “She’s out of town.”


      I looked at her askance. “Does she know? About you and me, I mean.”


      Daphne shrugged.


      “Yeah, sure,” I said against my better judgment. “Let me get cleaned up. What do you feel like? Italian?”


      She smiled, eager and demure at the same time.


      She waited in my bedroom while I showered and shaved. I returned with a towel wrapped around my waist and remembered our first time together. Daphne smiled and went willingly as I gently pushed her to her knees. She knew me better than the first time, so she swallowed as much of my cock as she could.


      “It’s so big,” she apologized when she pulled back.


      I put my hand on the back of her head. I knew her better too, and she liked it when I took charge. I managed to cram another inch down her throat, but she gagged when I tried to go deeper. She didn’t enjoy it, but hid it well. I compromised by “forcing” her to take me only as deep as she could. I didn’t last long after that, and she moaned as I came in her mouth. It was an act, but I wasn’t about to complain.


      Dinner was enjoyable, but I couldn’t help comparing her to Gracie. Daphne let me do all the talking, where Gracie would have argued and challenged everything I said. I didn’t enjoy the constant wrangling but liked the challenge of having to defend my ideas, so I didn’t know how I felt about Gracie.


      Daphne must have sensed that she was losing me, because she gently stroked my leg. I perked up immediately and paid the check. Ten minutes later I parked behind an elementary school near campus. Daphne joined me in the back seat.


      “Aunt Flo left a couple of days ago,” she said, breathless after a deep kiss.


      “What? Who?”


      “Aunt Flo… and Cousin Red. So it’s safe if you want to…”


      She urged me on with her body, so I freed my erection and pulled her panties aside. I slid into her with a low grunt of pleasure as she wrapped her legs around me.


      “Go slow,” she said. “It’s been a while, and you’re big.”


      I held out as long as I could, but something about her made me want to rush. I wasn’t particularly gentle as I pounded into her, but that’s what she enjoyed. Afterward we switched places and she lay half on top of me. I leaned against the car door, which wasn’t exactly comfortable, but she seemed happy.


      Unfortunately, the only thing we really shared was a physical attraction. I’d known it before, but dinner had driven the point home. Daphne must have sensed my thoughts, because she rested a hand on my thigh and stroked a finger toward my flaccid penis.


      “It’d be really nice to spend the night with you,” she said. “Maybe we could get a hotel room?”


      “What about Sara?”


      Daphne shrugged. “She actually likes you, but don’t tell her I told you.”


      “Wait, Sara actually likes me?”


      “Well, maybe not ‘likes,’ but she trusts you.”


      “Trusts me to what? Be a man?”


      “That,” she admitted, “but also ’cause you’re not like the others, the ones from… before.”


      “Is that good or bad?”


      “Good.”


      “She knows that we’re going to… you know.” I gestured vaguely.


      Daphne nodded.


      “I dunno…”


      “Please. I’ll make it worth your while.”


      I didn’t like the idea that I could be bribed, but that was my problem, not hers.


      “Besides,” she added, “there’s something I need to tell you.” She sat up and looked embarrassed. “You remember that stupid professor? The one who wanted to do a photo shoot?”


      “Vaguely.”


      “Well, she actually started measuring the pictures Sara took.”


      My eyebrows rose.


      “She’s just a stupid size queen,” Daphne said.


      “Wait,” I said as the light dawned, “she thinks I’m not big enough? Seriously? She has some arbitrary standard and I don’t measure up?” Daphne looked nervous, so I laughed. “That’s about the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard.”


      “You’re not upset?”


      “Why should I be? Maybe I’m a little disappointed, but that’s all. I mean, some woman just called my manhood small, but who the hell is she?”


      Daphne shook her head quickly. “You’re not small.”


      “Ah, now I get it,” I said. “You kept telling me how big I am.”


      She looked surprised and a bit embarrassed that I’d noticed.


      “Don’t worry about it. You were just trying to soften the blow… so to speak.”


      She didn’t get the joke. She was probably still worried that I might explode or get angry at her. I knew better than to shoot the messenger.


      “So you’re not angry?”


      “Not really. I’m a little confused, though.” I paused to gather my thoughts. “Let me see if I understand. Sara’s professor told her she’s not interested in me anymore because I don’t measure up, and you chose to break the news to me?”


      “Um… sort of. I thought it’d be better coming from me.” She added a bit defensively, “I didn’t think you’d react like this.”


      “You thought I’d be upset?”


      She nodded.


      “And let me guess,” I added, “you thought I’d vent my spleen on you… in bed.”


      “Vent your what?”


      “Never mind. You thought we’d have angry sex?”


      “Sort of.”


      “What is it with you? Do you need a major pounding every once in a while?” I heard my tone and immediately felt guilty. “Wait, forget I said that. Sorry. That was me venting my spleen. I guess I don’t like being manipulated. And I really don’t like it when you use your body as a… sexual sop.”


      “Sexual what?”


      “Never mind,” I said again.


      “I wasn’t using you,” she insisted. “It’s just that I… really need it sometimes. So I thought—”


      “Two birds with one stone?”


      “You don’t mind, do you?”


      Ha! Was she asking if I minded fucking her? “No, of course not. It’s just that…”


      “I like being with you. I like”—she lowered her eyes—“when you use me.”


      I started to object, but kept it to myself instead. Who was I to say what she should or shouldn’t like?


      “So,” she ventured, “do you still want to…?”


      “Get a hotel room? Of course. Kinda hard to fuck the hell out of you if I don’t.”


      Her smile was the genuine article.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Leah called on Saturday morning. She’d had a talk with her mother and the world hadn’t come to an end. Elizabeth wasn’t exactly happy with the news, but she couldn’t do anything about it. She probably wouldn’t stop trying to steer Leah into medical school, but at least they’d had a grown-up discussion for a change.


      She also told me that Gary had stuck to the bargain and revised his story, which had thrown the rumor mill into confusion. People still believed what they wanted, but that was life. In another bit of good news, she’d found a silver lining in the whole Gary saga. His name was Mark, and he was part of the in-crowd, although not from Gary’s circle.


      Her friendship with Mark had started innocently enough, at the mall. She’d been with a group of friends and so had he. They’d gone their separate ways, but bumped into each other at a friend’s party that night. They hit it off and spent most of the night talking to each other. Leah had learned her lesson with Gary, which Mark seemed to understand, so he hadn’t asked her to make out.


      “Oh, my God,” Leah said in the middle of telling me about him, “he said he’d call this morning. I’d better hang up in case he does. He wants to go to the mall, so I need to get ready. I haven’t even showered!”


      After we hung up I spent a moment lost in thought. Leah and I had always been honest: we loved each other but weren’t in love. And if she had another guy in her life, I mused, then she wouldn’t want to spend much time with yours truly.


      I didn’t know how I felt about that. I was happy for her, of course, but part of me wanted to keep her to myself. So I had to decide whose happiness was more important, hers or mine. In the end, I silently wished her the best of luck with Mark. She needed a nice guy in her life, one she could fall in love with.


      I decided to call my parents before I turned melancholy and started to brood. I hadn’t spoken to them in a while and needed to ask about living at home over the summer. Erin answered on the first ring and immediately started talking.


      “Whoa,” I stopped her. “Who do you think this is?” I could almost hear her confusion through the line.


      “Sorry,” she said, “I thought you were Leah. I just called her, but she’s waiting for some guy to call and she said she’d call back after he did.”


      “Ah, got it.” I said. “Mark, right?”


      “Yeah, how’d you—? Never mind. She can tell me when I see her. I’m going over now. Talk to you later.”


      She hung up and I stared at the phone in annoyance.


      I dialed home again.


      Erin answered on the first ring. “Did he call?”


      “It’s me again, Er.”


      “Ugh! What do you want?”


      “The same thing I wanted the first time. Is Mom there?”


      “God! Whatever.” She muffled the phone against her shoulder and yelled, “Mom! It’s Paul!” The handset clattered onto her nightstand and she started banging around her bedroom.


      Mom picked up and yelled for Erin to hang up. “I swear,” she muttered to herself, “I’m gonna kill that girl.” Then to me, “Pray that you never have a teenage daughter. She’ll drive you batshit crazy.”


      I chuckled. My mother did not swear lightly.


      She took a deep breath and continued, “But that’s not why you called, is it, dear? How are you? How’s school?”


      She seemed to relax as I told her about my life. Then I asked about living at home and she perked up.


      “Seriously? That would be wonderful.”


      “Um… why? What’s up?”


      “We want to build an in-ground hot tub, and your dad plans to manage the construction between trips. But he has to fly as much as he can—we need to pay for the thing and he wants to buy a new airplane—so he won’t have much time. But if you’re going to be here, you can take care of everything.”


      “Be happy to,” I said, although it would mean extra work when I didn’t have a lot of spare time to begin with. Then again, I would be living rent-free in suburban Atlanta. That alone was a huge benefit. I couldn’t imagine my parents actually charging me rent, but it’d be nice to earn my keep for a change.


      “Your dad will be relieved,” Mom continued, “especially since you’ll do a better job.”


      My jaw dropped as her words registered. My father had always been the man who could do anything, at least as far as I was concerned. So it came as a bit of a shock when my mom considered me the better man, especially for something as simple as a small construction project.


      “He’s been driving the contractor nuts,” Mom continued.


      “Tell Dad not to worry,” I told her. “I’ll take care of everything.” That was another first: me telling my father to relax, like I was a pro from Dover. Ha!


      Mom and I talked for a while longer, about the hot tub and their plans for the summer.


      “Oh, that reminds me,” she said, “Grandma and Grandpa invited Erin on a cruise.”


      “Oh?”


      “They wanted to invite you too, but I told them you probably couldn’t because of work. I hope you don’t mind.”


      Part of me did mind, but she was right.


      She must’ve heard the disappointment in my silence. “Maybe you can do something with them next summer.”


      “I’m going to be just as busy then.” I sounded petulant and immediately regretted it. “Sorry. It’s okay. I mean, I’m not a kid anymore.”


      “No, you’re not. Besides, Erin really needs to get away. She’s been… a bit of a pill lately.”


      I chuckled at the understatement.


      We talked for a few more minutes and then said goodbye. I was excited about the hot tub, since it would be a chance to prove myself to my parents. But then I had another thought: my dad had lost some of his luster. Oh, I’d known for a while that he wasn’t a superman or anything, but some illusions die hard.


      Before I could brood about that too, I decided to go for a run. Afterward I blew off Gracie by going to the airport. Now that I had my instrument rating, I wanted to work on the next stage of flight training. Earl Walker was lounging in the FBO with a couple of the other regulars, and my question started a grand debate. In the end they recommended a High Performance endorsement and then multi-engine training.


      “Okay,” I said, “when can we start?”


      Clearly, I thought I had too much free time.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      I talked to Leah a couple of times over the next week and heard all about Mark. They’d made out at his house one day after school, and the rumor mill was completely silent the next day. They’d gone a bit further two nights later (“Only second base,” Leah said), and nothing circulated about that either.


      Leah had once told me that Gina had been lucky in high school, because I didn’t blab about what we did in bed. I’d known at the time that it was important, but Gary had given me a new appreciation of what it meant. So I was happy for Leah, although she wouldn’t be coming to Knoxville for any more long weekends.


      Daphne had gotten her fill of me too—ahem!—so my prospects for casual sex didn’t look so hot. I wouldn’t go crawling back to Gina, and Kendall still ignored me whenever we saw each other around campus. I didn’t want to sneak around with Sandra the bitter trophy wife, and I couldn’t add inches to my johnson even if I wanted to satisfy the size queen. So I needed to start dating again.


      I’d never had a problem meeting girls, but I wasn’t looking for a one-night stand. I thought about asking Gracie out, but didn’t relish the idea of dinner and an argument. She was attractive enough, and definitely smart enough, but entirely too contrary for my taste. I thought about mending fences with Christy but didn’t know where to begin, probably because I wasn’t sure what was wrong.


      In the end I started paying more attention to girls around campus, which was how I met Paige. She was a blue-eyed blonde with a nice body and an even nicer smile. I met her coming out of the Baptist Student Union. We made eye contact as I jogged past, so I slowed to a stop, turned around, and introduced myself.


      I only intended to ask for her phone number, but we hit it off and talked for fifteen minutes. I asked her to dinner instead. It was a normal date, with lots of the usual chitchat, but I could tell that she was into me. Not surprisingly, our goodnight kiss turned into a heavy make-out session in a secluded stairwell. We didn’t want to push things too far on the first date, so I sent her upstairs alone. I discovered her wild side on our second date. We were driving to dinner when she suggested a movie instead.


      “What do you want to see?”


      She shrugged with studied indifference. “I don’t care. I don’t plan on facing the screen, if you know what I mean.”


      I almost wrecked the Cruiser as I veered into the theater parking lot. I picked a movie at random, and we spent the first twenty minutes making out. Things heated up from there, and she didn’t balk when I put her hand on my hard-on. Since we were in the back row, I asked if she wanted me to take it out. She went from stroking to sucking to swallowing in record time.


      After the movie I drove to the elementary school parking lot, where we made out some more. She let me take off her blouse and bra, but put on the brakes when I moved lower. She was an “experienced virgin,” she said, and was saving herself for marriage. I was disappointed until she offered to go down on me again.


      Unfortunately, that’s as far as we ever went. She didn’t have any qualms about spending the night with me, but her panties never came off. She wasn’t shy about giving head either, although she absolutely refused to do more. She hinted pretty heavily that she’d have sex with a guy if he were her fiancé, but I wasn’t willing to go that far just to get laid. We were both fairly honest about what we wanted, though, so we parted as friends after only a couple of weeks.


      I met Kimberly a day later. She was sitting on a bench outside the Catholic Center. Like Paige, she was petite and blonde, with blue eyes and a come-hither smile. We struck up a conversation so I asked for her phone number. I called her later that afternoon, and we had our first date the night after that.


      I should have known she was different when she asked me to church on our second date. I went to mass with her, although I felt like an idiot. I didn’t know when to sit or stand, and had no idea what to say when the congregation replied to the priest en masse.


      I persevered because Kimberly had a body that would make Hugh Hefner jealous. She was a complete tease, but pretended to be a good girl, so I couldn’t wait to get into her panties. Fortunately, I knew just the thing to loosen her up: alcohol. Even better, Wren was throwing a birthday party for Christy at their apartment, and Kimberly said it sounded like fun.


      I picked her up that evening and nearly split my zipper when I saw her dress. It clung to her curves and showed more cleavage than I thought she had. She gave me a chaste hug and kiss, but lingered so I had a good view down her dress.


      The party was just getting started when we arrived, and I introduced her to everyone. She and Christy recognized each other from church, but neither seemed happy to see the other. Christy introduced me to her date, Ronald. Something about him put me off immediately. We parted with fake smiles all around, and I steered Kimberly toward the kitchen and booze. She took a wine cooler and gave me an encouraging smile.


      Things went great until I took her back to her dorm. I was a bit drunk and a lot horny, so I probably pushed things faster than she was ready for. She pretended to have a headache, so I said goodnight, went home, and took a long shower to relieve my frustration.


      Things didn’t go any better on our third date. Kimberly liked to make out, although she stopped me every time I tried to cop a feel. She also liked flirting and sexual innuendos, but shut me down any time I tried to act on her come-ons.


      She obviously liked the attention, but on our fourth and final date she dropped a bombshell: she wasn’t “that kind of girl,” and I was sadly mistaken if I thought otherwise. I was too much of a gentleman to tell her what to do with her priggish attitude, but she got the gist. I stopped calling after that, and she was probably happy that I did.


      After Paige’s Baptist hypocrisy and Kimberly’s Catholic cock-tease, I wasn’t in the mood for another religious girl, so I decided to cool it for a while. I needed to find the right girl, one who actually wanted to have sex instead of just fool around.


      I was sitting in the Old College Inn doing homework by myself one afternoon when the waitress lingered after she brought my beer. She was attractive and curvy, basically a blonde version of Kendall (although shorter). The bar was deserted after the lunch crowd, and the early drinkers hadn’t arrived yet. I was one of only two customers.


      “I’m not busy,” the waitress said. “Mind if I join you?”


      I closed my books. “Be my guest. I’m Paul, by the way.”


      She slid into the booth beside me. “Tracy.” She took a sip of my beer. “I’ve seen you in here before.”


      We made small talk until the customer at the bar paid his tab and left. Then Tracy gave me a smoldering look and leaned in for a kiss. I obliged and she rested a hand on my thigh. The kiss deepened and she slid her fingers toward my crotch.


      “Mmm,” she breathed, “wanna go in the back and fool around?”


      I must have looked as surprised as I felt, because she laughed and called to the bartender, a pretty redhead with freckles and an Aussie accent.


      “I’m going to check the liquor stock, Miranda,” Tracy said. “Keep an eye out?”


      Tracy led me into the manager’s office and locked the door behind us. Then she kissed me again and began unbuttoning my shirt.


      “Do you have protection?” she asked as she unbuckled my belt.


      “Um… yeah.”


      She took the condom, ripped open the packet, and expertly rolled the latex over my shaft.


      We fucked against the desk, hard and fast. When it was over she cleaned up, adjusted her panties, and grinned.


      “Thanks,” she said. “I needed that.” Then she gave me another kiss and opened the door. “Sorry, I have to get back to work. Wanna stick around? We can fuck again after close.”


      I blinked in surprise. I was used to assertive women, but she took the cake. “Sorry,” I said as I looked at my watch, “I can’t. I have something to do.”


      She pouted.


      “I can come back later, though.”


      “Yeah, that’d be nice.”


      I returned later, of course, and Tracy led me to the manager’s office after the bar closed. She was like a teenage boy’s fantasy, horny and eager. I returned again the next afternoon and we slipped into the manager’s office. I couldn’t believe my luck when she handed me a tube of K-Y, bent over, and spread her ass.


      The rest of the week was more of the same. My friends wondered why I was spending so much time at the bar, but I dodged their questions. Wren figured it out when she asked if I wanted company while I “studied.” She made noises about wanting to approve my new girlfriend, but she was mostly teasing.


      As far as girlfriends went, I wasn’t sure that Tracy actually qualified. We had sex every time we were together, but never went on a proper date. I really shouldn’t have been surprised when our relationship came to an abrupt end. One afternoon I arrived at the bar and a new waitress greeted me. Miranda the bartender asked the new girl to cover for her. She took me aside and explained.


      “Sorry, mate,” she said, “but Tracy isn’t here anymore.”


      “Why? What happened?”


      Miranda had the grace to look embarrassed. “She quit. Her… um… boyfriend finally popped the question.”


      “Boyfriend?”


      “Yeah. He’s a lawyer. Downtown. She moved in with him and works in his office now. I guess he wants to keep her close. Can’t say I blame him, really. I think he twigged to her extracurricular activities.”


      I didn’t know what to say, so I thanked Miranda and left. Part of me was completely bewildered by Tracy and our whirlwind “relationship,” but another part was genuinely upset. I didn’t mind the casual sex, but something about it had been too casual. She had a boyfriend? A lawyer? And she was going to marry him?


      I was too embarrassed to talk to Wren, so I called Susan instead.


      “Do you honestly think you had a future with her?” she asked when I finished my story.


      I realized that I hadn’t really thought about it before. Worse, I’d been thinking with my dick, and it pained me to admit it. In my defense, it was partly a reaction to Paige and Kimberly and their religious hang-ups. I knew better, though, and mindless sex with Tracy wasn’t the answer.


      “No, I guess not,” I said at last.


      “Then it’s time to move on, like Tracy did.”


      “Seriously? Women can do that? I thought only guys did.”


      “It’s the Eighties,” Susan said with a laugh. “Women’s lib and all.”


      “Some liberation,” I muttered.


      “Now you know how women have felt for years.”


      I harrumphed, but she was right.


      “Just enjoy it for what it was, a week of meaningless sex.”


      “But I don’t want meaningless sex,” I half-whined.


      “You did while it was happening.”


      “Yeah, but this is different.”


      “How?”


      “How? What do you mean, ‘how?’”


      She laughed again.


      “You’re having fun at my expense.”


      “Oh, indeed.”


      I sulked, but she knew me too well to take it to heart.


      “You’ll survive,” she said at last. “And you learned a valuable lesson.”


      “Yeah? And what’s that?”


      “When a woman has sex with you in the back room of a bar, it probably isn’t serious.”


      “But I thought—” I wanted to whine, but decided to stew instead. “Well, damn,” I said at last.


      “Yes?”


      “I hate learning ‘valuable lessons,’ especially at my own expense.”


      “Would you rather it were at someone else’s expense?”


      “That’s not what I meant and you know it. You’re supposed to be on my side here.”


      “I am,” she said, “but I’m also a woman, remember?”


      “How could I forget?”


      “And I think it’s amusing that you met your match for casual sex.”


      I harrumphed again.


      She laughed, but it was friendly. “You’ll survive. And if you’re done feeling sorry for yourself, I’d like to talk to you about a project.”


      “You’re not building a hot tub, are you?”


      “Not a hot tub, but… did your mom tell you?”


      “No,” I said, a bit petulantly, “so you’d better. And try not to sound so smug when you do. You know I hate it when you laugh at me.”


      “I’m not laughing at you, dear. I’m laughing with you. Trust me, there’s a difference. Now, about my project…”


      She wanted to build a small camp at the site of Bernie Kestrel’s old house. Workers had demolished it and replaced it with a clubhouse, and had begun work on a swimming pool. In addition, Susan had plans for several guest cottages with modern amenities.


      “Lemme guess,” I said, “you want me to oversee the construction.”


      “Well, no…,” she said, as though I should’ve known better. “Jeremiah is doing that.”


      Duh! I should have known better. He had more experience than I could learn in a lifetime, maybe two.


      Susan continued, “I was hoping you’d take a look at the cottage designs and let me know what you think.”


      “Sure. Be happy to. You want me to fly over next weekend? I just got my HP endorsement.”


      “Your what?”


      “High Performance,” I explained. “It means I can fly faster planes. The local club has a Piper Comanche that I can rent. I’ve been dying to take it cross-country.”


      “That sounds fun, but you don’t have to come here. I’ll have Jeremiah ship you a set of plans. I think he’ll enjoy that. He doesn’t like the architect very much, and he respects your opinion.”


      “Gunny?”


      “Of course. He’s very proud of you.”


      After my father, Gunny was the other man who could do anything. Jeez, I thought, what’s the world coming to? First my father and now him? “I’m not a real architect, you know,” I confessed. “I mean, I can’t sign drawings or anything.”


      “I know,” she said, “but I don’t care. I already have an architect who can do that. What I don’t have is a brilliant young designer with an eye for detail.”


      Uh-huh. And guess who’s been talking to my mother. Aloud I said, “Flattery will get you everywhere.”


      “Won’t it, though?”


      I laughed. “God, I love you!”


      “I know,” she said. “I love you too, but I’m older than your mother.”


      “That never stopped me.”


      “Oh, you sweet young man, you say the nicest things.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Gracie and I were getting nowhere. We’d been deadlocked for weeks, frittering away the time with pointless arguments about styles. Since we weren’t getting anything useful done, I worked on my summer project, doing sketches and making plans for the Atlanta houses.


      I also had a chance to use my shiny new High Performance endorsement. Trip and I rented the Comanche and flew to Franklin. There, we picked up Mike Junior and Big Jim (who barely fit in the back) and continued to Atlanta. My mom had left her station wagon at the airport for us, and we used it to tour Sandy Springs and look at the houses.


      “Well, I like the area in general,” Mike said at last, “but about the houses… I just don’t see the numbers.”


      Trip frowned. “How do you mean?”


      “I don’t think you have enough profit with only two. Maybe for you and the college kid, but not for us too.”


      “Okay,” Trip said slowly, “so what do we do? Buy another?”


      “That could work. Have to be a real fixer-upper, though. That first house and the other one…” He snapped his fingers at me. “What’s it called, college kid? With the exposed beams and plaster…?”


      “Tudor.”


      “Right, the Tudor. They both need new roofs and gutters. Siding for the rancher, and windows for the Tudor. Landscaping too. Floors in both, probably. So we gotta find a third house that needs all that. Not worth our time if it only needs new carpet and a fresh coat of paint.”


      Trip nodded. “We’ll also get better prices on the materials since we’ll need more.”


      “Yep,” Mike said.


      “But can we run three crews at once?”


      “Don’t see why not,” Mike said. “I run one, you run another, and Jim runs the third.”


      “Hold on,” I said. “How?” Jim didn’t speak. Not that I’d ever heard, at least. “No offense, Jim,” I said. “I mean, I understand you just fine, but— Oh. I get it.”


      “Right,” Mike said. “You’re not as dumb as you look.”


      I didn’t rise to the bait.


      “So Jim runs the crew,” he explained, “but you do all the talking. It’s the only thing you’re good for anyway.”


      I ignored that barb too. “Do you really think that’ll work?” I asked instead.


      “Me? Personally? No way. But Jim does, and I trust him.”


      Jim gave me a reassuring nod.


      “It was his idea anyway,” Mike went on. “For reasons that pass understanding, he likes you.”


      “Go figure,” I said sarcastically.


      Trip gave me a sidelong grin.


      Even Mike seemed impressed by my restraint.


      Jim’s look was clear: See? That’s why I like you.


      I smiled at the compliment but then turned serious. “Okay, so we need another house. Where are we gonna find one on such short notice?”


      “Well,” Mike said, “happens I saw one that might do…”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      “Miss Fisher, Mr. Hughes,” Joska said at the end of design lab, “I need to speak to you for a moment.”


      Gracie and I gathered our drafting tools and shared a worried look. Joska rarely had anything positive to say, and his little chats often resulted in extra work.


      “As you know,” he began, “the Art and Architecture departments are having a student exhibition at the end of the quarter. I think it would be good for you to participate.”


      Oh you do? I thought irritably.


      “What style have you chosen for your project?”


      Gracie looked like she wanted to slink away, so I took one for the team.


      “Um… we’re still doing research.”


      Joska frowned.


      “We’ll make a decision tonight,” I promised.


      “See that you do. You have nine days until the exhibition, and you will not embarrass this department. Is that understood?”


      “Yes, sir,” we said in unison.


      Gracie and I argued all the way back to her dorm room. We were still arguing an hour later when I broke the impasse.


      “Fine,” I said. “Let’s just pick at random.” I ripped a page from my notebook and began tearing it into little squares. “Here,” I told her, “start writing styles on these. We’ll pick from a hat.”


      Midway through I had a nasty suspicion. “You’d better not be writing ‘Brutalism’ on every one.”


      She laughed nervously and wouldn’t meet my eyes. Then she surreptitiously brushed half the squares into her lap. I started to call her on it but decided to let it go instead.


      “All right,” I said at last. “Ready?” I shook the hat and held it above eye level. “You pick.”


      She reached up and sifted through the paper. She took too long, which made me think that she’d somehow marked the one with Brutalism on it.


      “Just pick one,” I snapped. “Come on.”


      She pulled her hand back as though she’d been scalded. Then she examined the folded paper and frowned.


      “Lemme guess,” I said tartly, “not the one you were feeling around for?”


      She wouldn’t meet my eyes again.


      “Whatever,” I said. “Open it.”


      She read it and slumped.


      “What?”


      “The dumbest style and the dumbest name.” She practically threw it at me.


      Googie, I read. Then I frowned. “That’s a style?”


      Gracie snatched the paper. “Let’s pick again.”


      “Oh no you don’t! You picked it fair and square, now live with it. What is it, by the way?”


      “It’s dumb. It’s a bunch of stupid motels and gas stations, part of the futurist movement in Southern California in the Forties and Fifties. But there aren’t any real buildings in this style. Come on, let’s pick another!”


      I pulled the hat away and unceremoniously dumped the contents into the trash. “No way. I’m not giving you another chance to sandbag me with monolithic, slab-sided—”


      “They’re not monolithic! If you can’t see the beauty in making a statement…”


      It was the same argument, and it hadn’t gotten us anywhere before.


      “Stop!” I inhaled deeply and closed my eyes until I felt calm again. “Now,” I said at last, “tell me about Googie.”


      She rolled her eyes. “It’s a ridiculous style with lots of neon. Neon, Paul!”


      “Sounds like a statement to me,” I shot back. I drew another deep breath and tried to relax. Again. “I mean, it sounds interesting. So tell me about it.”


      “It’s a lot of geometric shapes with glass and steel. I can’t think of a single famous build— Wait, maybe there is one. Saarinen’s Trans World Center.”


      I wracked my brain. “You mean the terminal at JFK?”


      She nodded, although it was a condemnation. “Exactly.” She frowned at another thought. “Also, the Theme Building at LAX. It’s Googie too.”


      I couldn’t help but laugh. “It’s perfect.”


      She managed to look even more sour.


      “Hey,” I said, “you put it on the list and then you picked it, so it’s your own fault.” She looked like she wanted to throw a tantrum, so I relented. “Tell you what,” I said, “I’ll do the renderings and—”


      “Why should you do the renderings?”


      “Because I’m a better artist and you know it.”


      She wanted to argue but knew she’d lose. She glared instead.


      “As I was saying,” I continued, “I’ll do the watercolors and make the model, and you can write a scathing critique of Googie’s… I dunno… ‘Populuxe sentimentality.’ Fair?”


      “Did you just use ‘Populuxe’ in a sentence?”


      “Yes, I did,” I said with faux dignity. “I must have read it once. In a book.”


      That broke the tension and she actually laughed. “Seriously? Do we have to do Googie? It’s so… dumb!”


      “Yes, we do,” I said. “We weren’t getting anywhere with all those arguments. Besides, it’ll be fun. You can be arrogant and idealistic, and I can ignore you like I usually do.”


      She glared, but her heart wasn’t in it. “It’s really dumb.”


      But it’s not Brutalism, I thought cheerfully. “Fine, it’s really dumb, but we’re stuck with it, so let’s make the most of it. Tell you what… I’ll take you to dinner and you can trash everything about it. Then we’ll hit the library and do some research before it closes. Okay?”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Gracie and I were together nearly every waking hour over the next week. We split our time between the design lab and her dorm room, where she had a small desktop drafting board. We ate every meal together, and usually finished work in the wee hours of the morning. I even skipped my workouts and sparring, and only saw my friends in class.


      I was exhausted every night when I returned home, and fell asleep as soon as my head hit the pillow. I even showered at Gracie’s place after my morning runs so we’d have time to work before class. It was a constant grind, but we accomplished in a week what we hadn’t in two months of bickering.


      I also discovered the secret to Gracie’s success: she had a quick mind and a phenomenal memory for details. She could design a building in record time, although she never showed any flexibility. Once she got something in her head, she never let it go, never looked at it from another angle, never tried to deconstruct it and build it better. Granted, her first idea was usually good, but even the good ones could use improvement. She was never willing to consider it, though, which caused a lot of friction between us.


      In the process I gained a new appreciation of my strengths and how I was different. Gracie could see an entire building from the start, but my designs were always evolving and improving. Hers were good, but with enough time I could design something more creative. I was absolutely convinced of that.


      So working with Gracie was an eye-opening experience, which Professor Joska had probably foreseen. On the other hand, I’m sure he hadn’t foreseen what happened next.


      Gracie and I were so busy that I rarely had time to jerk off. So I spent a lot of time daydreaming about sex. Not surprisingly, Gracie figured in most of my fantasies. And why not? She was smart and attractive, and completely natural about her looks. She was incredibly insecure about other things, but not her body. She didn’t flaunt it when we were alone, but I definitely saw more than in class, and from a lot closer.


      Unfortunately, our tempers were frayed after spending a week together without a break. Two nights before the project was due, a minor disagreement turned into a major argument. It had nothing to do with the project and everything to do with our personalities. I couldn’t see the big picture. She was a rigid control freak. I couldn’t get the details right. She didn’t have a creative bone in her body.


      We shouted at each other for several minutes, until we ran out of steam at the same time. Then we simply stood there, breathing hard and glaring. I should’ve been furious with her, but instead I couldn’t stop thinking about her breasts. Worse, her nipples looked like they might rip through her blouse.


      Her expression changed all of a sudden, and I kissed her before I realized what I was doing. I braced myself for a slap, but she moaned and kissed me back. I pulled her tight. She kissed me even harder, so I grabbed her ass and squeezed.


      We began tearing off clothes at the same time. She was still clawing at my shirt when I ripped open her blouse and broke the catch on her bra. Then I pushed her onto the bed and kicked off my shoes. She unsnapped her jeans as I shucked my own. I knelt between her legs, rolled a condom over my shaft, and set it at her pussy. She was hot and slippery, and groaned when I thrust into her.


      We didn’t speak. Or kiss. Or even make eye contact. We simply fucked.


      Afterward I lay atop her and panted from the force of my orgasm. My brain eventually started working again, and I searched for words.


      “Wow,” I said at last. “I don’t— I mean, I didn’t—”


      She tilted her face up for a kiss and my bare chest pressed against her breasts.


      When had I lost my shirt?


      She pulled back and sighed. “That was amazing. I never had that happen before.”


      “You mean…” I blinked. “I mean… were you a…? That wasn’t…?” I took a deep breath and gathered my wits. “That wasn’t your first time, was it?”


      She looked confused before she understood and shook her head. Then she smiled. “I’ve never… you know… had an… um, orgasm like that. Not from just doing it. I knew it’d be good, but…” She blushed. “And I knew your thing was big, but… wow!”


      “Hold on, how did you know about my… ‘thing’?”


      “There were these pictures…”


      I suppressed a fit of pique. Had everyone seen the damn things?


      “I was kinda annoyed at first, ’cause people were making such a big deal about your thing.” She laughed a little nervously. “But then I couldn’t stop thinking about it. I wanted to do it ever since.” She frowned. “You don’t think I’m easy, do you?”


      “Of course not. It’s just… I mean…”


      She sighed dreamily. “I just knew we’d end up together.”


      I didn’t like the sound of that, but I kept my mouth shut. Instead, I climbed off her and found my discarded shirt. Then I went to the bathroom to clean up. When I returned she was wearing a full-length nightgown. She bustled around the room and talked at me more than to me. She assumed that I wanted to spend the night. I did, since I wanted to have sex again, but I resented that it was a foregone conclusion.


      To make matters worse, Gracie was convinced that only one person could sleep in a twin bed, end of discussion. I knew better, but also knew better than to say so. So I hid my reluctance and helped her make a pallet of blankets on the floor. The hard floor. The cold floor. The dirty floor. (Gracie didn’t pick up after herself. Ever. She was an only child whose parents did everything for her.)


      She also seemed to think that sex was over after the first orgasm. I was ready for round two, but she wasn’t in the mood and made it clear without even realizing it. She simply turned off the lights and climbed under the blanket.


      I climbed in next to her but couldn’t get comfortable. Worse, my hard-on wouldn’t go away. Gracie fell asleep in minutes, so I threw off my covers and locked myself in the bathroom. I stroked my cock and imagined Gracie’s body.


      Her breasts sagged a little, but I wasn’t about to complain. They were soft and round, and capped with dark pink nipples like little cocktail umbrellas. Her bush was about what I’d expected—full and natural—and I knew without asking that she’d never shave it.


      On the plus side, her pouty lips made me think of blowjobs. So I pictured her on her knees, eyes closed in concentration as she gave me head. A dozen strokes later I filled a wad of toilet paper and then sagged against the sink.


      What was I doing? Yeah, Gracie was attractive, but was she girlfriend material? Would her personality grow on me or would it drive me crazy? Then again, did I really care? She actually wanted to have sex with me. Unless she had a boyfriend that I didn’t know about, she was a lot better than the girls I’d been dating.


      That thought brought up another. Were we dating now? Working on a project wasn’t the same. Having sex wasn’t either, which I knew as well (especially after the Tracy affair).


      So, what were Gracie and I doing? We probably had different opinions about that too, and I had to decide if I was going to do things her way or break it off. I needed to do something soon, too, because I already had alarms going off in my head. Gracie had designs for our future, and nothing short of the apocalypse would make her change them.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      I woke up the next morning with a stiff neck and sore back. I did sit-ups and push-ups to work out the kinks, and then stretched for my run. I left Gracie a note on my pillow in case she woke up before I returned. I could’ve run for hours, but we still had work to do, so I cut it short and returned after only three miles.


      Gracie was awake when I tapped on the door, and she acted like a girlfriend instead of a prude. She even went along when I began to unbutton her nightgown. She pulled it over her head and took off her panties so I could admire her body in the morning light. I took off my own clothes and returned the favor.


      She stared at my erection. “It’s even bigger in person.”


      “It’s not that big,” I demurred. “I mean, yeah, maybe bigger than most guys, but not John Holmes big.”


      “Who?”


      I laughed. “Never mind. You want to shower together?”


      She blushed but nodded, which went a long way toward erasing the doubts I’d had the night before.


      I adjusted the water and then joined her in the tiny stall. We barely had room to move, but that made it easier for her to reach my dick. She seemed fascinated, and played with it for several minutes.


      “Do you want to suck it?” I suggested.


      She nodded hesitantly and sank to her knees. She started sucking, tentatively at first, but found a rhythm when I gave her some encouragement. She didn’t have much experience, so I warned her when I was about to come.


      She stroked my shaft and aimed at her chest, which I dutifully covered with semen. When the spurts slowed to a few half-hearted gushes, she looked up and smiled. “Was that okay?”


      “It was awesome,” I lied. Right up to the point where you didn’t swallow. I hid my disappointment and helped her to her feet. “Ready for round two?”


      She laughed uncertainly.


      “Seriously,” I said.


      “Don’t you have to wait a while?”


      “Not really.” I stroked my shaft. “I’m ready when you are.”


      She wouldn’t look me in the eye.


      “Yeah,” I said at last, “you’re probably right. We should get to work.”


      We finished in the shower and my erection eventually subsided. I made one last-ditch effort to get her in the mood, but she ignored the hint. So I sighed and began gathering my things.


      At breakfast we talked about the project. I needed to put the final touches on my model, which was a space-age restaurant straight out of the Jetsons, with curving windows and a roofline that rose to the future. I also had to finish the full watercolor renderings of Gracie’s plans. Her design was a masterpiece of concept art, a cousin to the JFK and LAX buildings. I wasn’t sure it could be built, even with modern materials, but it was definitely impressive.


      For Gracie’s part, she had to finish the elevation drawings of her building and then type the final draft of our paper. I didn’t like her writing style—it was passive and weak, and she made it sound like she was discussing a turd—but I knew better than to offer an opinion so late in the project.


      In all fairness, I was just as biased about Googie. I liked it. It was full of mid-century optimism and served as an important transition between the late Art Deco and early Futurist movements.


      Gracie interrupted my woolgathering. “Meet back at my room after class?”


      “Yeah, sure. Seeya.”


      She smiled and kissed my cheek. Then we gathered our things and headed our separate ways. We met back at her place and worked through the afternoon. I added backgrounds and landscaping to my watercolors while she inked the lettering on her drawings. Several hours later I dried my brushes, put away my paints, and admired my handiwork.


      “I need a break,” I said. “Wanna go for a walk? Maybe have dinner? I know a great Italian place.”


      “But we’re not done yet.”


      “Close enough.”


      “What if something happens while we’re out?”


      “What could happen?”


      “A car crash or something.”


      I scoffed.


      “Still, we need to finish this first.”


      “Okay,” I said, “let’s stay in and celebrate.” I waggled my eyebrows.


      “Seriously? We just did it last night. And again in the shower this morning. Remember?”


      “How could I forget? I was hoping for a repeat.”


      She ignored the suggestion and loaded a sheet of paper in her Smith-Corona.


      I tried another tactic and began rubbing her shoulders.


      She shrugged me off and bent over the draft of our paper.


      I started rubbing again and reached down to caress her right breast.


      She told me to get serious.


      “Fine,” I said. “I’m going for a run.”


      I wanted to stay away for hours, but I couldn’t outrun the responsible little voice in the back of my mind. I still had to finish the roof of the model. It was my third attempt, and I wasn’t entirely sure that it would look the way I wanted. So I cut my run short and returned.


      Gracie answered the door and immediately apologized. Then she asked if I wanted to take a shower. My dick twitched at the unspoken offer, but the big head wondered why she’d changed her mind.


      Before I had a chance to brood on it, she said, “I could do that thing you like.”


      “Oh? What thing?”


      “I could kiss it,” she said uncertainly.


      “It?”


      “You know, your thing.”


      The thing in question was all in favor of her kissing it, so I stopped teasing and started undressing. In the shower she sank to her knees and began stroking my shaft. She didn’t do anything special with her mouth, but I enjoyed watching her wet breasts as she bobbed back and forth.


      I toyed with the idea of coming in her mouth whether she liked it or not, but I didn’t want to be a jerk. So I warned her, and she pulled back in time for the first spurt to hit her chest. She didn’t even seem enthusiastic about it. It was just a job and she wanted to get it over with. I resigned myself to being disappointed after every blowjob. Still, it was better than no blowjob at all.


      “Happy?” she asked as we dried off.


      “Yeah, sure.”


      “Good. ’Cause we still have lots of work to do.”


      That’s Gracie, I thought peevishly, all business and no afterglow.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      We finished the project with time to spare, so we hauled everything across campus and set it up in the atrium of the A&A building. Sara was there with her own exhibit, which included several black and white photos of Daphne looking wistful and ethereal in a flowing white dress.


      Daphne herself was helping with the stands, and we traded friendly smiles. Sara saw the exchange and didn’t exactly smile, but she didn’t look surly either. Her expression grew wry when she realized that Gracie and I were together. She glanced from Gracie to Daphne and then back at me, as if to say, “What in God’s name were you thinking?”


      Part of me felt indignant. Gracie wasn’t a knockout like Daphne, but she was cute enough. She didn’t have a militant lesbian girlfriend, either. So there! But part of me agreed with Sara, although not for the same reasons. Daphne had some weird sexual hang-ups, but at least we suited each other. Gracie and I weren’t even on the same page most of the time.


      I was still thinking about it when we finished and returned to Gracie’s room. I rubbed her shoulders and planted gentle kisses along her neck, and she warmed to the mood. She let me take off her clothes and lower her to the bed, where she watched as I took off my own clothes.


      I climbed on top of her and started kissing again, one hand gently kneading her breast. She let me suck her nipples, but stopped me when I kissed toward her pussy. I gently insisted, but she held her ground.


      “Don’t,” she said. “It makes me feel weird.”


      “I kind of enjoy it,” I said. “So relax. Okay?”


      She shook her head and pulled me back up. “Just do it the regular way.”


      “That is the regular way.”


      She made a face. “Just put it in.” She lifted her hips to emphasize her point. “Please?”


      So much for trying something new. I rolled a condom over my shaft. She clutched me when I thrust into her, but my mind was already somewhere else. I tried to stay focused—on the way her breasts bounced, or how her lips pursed as she suppressed her moans—but I couldn’t stop thinking about Sara. She’d been genuinely amused by Gracie, like we somehow didn’t fit.


      Unfortunately, I was beginning to agree with her.


      A few minutes later Gracie climaxed and I mechanically thrust until I finished too. I felt guilty but didn’t know what to say. So I climbed off and went to the bathroom to flush the condom. She let me have some privacy for a few minutes before she knocked on the door.


      “Are you almost done? We need to get ready for the party.”


      I gritted my teeth and forced a smile.


      “I’ll shower first,” she said when I opened the door. “I need to retype the last page of our paper while you’re in the shower.” She didn’t even wait for an answer. She simply started the water and waited for me to leave.


      I flopped on the bed and wondered if I’d made a mistake. I suspected that I had, especially if Gracie was as inflexible about sex as everything else. I was still brooding when she emerged from the bathroom and unceremoniously told me to get moving. She was too preoccupied to notice my mood, which made me even grumpier.


      When I finished my shower, Gracie still didn’t notice that I was unusually quiet. Instead, she wondered aloud what dress she should wear. Most of them had floral patterns and puffy shoulders, and none were cut to show off her figure. I gazed at her with growing ennui. My attitude bothered me, but I couldn’t shake it.


      I brooded as we walked to the A&A building, so Gracie talked for both of us. I couldn’t help comparing her to Christy and how she chattered when she was nervous. Christy was cute and bubbly. Gracie wasn’t. She was annoying, self-absorbed, and incredibly neurotic. She thought of a dozen things that could go wrong with the project, from mundane stuff to some really off-the-wall things like nuclear war.


      Yeah, I scoffed to myself, I’m really gonna worry about a stupid project if the Soviets attack.


      Fortunately, the party had already started when we arrived. It wasn’t a black-tie affair, but everyone had dressed up. Even the catering people had gone all-out. Servers in white jackets stood at the punchbowls and waiters circulated with trays of canapés.


      Professor Joska greeted us a few feet from the door. He led us toward our project and didn’t have anything critical to say for a change. Instead, he practically gushed about Gracie’s “sweeping vision” and my “exceptional grasp of Googie’s transitional role.” I’d never seen him so enthusiastic, which completely threw me off.


      He was still showering us with praise when he noticed a middle-aged couple across the atrium. “Ah, yes,” he said, “there’s someone you should meet.”


      I followed his gaze and felt my pulse race when I saw the woman. I thought about ducking behind a column, but missed my chance.


      “Ah, Dr. Showalter,” Joska said, “so good of you to come. And this must be your lovely wife.”


      “Yes,” the man said, and turned to her. “Sandra, this is Professor Joska”—with the slightest contempt for the title—“the head of the Architecture Department and one of our hosts.”


      “Just so,” Joska said as he bowed over her hand. “Your most humble servant.”


      Sandra smiled politely. “So nice to meet you.”


      “And it pleases me to present Miss Gracie Fisher and Mr. Paul Hughes,” Joska continued, “two of our most promising students.”


      Gracie shook Sandra’s hand and I followed suit.


      Sandra’s expression was mild and polite, but she caressed my palm and held it a bit too long. A part of me had hoped that she’d forgotten our weekend together, but I wasn’t that lucky.


      “Dr. Showalter is Dean of Admissions,” Professor Joska said, oblivious to the byplay between Sandra and me.


      I finally managed to pull my hand from her grasp. Flustered, I turned to her husband. “Pleased to meet you, Mr. Showalter.”


      He cleared his throat. “Doctor Showalter.”


      Sandra curled a lip.


      He brushed off the slight with a patronizing smile. Then he focused on Gracie and asked a question about our project.


      I tried to fade into the background, but Sandra blocked my escape.


      “Nice to see you again,” she said quietly. “I missed you.” She pressed her breast to my arm to make sure I understood.


      I felt nervous and a little guilty until I noticed that her husband was flirting with Gracie. He wasn’t even trying to hide it.


      Joska and Gracie were both clueless, but I couldn’t miss it. Neither could Sandra, and she frowned when she followed my gaze. She glared for a moment before she straightened her shoulders. I thought she was going to make a scene, but she controlled herself and glanced at me instead.


      “Let’s slip away,” she said conversationally. “I’m in the mood all of a sudden.”


      “Probably not a good idea,” I said, my voice pitched low. “Besides, I’m… with someone.”


      “So am I. Who cares?”


      “Still… not a good idea.”


      She leaned close. “I’ll suck your cock. I remember how you like it.”


      The little head thought that was an excellent idea, especially after Gracie’s lackluster blowjobs. Fortunately the big head was still in control. “Thanks,” I said with a tight smile, “but maybe some other time.”


      “Don’t be such a pussy,” Sandra said under her breath. “I know you want it.”


      At that point I did the only thing I could: I bailed and summoned reinforcements. “Freddie! How are you? I want you to meet someone.”


      Freddie looked around until he spotted us. Then he ambled over and spoke around a mouthful of canapé.


      “Hey, whassup?”


      “Freddie,” I said, “this is Sandra Showalter. Her husband is the Dean of Admissions.”


      He wiped his hand on his slacks and cleared his throat. “Pleased ta meetcha.”


      Sandra gave me the evil eye before she faked a smile and shook his hand. Then she had a thought. She looped her arm through Freddie’s and steered him toward another exhibit. “So, Freddie, is it? Do you have a girlfriend?”


      He glanced back at me, but I waved him on. I felt a little guilty for throwing him to the lions—er, lioness—but he was a big boy.


      Besides, I thought wryly, he might get lucky.


      Doctor Dickless eventually let Joska steer him toward the fourth- and fifth-year projects. I surprised Gracie from behind and she beamed at me.


      “Wow,” she said, “the Dean of Admissions.”


      “Yeah, pretty cool,” I said. But what an asshole. He was twice her age, and married besides.


      I guided her toward one of the waiters serving punch and asked for two cups. I took a gulp and felt it burn the back of my throat. The waiter kept a blank face, but cracked a grin when I shot him a watery-eyed glare.


      “What?” Gracie asked.


      “Better let me have that,” I said as I reached for her cup.


      She scowled and pulled her hand away. Red liquid sloshed over the rim of the cup. She tasted the punch and then licked it off her hand. “I can handle my liquor,” she said, a bit too loudly.


      “Sure,” I agreed, “but you’d better do it quietly. This is a dry campus.”


      The waiter cleared his throat. “The other punchbowls are virgin,” he said.


      “I’m cool,” I said, and took a measured sip from my cup. Once I knew what to expect, I didn’t choke, but my sinuses burned at the alcohol content. “UT sure knows how to throw a party.”


      “Mmm hmm,” he agreed.


      Gracie and I mingled and talked to the other guests, but the alcohol hit her hard. Still, she insisted on another cup.


      “You should probably eat something first,” I suggested.


      “Don’t tell me what to do.”


      I made a hands-off gesture and followed her to the punch station. I took another cup as well, but made sure to grab a crab puff from a passing waiter. I looked for Freddie, but didn’t spot him in the crowd. Not surprisingly, I didn’t see Sandra either.


      I surveyed the atrium and had to stifle a laugh. Doctor Dickless was flirting with Sara and Daphne. Sara caught my eye and winked. My eyebrows rose as she returned her attention to Dickless, the very picture of an ingénue.


      I chuckled and continued scanning the crowd until I saw Trip. He nodded and pointed me out to Wren, who smiled and blew a kiss. Christy and Ronald were standing next to them, and we exchanged cursory waves. Then the little blonde said something to her date and they headed toward the nearest punch station.


      “Whatever,” I muttered to myself.


      “What?” Gracie asked.


      “Nothing, dear.”


      “Oh, good. Get us another punch.”


      “Maybe you should slow down.”


      “Maybe you should shut up.”


      Gee, I thought sourly, aren’t you a fun drunk.


      The next hour passed in a blur of conversation, food, and drink. Freddie found me and pulled me aside to boast that Sandra had given him a blowjob. I wasn’t surprised, but acted impressed as Freddie gave me a play-by-play.


      And that’s why you don’t have a girlfriend, I thought smugly. Then I decided to be his friend instead of a sarcastic jerk.


      “Congratulations,” I told him quietly. “Really. But lemme give you a piece of advice…” I told him about the benefits of keeping his adventures to himself. I didn’t go into detail, but made it clear that it worked for me. A lot.


      “So that’s why you get all the chicks? ’Cause you keep your trap shut?”


      “Well, that,” I agreed, “but also ’cause I’m hung like a horse.”


      He looked at me for a moment and then burst out laughing. “Fuggedaboutit,” he said at last, although I was pretty sure he’d taken my advice to heart.


      I clapped him on the shoulder and went looking for Gracie. I found her at the punch bowl, in the middle of a slurred conversation with the waiter. She was upright, but only just. I glanced over her head and made eye contact with the man. He looked chagrined, and nodded when I made a “cut her off” gesture.


      I spent the rest of the party babysitting Gracie. She was a mean drunk, and I was tempted to abandon her to her own devices. But I still believed in chivalry, so I helped her back to her dorm room. She wanted me to stay, but I brushed her off. I didn’t want to spend another minute with her, much less have sex, so I made my excuses and left.


      It was past two o’clock when I finally reached my apartment, where I heard low music from down the hall. My bedroom door was locked, so I tried again, more forcefully. Then I realized that the music was Trip’s make-out tape.


      “Crap,” I muttered under my breath.


      I was about to turn away when the door swung open. Trip glared. He was wearing his underwear, but it didn’t hide his erection.


      “Sorry,” I said.


      His anger faded. “Hey, no prob. I thought you’d be at Gracie’s.”


      I shook my head. “Long story.”


      Wren poked her head under his arm. She was holding Trip’s dress shirt closed in front of her. She asked if I was okay.


      “Yeah, I’m fine,” I said. “I just wanna go to bed.”


      Trip hesitated. “Um…”


      “Don’t be ridiculous,” Wren told him. “Of course he can—”


      “No, it’s cool,” I said. “I’ll sleep on the couch. You all can… um… you know.”


      They shared a guilty look.


      “Seriously,” I said. “I’ll be fine. It’s a lot better than the floor. You kids have fun.” I fixed Trip with a mock-stern look. “Wear protection, young man. You hear?”


      He grinned and nodded.


      I turned to Wren and almost laughed at her expression. She was torn between concern for me and desire to finish what they’d been doing. I rolled my eyes and shooed them into the bedroom.


      Wren stopped me with a gesture and then disappeared. I heard her open my closet and then a dresser drawer. A moment later she reappeared with my extra sheets and a blanket. Then she fetched my pillow and added it to the pile.


      “Um… thanks.” I turned away and wondered what she’d been smirking about.


      I found out when I started to make up the couch.


      “Well, I’ll be—”


      Wren had added a pair of panties. I recognized them immediately. They were Christy’s. Wren would probably tease me, but at least she didn’t know who they belonged to. I tucked them under my pillow and climbed into my makeshift bed.


      Sometime later I felt a touch on my leg. I cracked an eyelid.


      Wren sat on the edge of the couch. She was wearing Trip’s shirt but hadn’t bothered to button it. I glanced at the smooth curve of her breast before I managed to focus on her face.


      “Are you really okay?” she asked.


      I nodded. “Nothing a little time won’t fix.”


      “Gracie?”


      Another nod.


      “Sorry it didn’t work out.”


      I shrugged.


      “She’s too uptight,” Wren said. “Too… self-centered. Probably like that in bed too.”


      “Nice boobs, though.”


      “If you like ’em big. I prefer mine.”


      “They’re nice,” I agreed. “But big and soft is nice too.”


      “Ha! They’ll be down to her lap by the time she’s thirty.”


      “Yeah, probably.”


      We fell silent for a long moment and merely looked at each other. Then she smiled, but with a hint of sadness. “Sometimes I wish it had worked out between us.”


      I shook my head. “No regrets. You deserve a guy like Trip. He’ll treat you right. I’d just break your heart.”


      “Don’t be silly. Of course you wouldn’t. I mean, we do love each other.”


      I nodded.


      Her expression turned mischievous. “And we’re definitely going to fool around.”


      “Here? Now?” I teased.


      “Ha! That’s what the panties are for.” She smirked. “Let me know if you need more. I have a pair you can borrow.”


      “Gee, thanks.”


      “Don’t mention it.” She stood and then bent to kiss my cheek. “Sleep tight.”


      “You too,” I said. I rolled over and fell asleep in minutes.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      I woke up with a mild hangover and went for a run to clear my head. I didn’t want to think about Gracie, so I focused on the pavement and let the miles disappear behind me.


      Trip had coffee brewing when I came home, and Wren was making a big omelet.


      “So you can cook,” I teased. I filched a piece of bacon from where she had it cooling.


      She ignored me and took another plate from the cupboard. “Hon,” she said to Trip, “would you make two more pieces of toast?”


      He nodded and then glanced at me. “We need to talk about the houses when you have a chance. Is now good?”


      I immediately felt guilty, since I hadn’t thought about them in almost two weeks.


      He read me perfectly. “Don’t worry about it. That’s what partners are for.”


      “I’m glad you still want to be partners,” I muttered.


      “Of course I do. Anyway, I talked to the realtor yesterday. They’re ready to close on all three, starting Tuesday morning, first thing.”


      “Do you want to fly down Monday night, or get up at zero dark thirty on Tuesday?”


      “My dad always has a big cookout on Memorial Day,” Wren suggested. “We could go if we fly down on Monday afternoon.”


      “Do we have anything planned here?” I asked. I’d really been out of touch lately, and felt doubly guilty that I didn’t know what my friends were up to.


      “Not really,” Trip said. “Luke invited us to a Fiji thing, but I don’t think he really cares if we go or not.”


      “So I’ll tell my dad we’re coming?” Wren said.


      Trip and I shared a look. “Sure,” he said.


      “Cool,” I said. “I’ll call the airport and reserve the Comanche.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Wren’s father’s party was a traditional backyard barbecue. The guests ranged from people our age to a few couples in their sixties, which made for some interesting conversations. Afterward we hung out with Wren’s cousin Scarlett and her boyfriend. I felt like a fifth wheel, although neither couple seemed to mind. We went to a club and listened to a band, but made an early night of it.


      The next morning I jogged by the original two houses (the third, a large two-story Colonial, was several miles away). Someone had done a bit of cleanup on the rancher, mostly the front yard, but the rest of the house still needed plenty of work.


      The Tudor looked even dumpier than before. No one had mowed the grass in weeks, and part of the roof was covered with a blue tarp. The owners still lived there, but they’d obviously stopped doing even the minimum to keep the place up. I shook my head in disgust and turned for home.


      The closings went smoothly, even though we used a new loan officer and title attorney. Neither had any experience with Trip and me, but we had the assets and references to secure the loans. We’d had to invest every cent we could scrape together in order to buy the third house, but the payoff would be worth it (or we’d go broke and be in debt for a long, long time). After the usual paperwork, repeated three times with three different sellers, we finished our business and thanked everyone.


      We were flushed with excitement as we ate a quick lunch and then surveyed our purchases. The owners of the rancher had presented us with a full set of plans from the original builder, so my own drawings were mostly superfluous. I wasn’t too upset, though. My designs included a complete makeover of the back yard, and that wasn’t included in the builder’s plans.


      Trip stopped me when I began to describe my ideas for the umpteenth time. “Hey,” he said, “do whatever you want. This is your house. Mike and I talked it over, and since you’re so enthusiastic, you and Jim are going to take this one. Mike’ll take the Colonial, and I’ll do the Tudor. Sound good?”


      I nodded.


      The Tudor was in the worst shape inside and out, but it was also the smallest of the three. Mike’s Colonial was the biggest and needed the most work. Fortunately, he had the most experience. My rancher fell somewhere in the middle, although my plans for the yard were ambitious. We had a lot of work ahead of us, but I was eager for the challenge.


      “Okay,” I said when we finished at the third house, “ready to head out?” It had been a long day already, and we still had to drop off my mom’s car and fly home.


      “Think so,” Trip said. He locked the front door and pocketed the keys. Then his expression turned goofy.


      “What?” I said.


      “I love it when a plan comes together.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Gracie was easier to avoid than I thought. She was a bit self-absorbed anyway, but the pressure of exam week brought out the worst in her. She was cranky and snappish the few times I saw her, and never said a thing about how little time we spent together.


      She did call twice because she was horny, although she never came right out and said so. She dropped hints and then grew irritated when I didn’t immediately rush over. I eventually gave her what she wanted, but only to keep our so-called relationship from imploding and creating an even bigger distraction.


      I spent most of the time with my friends instead. When we weren’t studying or taking exams, we hung out and talked about summer plans. Luke was going to work on an oil rig in the Gulf, while Jeff and Meredith both had internships in Philadelphia. Freddie had a job at a friend’s company back in New York, and Zoë and Peter had summer jobs at home.


      Christy was going to Boston to visit her grandmother. Then she planned a week in San Diego with her family, followed by a month in Hawaii to visit family and friends. Last but not least, she wanted to spend a couple of weeks in Japan, again with family and friends.


      “How much family do you have?” I finally asked.


      She started to count but then lost track. “Lots. My dad is the oldest of five and Mom’s the youngest of four, so I have about a million aunts and uncles and cousins.”


      I blinked.


      “Irish Catholics,” Wren said affably.


      Christy shrugged as though she couldn’t imagine any other way.


      “Well, have fun,” I said at last. “The rest of us will be working.”


      “Oh, I’ll be working too,” she said. “I have my sketches and I want to paint and I think I’ll learn origami while I’m in Japan.”


      “Ori-what?” Trip asked.


      “Folding paper,” I said. Glen was a big fan. I think it appealed to his quiet, meticulous nature.


      “Must be nice,” Jeff said to Christy.


      “Whatever,” I added. “Anyway… I wanna work out before dinner.” I glanced at Trip. “You up for it?”


      “Yeah, sounds good.”


      Wren looked at Christy. “Aerobics?”


      “Sure!”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      People started leaving campus as soon as they finished exams, so most of our roommates and friends were gone by the time my birthday arrived. I had an exam, too, which wasn’t how I wanted to celebrate. I was feeling sorry for myself as I walked back to the apartment, but I shouldn’t have worried.


      Trip and Wren surprised me at the door with hats and noisemakers. The party was small, just the three of us and Christy, but we opened a bottle of champagne and enjoyed a miniature chocolate cake that Wren had baked. The champagne had friends, and we were all a little drunk by the time we decided to go out and really celebrate. I knew I’d regret it in the morning, but at the time I didn’t care.


      So that’s how I spent my twentieth birthday, with my best friend, my other best friend, and her roommate.


      The next day I woke up with a hangover, of course, so I went for a long run. I passed Gracie’s dorm twice and couldn’t stop brooding about her. She hadn’t called to wish me a happy birthday. I knew when hers was, but she didn’t care about mine. That was like her, though, so I should’ve expected it.


      Trip and Wren were just stirring when I returned to the apartment, and Christy arrived while I was in the shower. She brought a bag of oranges and was eating one while Wren made coffee. The little blonde silently offered me an orange and I took it with a nod of thanks. She looked as fresh as I felt, like she hadn’t spent the night at a bar with the rest of us.


      Wren scowled. “You two are disgusting.”


      Christy and I shared a grin.


      “Whatever,” Wren said as she disappeared down the hall with coffee.


      After she and Trip had eaten and showered, we began packing the apartment. Trip and the girls were talkative as we folded and boxed things. I kept to myself, but Wren could tell what I was thinking.


      I ran through a dozen break-up scenarios in my head. All of them ended badly. I wasn’t looking forward to what I needed to do, but I couldn’t avoid it any longer. I steeled myself for an argument and picked up the phone.


      Gracie answered tersely.


      “Hey, it’s me,” I said.


      “So you didn’t lose my number after all?”


      The phone works both ways, I thought irritably, but suppressed it and said, “I need to see you.”


      Christy came into the foyer and realized who I was talking to. She gave me a flustered apology and retreated.


      “I’m busy packing,” Gracie said. “Can it wait ’til tomorrow?”


      “Tonight would be better,” I said. “It’s important.”


      “My room’s a disaster.”


      “It won’t take long,” I said, and realized that I sounded needy. I braced myself and put a little authority in my voice. “Tomorrow, then. After breakfast?”


      “Yeah, I guess.”


      “Around ten?”


      “Yeah, sure.”


      We hung up.


      Christy gave me an odd look when I rounded the corner into the kitchen.


      “How was I supposed to know?” she said. “I didn’t know it was one of those calls.”


      I started to ask what she meant, but she huffed and brushed past me. “I have to pack my own things,” she said to the apartment in general. She slammed the door behind her.


      Wren stuck her head out of the bedroom. “What was that about?”


      “I have no idea.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Trip and Wren drove Christy to the airport the next morning, while I stayed home and dithered about my conversation with Gracie. I went for an extra-long run, but it didn’t help. Part of me wanted to write a letter, but that was the coward’s way out. So I showered and shaved and rehearsed in front of the mirror.


      The walk across campus took about ten minutes, but seemed to pass in the blink of an eye. Gracie answered the door in a rush. She was on the phone with her parents, and gestured me into the room while she listened to them with half her attention.


      I waited awkwardly until she hung up.


      “They’ll be here after lunch,” she said without preamble. “They want to meet you.”


      “Um… maybe that’s not such a good idea.”


      Gracie was self-centered, but she wasn’t stupid. Quite the opposite, even though she didn’t understand people very well. Still, she must have heard something in my tone. She stared at me for a long, accusatory moment.


      “Um… yeah,” I said. “We need to talk.”


      She sat on the bed and looked away.


      I went through my planned speech about how I didn’t think we were right for each other. She didn’t say a thing, so I rambled for another five minutes. I paused several times for her to say something, anything, but she never did.


      “I hope we can still be friends,” I finished. The words hung there for a long, awkward moment before I said, “Don’t you want to say anything?”


      She looked at me then, her eyes flat and hard. “Get out?” She phrased it like a question, but it wasn’t.


      “Okay,” I said. “So I guess that’s it. Have a nice summer.”


      I started second-guessing myself almost immediately, and the walk back to my apartment seemed to take an eternity. I repeated the conversation in my head and then mocked myself aloud, “Way to go, jackass. Probably the worst break-up in history.”


      Two girls gave me an odd look, but I lowered my head and pushed into the lobby of the apartment building. Upstairs I flung myself on the bed and stared at the blank walls. My eyes strayed to the bits of tape that had once held posters and sketches. I couldn’t help but draw parallels between my life and the empty room.


      I was still in a funk when Trip and Wren returned from the airport.


      “Did you do it?” Wren asked.


      “Do what?” Trip said.


      She rolled her eyes. “How can you be so clueless? Never mind, don’t answer. You’re a guy.”


      “Well, duh.”


      “Did it go okay?” Wren asked me. “Did she get upset? Did she cry?”


      “Did who cry?”


      “Shush.”


      “No,” I said at last. “It was weird. She didn’t say a thing, didn’t even argue.”


      “She wasn’t right for you anyway.”


      The penny finally dropped for Trip. “Are you talking about Gracie?”


      “Of course we are,” Wren said. She sat and put an arm around me. “It’s okay. You’ll be all right.”


      I laughed, but it was half-hearted.


      “Seriously,” Wren said. “I have so many girlfriends in Atlanta. I can’t wait to introduce you.”


      I gave her a strained look.


      “Too soon? Maybe you liked her more than you realized.”


      I shrugged. I didn’t know how I felt anymore.


      “Well, you’ll be all right,” Wren repeated. “Just give it time.”


      “Besides,” Trip added, “you’re bound to get lucky at camp.”


      Wren stared at him. “Seriously? Is that all you think about?”


      “What?” he protested. “You just said the same thing.”


      “I did not. I said…”


      I tuned them out and wondered if I’d ever find the right girl.


      ✧ ✧ ✧
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        Chapter 23

      


      Trip and Wren packed the last of their things and loaded his car early the next morning. The back seat of the big Impala was stuffed to the headliner, and the trunk was so full that we had to use a piece of rope to secure the lid. Trip even left about half of his record collection with me to take home in the Land Cruiser.


      After one last check upstairs, he handed over his apartment key as we rode down the elevator. I gave Wren a quick hug and shook Trip’s hand. Then I waved as they climbed into the car and pulled out of the parking lot, bound for Atlanta.


      People had already begun to arrive for the commencement ceremony, and I dodged a group taking pictures in front of the apartment building. Upstairs, I showered, shaved, and dressed in a coat and tie. Then I walked the short distance to the Stokely Athletics Center.


      I hoped to surprise Daphne and Sara, since I hadn’t told them that I was coming to graduation. I didn’t know who they’d invited, if anyone, so I found a seat by myself and waited as the arena slowly filled with people.


      I was sitting between two large families and struck up a conversation with the grandfather to my right and an aunt from the family to my left. The arena’s air conditioners labored in vain, so we fanned ourselves with our programs and complained about the heat.


      Since I was by myself, I asked the two families what their kids’ names were, and told them about Daphne and Sara. We had to sit through the usual boring speeches, but they eventually ran out of homilies and advice. The first two rows of students in caps and gowns stood. I pointed out Daphne when she approached the stage. The announcer read her name, and nearly thirty people whistled and cheered for her. We were so loud that she looked up in surprise.


      We did the same for Sara, who was even more surprised than Daphne. About fifteen minutes later we cheered for the man’s grandson, who gave us a big thumbs-up as he left the stage. We were still waiting for the woman’s niece when I heard a name I hadn’t been expecting: Kendall Lynn Payton. I was so surprised that I momentarily froze.


      A small group across the arena applauded, and I looked over to see her parents, brother, and a few other relatives. Then I turned back and watched her walk down the steps from the stage. She looked happy, and I felt a twinge of regret that we hadn’t repaired our friendship, although I had tried a couple of times. She gave me the cold shoulder each time, so I gave up.


      I sat in reflective silence until it was time to cheer for the woman’s niece. The rest of the ceremony passed in a party atmosphere, but my heart wasn’t in it. When things finally ended and the graduates threw their hats in the air, I left Kendall in the past and made my way down to the floor.


      Daphne flung her arms around me as soon as she saw me. She wore heels that made her three inches taller than me, so I had to dodge her tassel as she kissed my cheek.


      “That’s the nicest thing anyone’s ever done!” She hugged me again and almost lost her cap.


      Even Sara gave me a hug when she found us. She pushed me away as soon as she realized what she’d done, but the moment had been genuine. I grinned. She tried to scowl, but was too happy to pull it off. A small group of their friends materialized a moment later.


      “Was that you?” Jamie asked as he shook my hand. “All that applause?”


      “Yeah,” I said, a bit sheepishly, “I sort of organized a cheering section.”


      He laughed. “We had no idea who y’all were.”


      “Well, I didn’t know if Daphne or Sara had invited anyone, so…”


      “We invited people,” Sara said archly, “but I don’t remember you being one of them.”


      I shrugged it off with a grin. “What can I say? I don’t need a formal invite to come see my friends graduate.”


      “So you think we’re friends now?”


      “Jeez, Sara,” Jamie said, “don’t get your panties in a wad. I told you he was all right.” He introduced me to the others, a guy and two girls with punkish haircuts. Then he turned back to Sara. “Did you at least invite him to the party tonight?”


      Sara gave him a look of disbelief. “Seriously? I don’t think it’s—”


      “Sure it is!” Jamie said. “He’s cool.” He turned to me. “Aren’t you?”


      “Yeah, totally,” I said, although I didn’t know what he was talking about.


      “He’ll be okay,” Daphne told her. “I’ll make sure.”


      Sara scowled. I did too, although I wasn’t sure why.


      “It’ll be fine,” Jamie told Sara. “He’s not Jerry Falwell. I mean, he lived with Billy and was totally cool.”


      “Totally clueless, you mean.”


      I knew better than to prove her point by asking what they were talking about.


      “Nonsense,” Jamie said. To me, “Tonight at seven at Daph and Sara’s place. We’ll have booze and snacks, but more is always welcome. Bring your own party favors, if you want ’em.”


      “Yeah, no problem,” I said.


      “Awesome! Now let’s get some pictures.” He pulled out a little Kodak Instamatic and chivvied us into a group. “Daph, you look gorgeous, as always. Smile, Sara. Put your arm around Paul. Don’t be shy. Move in, Alice. There you go. Okay, everyone say cheese.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      I spent the rest of the afternoon rehashing what Jamie had meant about me living with Billy and being cool. I found out when I arrived at the party. I could be a little slow on the uptake, but I wasn’t an idiot. Well, not a complete idiot. Still, I didn’t put the pieces together until a couple of guys started dancing. Together. Without a girl.


      Daphne actually laughed at my expression. Jamie nearly choked on his wine cooler.


      “No, for real?” he said when the coughing fit passed. “You just figured it out?”


      “I told you,” Sara said. “Totally clueless.”


      I looked around and realized that most of the “couples” at the party were the same sex. I must have turned pale, and Jamie read me perfectly.


      “Don’t worry,” he said with a laugh, “we know you’re straight.”


      I looked at him in a new light. “Hold on. You’re… not?”


      “Nope.”


      “Then… what?”


      “Gay. Duh.”


      “And Billy…?” I swallowed hard.


      “Him too.”


      “Holy shit.” I leaned against the counter and suddenly felt light-headed. I’d lived with the guy for almost a year.


      “You honestly didn’t know?” Jamie said.


      I shook my head. “Totally clueless.”


      “See?” Sara said. “Told you.”


      “God, I need another drink.”


      “That’s the spirit!” Jamie said. “Me too.”


      “Daphne?” Sara asked, and the blonde nodded.


      Sara pulled four wine coolers from the big ice bucket. She opened the first and handed it to Daphne. Then she did the same for me and Jamie.


      “Well, now that everyone knows,” Jamie said, “let’s toast.” He raised his bottle and struck a pose. “We are all in the gutter”—he paused for a grin—“but some of us are looking at the stars.”


      We clinked our bottles and drank.


      Then Jamie winked at me and I nearly leapt out of my skin. He laughed and punched my arm. I did my best not to flinch at the contact.


      “Don’t worry,” he said. “You’re not my type.”


      I didn’t know whether to be offended or relieved, so I took another drink to calm my nerves.


      I finally began to relax after several more wine coolers, but then I had the bright idea to join a drinking game. It involved a deck of cards and tequila. Lots of tequila. I don’t remember much after that. I do remember that a few of us went to an after-party at Jamie’s apartment.


      A couple of hours later, I wasn’t in any condition to drive, so I decided to walk home. Bad idea. I couldn’t make the world stop spinning long enough to walk a straight line, much less to my apartment. So Jamie poured me onto the couch and covered me with a crocheted afghan that smelled like potpourri. It was nice, and I smiled blearily as he patted my cheek.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      I woke up the next morning with a skull-splitting headache and a tongue that felt like week-old gym socks. I only had flashbulb memories from the night before, but I remembered laughing a lot and being nervous. My last memory was a smiling face and soothing words, then something soft and warm. And fragrant.


      I concentrated and tried to remember more as I replayed the night in my head. Things still didn’t make sense, but then something clicked and I remembered where I was. I lurched off the couch and immediately doubled over as a wave of nausea hit me. I clamped down on my gag reflex and slowly straightened. Then I frisked myself in a panic. Shirt? Tucked in. Belt? Buckled. Zipper? Zipped. Ass?


      I cautiously reached back, but then froze at a sound from behind me. I spun toward the kitchenette and sincerely wished I hadn’t. The pain in my skull was so bad that I thought I was going to die. At least, I hoped I would. When I finally decided that I might live after all, I realized that four guys from the night before were staring at me.


      “Are you okay?”


      “Yeah,” I said weakly. I tried not to look as sheepish as I felt.


      “No one molested you, if that’s what you’re thinking.”


      “We never molest on a first date,” another one added. “Just light groping.”


      “Oh, seriously,” Jamie said, “leave’m alone.” He stood and went to the counter. “Never mind them,” he said to me, “you want coffee?”


      I shook my head and then closed my eyes to endure the nausea. “Dear God, how much did I drink?”


      “A lot.”


      “You’re a nice drunk, though.”


      “Yeah, really friendly.”


      “Before you passed out.”


      They laughed.


      I must have looked pretty pathetic, because they took pity on me.


      “Have a seat,” one guy said as he offered his chair.


      I shook my head again, but gritted my teeth and managed not to vomit. I looked at my watch. “Oh, shit. I need to get out of here.”


      They all laughed.


      “No,” I explained, “I need to leave town. Wait, not because of last night! I mean, I had fun, but…”


      The first guy chuckled. “He said ‘fun butt.’”


      “Be nice, Troy,” Jamie said. “He’s going back to Atlanta. He told us last night, remember?”


      “He also told us about all the girls he banged,” the second guy said.


      Jamie rolled his eyes. “I would too, if I was surrounded by queers like y’all.” He turned to me. “We’re going to have breakfast at the diner. You’re welcome to join us.”


      “I really can’t,” I said. “I have to finish packing my stuff.”


      “Yeah, I’d better go too,” the last guy said. “I still have a couple of residents to check out.” He stood and turned to me. “Can I get a ride home?”


      “Um, yeah, I guess. Where to?”


      “Andy Holt,” he said, “same as you.”


      “Really? I’ve never seen you there.”


      “I blend into the background.” He stuck out his hand. “We met last night, but I don’t think you remember. Andy.”


      “I remember,” I said. “Vaguely.” We shook hands.


      Andy turned to his friends. “Later, gentlemen. I’ll call before I leave on vacation.”


      Jamie came around the couch. I held out my hand, but he hugged me instead. I didn’t know how to react, so I simply stood there awkwardly.


      “Oh, bless your heart,” he said at last, “it’s not contagious.” He released me. “Have a good summer. See you in the fall.”


      “Yeah, um… you too. Take care.”


      Andy and I drove home in silence. We both had monster hangovers, but neither of us knew what to say.


      “So, you’re gay?”


      “Yep. And you’re straight?”


      “Totally.”


      “Okay.”


      “Right.”


      “Yeah.”


      He turned out to be a pretty nice guy. He was the student assistant manager of the apartment building, so he checked me out when I was ready to leave. He gave the apartment a cursory inspection and then signed the forms.


      “You guys’ll get your deposits back in a couple of weeks,” he added as he handed over my copy of the paperwork. Then he lowered his voice. “And… um… I know you’re cool and all, but… last night…”


      My ass clenched and I took an involuntary step back.


      “Seriously? I’m not going to molest you!”


      “I didn’t say you were.”


      “You didn’t have to,” he said with a touch of bitterness.


      “Yeah, you’re right,” I said. “Sorry.”


      He studied me. “You really mean it, don’t you?”


      “Of course. It’s just that…” I shrugged.


      “Yeah. I understand.”


      “I guess I’m worried that someone might think I’m… you know… like you.”


      “A degenerate, you mean?”


      “No! Not at all. What you do in your private life is your business. Yeah, it freaks me out, but that’s my problem.” I paused and chose my words carefully. “I’m… different too. Not like you, but still… nothing like most people. So I know what it’s like to have a secret life and to worry that people will find out and think I’m… well… You said it, a degenerate.”


      He furrowed his brow, but let it go without asking.


      “Anyway,” I said, “I won’t tell if you won’t.”


      “I wouldn’t know what to tell.”


      “Neither would I.”


      He laughed. “That’s fair. And thanks. I don’t wanna lose my job.” He gestured toward the front desk. “Speaking of which… I’d better get going. I have a few other late move-outs and a couple of summer rentals.”


      I offered my hand before he turned to go. “It was nice to meet you, Andy.”


      “Nice to meet you too, Paul.” He paused. “You living here next semester?”


      I shook my head. “Off-campus. Dunno where yet, but we’ll find something.”


      He nodded. “Start looking now. The nice places fill up quick. Lemme know if you need a reference. I know most of the property managers in the area.”


      “Thanks,” I said. “I appreciate it.”


      “Don’t mention it. Take care.”


      “You too.”


      We parted with a wave and I walked out to my car.


      Before that moment I never would have imagined that I had something in common with a gay guy. But after meeting Jamie and Andy and the others, I realized that they lived a kind of secret life too. The rest of the world considered them deviants, like nudists and swingers and anyone else who didn’t fit the Moral Majority’s idea of normal.


      But what exactly was normal? And did I really want to be like everyone else? Not in the relationship category, I decided, when “normal” meant one man and one woman, period, full stop, end of story. I didn’t want a harem or anything, but I didn’t relish the idea of sex with one and only one woman for the rest of my life.


      At least I had a choice in the matter. I suspected that Jamie and Andy didn’t. Neither did Daphne or Sara. Some people and some relationships weren’t normal, but that didn’t make them wrong, did it?


      No, it just made them different.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      I survived the drive to Atlanta, although my hangover held on to the bitter end. I turned down Trip and Wren’s invitation to a dance club and got a good night’s sleep instead. So I was rested and refreshed when I met them at the local airport the next morning. By contrast, they looked like they’d had a late night and had had to rush to get out of the house.


      I suppressed a grin and hefted my backpack. Trip and Wren carried packs as well, along with his guitar case and her big straw sun hat. It wasn’t a lot for a week’s vacation, but we didn’t need a lot. It was a nudist camp, after all.


      Chris Coulter arrived a few minutes later. After introductions all around, he and I preflighted the Cessna. He offered to let me fly as pilot-in-command since I had more experience, but I told him to take it and add the hours to his logbook. I was glad I did. Flying the Comanche had spoiled me, and I couldn’t believe how slow the Cessna was by comparison.


      Elizabeth and Leah met us at the airport in South Carolina, and poor Trip did his best not to gawk. Even Wren had to fight the urge to stare. I chuckled at their reactions, but couldn’t blame them. Elizabeth was wearing a sundress that showed off her curvy figure, and she wasn’t wearing a bra. Leah showed even more skin in her string bikini top and white short-shorts.


      I enjoyed the view for a moment, until I remembered that she had a boyfriend. I selfishly hoped that she’d broken up with him, but shook off the thought and told my libido to behave. Still, I felt a surge of hope as she stood close and slipped an arm around my waist. Then I remembered my manners and gestured to my friends.


      “Elizabeth,” I said, “you remember Trip. And this is his girlfriend, Wren.”


      Elizabeth smiled and shook their hands. “Leah’s told us all about you,” she said graciously.


      Chris returned from the FBO, so I separated from Leah and helped him chock the plane and secure the tie-downs.


      “Well,” Elizabeth said when we rejoined them, “shall we go? I can’t wait to slip out of this dress.” She grinned sidelong at her husband. “And I’m sure Chris is ready to slip out of his clothes and into something more comfortable.”


      Leah rolled her eyes but gave me a mischievous grin as we climbed into the Coulters’ station wagon. Chris sat up front with Elizabeth driving, and I let Trip and Wren have the middle seat so they could enjoy the scenery. Leah and I opened the tailgate and unfolded the tiny seat in the back. I stowed my backpack beside me and swung the door closed.


      Elizabeth lowered the rear window. “Do you have enough air back there?” Wind rushed through the car as she pulled out of the parking lot.


      “Yes, thanks.”


      In spite of the heat, Leah snuggled close. I put my arm around her and she rested a hand on my thigh. Then her fingers inched higher, until they tickled my crotch.


      “Hold on,” I said quietly, “don’t you have a boyfriend?”


      “I’ll explain later.”


      She began massaging my dick through my shorts, and it reacted predictably.


      I stopped her. “Um… maybe when we get to camp.”


      She ignored me and deftly unzipped my shorts. Against my better judgment, I shifted to give her access, and she pulled out my half-hard penis. Then she lowered her head to my lap. I nervously glanced over my shoulder, but Trip and Wren were listening to Chris. Elizabeth probably saw in the rearview mirror, but she didn’t betray us.


      Leah kissed the tip of my dick and then wrapped her lips around the head. She began bobbing gently, and I grew to my full length in a few seconds. She concentrated on the glans for a moment and then swallowed about half my length. I rested my hand on her head as she slowly fellated me.


      After a moment I untied the bow in the bikini string around her neck. Then I tugged the knot at her back, and the flimsy top fell off. She shifted to give me better access to her breasts. I tweaked her dark brown nipples and closed my eyes as she worked on my cock.


      I hadn’t had a real blowjob in weeks, so I didn’t last long. Leah felt my muscles tense and knew what to expect. She wrapped her lips around the head and began stroking.


      A moment later I exploded with a soft grunt of pleasure. Leah swallowed my semen and nursed my deflating shaft until we turned onto the road toward camp. She sat up with a self-satisfied grin as I tucked away my limp manhood.


      Once we reached the camp proper, Elizabeth turned into the first row of cabins. Trip and I had requested one of the two-bedroom cabins rather than rooms in the motel-style buildings closer to the clubhouse. Elizabeth stopped the car in front of the last one in the row.


      “Hey, Mom,” Leah said as she climbed out, “would you leave the keys so we can go to the store?”


      “All right.”


      Trip did a double take when he saw that Leah was topless. Even Wren seemed surprised, but she covered it better.


      Leah grinned and bounced on the balls of her feet. She knew what it did to her breasts, and what the sight would do to Trip. He shifted his backpack to hide his erection, and I rolled my eyes at her antics. She clasped her hands behind her back and pointed her nipples at Trip.


      “Mom and I cleaned the cabin this morning,” she said blithely. “We brought sheets and towels too.”


      “Oh, crap,” I said. “I completely forgot.”


      “We thought you might,” Elizabeth said dryly. “Well, your mother thought of it.” She grinned. “She packed extras and brought them up this morning.”


      “We didn’t have time to make the beds,” Leah hinted.


      Wren turned to Trip. “Will you bring our things while I help Leah?”


      Trip and I lingered for a moment to thank Chris and Elizabeth, but she shooed us after the girls.


      “Get on with you,” she said, “domestic bliss awaits.” Then she winked at Chris. “And speaking of bliss…”


      She slipped her hand into his, and they walked toward their cabin with a wave.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Our cabin was almost identical to the Coulters’. The living area held two couches, a coffee table, and an upholstered chair. The furniture was dated but looked clean and comfortable. The kitchen and dining area occupied the back third of the cabin, along with a pantry and small bathroom. The floors were bare wood, except for an oval-shaped rag rug in the living room.


      Trip and I dropped our packs on the couch and surveyed the place. It was rustic and homey, and surprisingly cool in the summer heat. The cabins had been built before air conditioning became common, so they were designed with a vaulted ceiling and plenty of screen windows to let the air circulate.


      The girls emerged from the back bedroom and smiled when they saw us.


      “This one’s ours,” Wren said to Trip. “Leah already has her things in the front bedroom.”


      “Hold on,” I said. “Not that I mind or anything, but… when did we decide that we’d be sleeping together?”


      Leah rolled her eyes. “You’re such a goof.”


      That wasn’t really an answer, but I let it go.


      She turned to Wren. “We need to go to town if we want wine coolers or anything. The liquor store is closed on Sundays.” For my benefit, she added, “Your mom bought some basic groceries for us. Milk, bread, lunch meat.”


      “Great,” I said, half-sarcastically, “we’d be sleeping on bare mattresses and starving if it weren’t for her.”


      “You are a bit clueless sometimes,” Leah said.


      Wren agreed with a smirk. “So, you guys can live without us for a while?”


      “Sure.”


      “Yeah, I guess.”


      “Let me grab a T-shirt,” Leah said, “and we’ll go.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Trip and I decided to check out the construction site at Bernie Kestrel’s old place. He’d seen the designs when I reviewed them for Susan, and it was something to kill the time until the girls returned.


      I almost didn’t recognize the place when we arrived. The house was completely gone, as though it had never existed, including the foundation. In its place the workers had built a mini-clubhouse, a smaller, more modern version of the one at the main camp.


      The door was unlocked, so we ventured inside. It was a party room instead of a communal living area, basically a big open space with a kitchen at the back. It even had central heat and air, so it could be used year-round. Side doors led to men’s and women’s restrooms, and a door in the back opened into a large storage room full of folding tables and chairs.


      The main room was currently set up with two sitting areas, one facing a fireplace and the other in front of a stand for a TV. The couches could be pushed aside to make room for the folding tables and chairs, or to use the space for dancing or socializing. The room also boasted an old-style jukebox with neon lights, although it was unplugged at the moment.


      A set of French doors opened onto a patio and cookout area with a built-in grill. Wrought-iron tables and chairs sat neatly against the side wall, stacked out of the weather. The patio was lined on two sides with brick planters and raised beds, although none of the landscaping had been delivered.


      The plans called for a swimming pool in the center of the site. The workers had dug the hole and formed the basic shape in rebar, but hadn’t shot the gunite or placed the concrete for the pool deck. They had placed the foundations for six cottages, though, and piles of construction materials dotted the site, so work would probably continue throughout the summer.


      The location was far enough from the main camp that the workmen wouldn’t be startled by random nudists. The distance would also preserve the camp-goers’ privacy. Most nudists didn’t like to be stared at, much less ogled, so keeping the two groups apart was best for everyone.


      Trip and I finished our tour and then returned to the main camp. We emerged from the forest as the Coulter station wagon skidded to a stop in front of our cabin. We thought something was wrong until we heard Leah and Wren giggling like schoolgirls. They weren’t wearing a stitch of clothing.


      “Let me guess,” I said dryly, “you drove all the way from town like that?”


      Leah grinned and nodded.


      My eyes automatically went to the tan lines where she usually wore bikini bottoms. The skin was much paler than the rest of her, so it accentuated her shaved pubic area. Trip noticed too, and almost squirmed as he realized that he didn’t have a backpack to hide the tent in his shorts. Wren and I shared a grin until she frowned.


      “Why’re you guys still dressed?”


      “Yeah,” Leah said.


      Trip and I looked at each other and shrugged.


      “We were waiting for you, I guess.”


      Wren rolled her eyes. “Well, we’re here, so get naked.”


      Trip stammered, and I put his protest into words. “Excuse me?”


      “Which part didn’t you understand?” Wren said. “Get naked. Strip.”


      “This is a nudist camp,” Leah added.


      Wren grinned. “We wanna see your ding-dongs dangle.”


      “Our whats what?” I asked.


      “Ding-dongs. Dangle.” She glanced at Trip and turned mischievous. “Or stand at attention. Either is fine.”


      Leah nodded. “We like it when they stand at attention.”


      I gave Trip a faux-exasperated look. “I think it might’ve been a mistake to introduce them to each other.”


      “Quit stalling,” Wren said. “Take off your clothes and help us unload the car. In that order.”


      “Yes, ma’am!” I stripped off my shirt, shorts, and underwear. I left my shoes and socks, but tossed the rest onto the porch. Trip reluctantly followed suit. He tried to hide his hard-on, but that just made it more obvious.


      Wren gave him an appreciative once-over. “Nice.”


      “Don’t worry about it, dude,” I told him. “Happens to me all the time.”


      Fortunately for him, unloading the car was enough of a distraction that his erection had softened by the time we started putting away the groceries.


      “Wait,” I asked Wren as I emptied one paper bag, “how much do you think we’re going to drink?” The current bag and another were full of four-packs of Bartles & Jaymes.


      “Oh, relax,” Wren said. “There are four of us and we’ll be here a week. Which reminds me. Trip, dear, will you get the cases of wine from the floor of the back seat?” She nodded toward the station wagon parked outside.


      “Cases?” I said. “Plural?”


      “Seriously, Paul,” Wren said, “I’ve done this before. I know how much people drink, even if it’s only a glass of wine with dinner.”


      I shook my head dubiously, but went with Trip to unload the wine. My family usually included some wine and beer in our supplies, but nothing like what Wren had bought.


      “Okay, look,” she explained when I still seemed unconvinced, “a bottle of wine serves four glasses. That’s it. So we’ll probably drink two bottles a night, minimum. But sometimes we’ll have coolers instead, probably two apiece. That’s two four-packs a night. We’ll be here for eight nights. Do the math.”


      “She’s right,” Trip said.


      I could multiply as quickly as he could. “It still seems like a lot,” I muttered, but left it at that.


      “He’s so cute when he loses,” Leah said to Wren.


      “I love how he doesn’t believe me, even though I’ve been doing this since I was old enough to count.”


      I acted surly as the girls teased me, but I wasn’t really upset. Oh, my pride had been wounded, but not enough to cause a real sulk. Still, Leah sidled close and whispered in my ear.


      “I’ll suck you off if you lighten up.”


      “Hey,” I called to the others, “who’s in the mood for a party? Trip, get the music going and let’s open that wine!”


      Leah rolled her eyes but smiled. “Men!”


      “Let me guess,” Wren said, “you offered to sleep with him if he quit being a grump?”


      “Something like that.”


      It was Wren’s turn to roll her eyes, but then she looked thoughtful. “Hmm,” she said slowly, “Trip and I had to rush this morning, so we didn’t have time for anything else.” She glanced at him. “Do you feel like a nap before we meet everyone?”


      “By ‘nap,’” Trip said, “do you mean…?”


      “Duh. Whaddya say, big fella? Are you, ahem, up for it?” She shot a pointed look at his flaccid penis.


      “Not at the moment,” I teased, “but I’m sure he will be.”


      Leah arched an eye at me. “And what about you, Ponyboy?”


      “You don’t really call him that, do you?” Wren said.


      “Nah, not really. Only when he’s being a goof.”


      “Like now?”


      “Like now,” Leah agreed.


      “So,” Wren asked Trip again, “up for a roll in the hay?”


      Trip managed to look bashful and excited at the same time, so Wren sashayed into the bedroom and gestured for him to follow. She winked at us. “See you in an hour or two.”


      “So…,” Leah said to me, “nap time?”


      I picked her up and threw her over my shoulder. She squealed in protest but didn’t try to get away. I swatted her bare ass anyway. Then I closed the door behind us and tossed her on the bed. I climbed on top of her before she recovered.


      She spread her legs to accommodate me, and my erection nudged her smooth pussy. She reached between us and set the head at her opening. I entered her in one long, slow stroke. She crossed her ankles behind me as I settled my hips and braced myself over her. I fucked her slowly at first, but the blowjob in the car had only whetted my appetite, so I sped up as my climax approached.


      “Come in my mouth,” she panted. “I wanna taste you.”


      I pulled out after a few more thrusts and straddled her chest. I aimed my glistening shaft at her lips. She swirled her tongue around the head and moaned at the taste of our mixed juices. When she began sucking in earnest, I stroked myself and quickly unloaded down her throat.


      She kept sucking after I finished. My erection didn’t soften, but the head grew sensitive, so I climbed off her. I used the pause to take off my shoes and socks. She did the same as I flopped to the center of the bed.


      The bedsprings next door squeaked in rhythm.


      “Sounds like someone’s having fun,” Leah said.


      “Yeah, us. And I’m not done with you yet.”


      I gestured for her to straddle my hips. When she did, I gripped my shaft and parted the slippery channel of her labia. She impaled herself with a low groan.


      “I’m still a little sensitive,” I said before she could begin rocking, “so let’s rest a bit.”


      Her nostrils flared as she took a deep breath. Then she nodded. “That’s cool. I like having you inside me.”


      “Me too.”


      “So, what should we talk about?”


      “How ’bout the weather?” I joked.


      “It’s hot.”


      “Like your pussy.”


      “And your dick.” She closed her eyes and visibly gathered her nerve. “Okay,” she said at last, “now’s probably a good time to tell you about Mark.” She continued before I could stop her, “I think you’re going to like him. He’s not a swinger, but he’s just like us.”


      My protests died unspoken. “How do you mean?”


      “Well, for starters, we didn’t break up, if that’s what you were thinking. We just separated for the summer. We’re still boyfriend-girlfriend, but we knew we wouldn’t see each other for a couple of months, so we agreed to… um… go back to prior arrangements.”


      “Prior arrangements?”


      My cock had grown even harder, purely from anticipation.


      “You, silly,” she said after a deep breath. “And—”


      “Wait… you told him…?” I gestured vaguely at where our bodies joined. “About this?”


      “Of course. He knows I still have a thing for you,” she said. “Oh, and he wants to meet you.”


      My eyebrows shot up.


      “Well, that… and he wants to have a threesome.”


      I thought of Jamie and Andy and panicked. “He’s not…? I mean… um… he doesn’t… you know…?”


      “No, he doesn’t swing both ways. He’s straight as an arrow.”


      “Then why does he want to have a threesome?”


      “Why d’you think?”


      “Are you sure he’s not… you know?”


      Her dark eyes flashed. “Are you?”


      “No, of course not!”


      “Just because you want to have a threesome with another guy doesn’t make you gay.”


      I was being oversensitive, so I admitted it.


      “That’s better,” Leah said. “Trust me, Mark likes girls. But he’s also open-minded, and he knows I love you.”


      “Okay,” I conceded, “but why does he want to—?”


      “I’ll get to that if you let me finish instead of getting all paranoid and stuff.”


      “I’m not paranoid.” Much.


      “Yeah, right. Get over it. Anyway, he’s a lot like you. See, he met this older woman. Older girl, really, but you know what I mean.”


      My eyes widened.


      “Mmm hmm. His dad’s neighbor’s daughter. But I’m getting ahead of myself.” She paused to rewind. “Okay, most of the year Mark lives in Atlanta with his mom and step-dad, but he spends summers in Seattle with his dad. He’s a bigwig at Boeing.


      “So this girl, Katie, the neighbor’s daughter, moved home after college. Three summers ago. Mark mows her parents’ lawn and cleans their pool for extra money during the summer, so they got to know each other.”


      “And one thing led to another…?”


      “Who’s telling this story, you or me?”


      I suppressed a grin.


      “But, yeah,” she continued, “one thing led to another. It started with flirting and goofing around, until she dared him to clean the pool naked. He did. Then he dared her to go skinny dipping. Things heated up after that, and she went down on him. He returned the favor. Later, she started making suggestions—”


      “Ah,” I said, “so he learned a thing or two.”


      Leah frowned. “Did you learn ‘a thing or two’ from Susan? No? More? Okay. So, are you gonna let me finish or not?”


      I smiled at her pique. “By all means…”


      “Where was I? Oh, yeah… lots of going down. Right. But that’s all they did, ’cause she thought he was too young to go all the way. They kept it up the rest of the summer, though. Fast forward a year. Katie was still living with her parents, going to grad school, and didn’t have a steady boyfriend.


      “But she must’ve been thinking about Mark a lot, ’cause she pretty much screwed his brains out the moment he got there. After that, they spent most of their time in bed while their parents were at work. She taught him a lot, like different positions and techniques and stuff.”


      Leah squirmed, and the temperature in her pussy shot up a couple of degrees. She savored the feeling before she continued.


      “Anyway, last summer her best friend joined the party.”


      My eyebrows must have bounced off the head rail, because Leah laughed at my expression. “Seriously?” I said.


      “Mmm hmm. Katie had been telling her friend about Mark all year, so she wanted to see for herself. Katie wouldn’t agree unless she could watch, and the friend said yes. So Mark screwed each girl while the other watched. They didn’t do each other, but he did them. And they did it a lot, like three or four times a day, pretty much every day.”


      Duh, I thought. I’d done the same thing when I was seventeen and had two girlfriends.


      “When they weren’t screwing,” Leah continued, “they hung out by the pool and talked. That’s why he’s so cool about girls and sex and all. He doesn’t brag to other guys, and he actually listens instead of being a macho jerk. He’s super cute, too, which doesn’t hurt.”


      “I’m sure.”


      “I thought he was full of crap when he first told me about Katie, but then I remembered how you changed after Susan started teaching you stuff. I mean, you stopped being a dork. Then you lost all that weight, and all of a sudden you were cool and cute and really interesting.”


      “Gee, thanks.”


      She ignored the sarcasm. “You’re welcome. Anyway, back to Mark. I talked to a few girls at school, and they said he has quite a reputation. None of the guys knew, though. Only the girls. He must’ve slept with six or seven, and those are the ones I know about. He won’t tell me how many, though. He only says, ‘more than two and less than twenty.’


      “And believe me,” she continued, “every girl I talked to would do it again, in a heartbeat. There are a couple who are probably into girls, but they don’t know or won’t admit it. They hinted that they wouldn’t mind sharing. I don’t think either of them has done anything with another girl, but they both seemed real interested, especially if it means having sex with Mark again.”


      “So he’s some kind of super-stud?”


      Leah nodded and turned serious. “Don’t take this the wrong way, Paul, but he’s better than you.”


      I blinked.


      “He’s not as big, but he makes up for it in other areas. He’s… incredible. Sometimes he can simply look at me and I’ll come.”


      “So why are you with me?” I frowned at the bitterness in my voice.


      “Because I love you. And you make me happy. And you are bigger.” She put her hands on my chest and let out a deep breath as she settled another half-inch onto my cock.


      She was making a point, but I still appreciated it.


      “Besides, with you it’s like… sex with a fire hose,” she continued. “You shoot so much that I almost choke if I don’t swallow a couple of times before you’re done.” She smiled. “You also make me feel special. Mark does too, but he doesn’t have the history that we do.”


      We fell silent to enjoy our connection, emotional as much as physical.


      After a moment she broke the spell. “Are you okay with it? With Mark and me?”


      I shrugged. “A little disappointed, I guess, but I’m happy for you.” I paused to consider my next words. “So… what does this mean for you and me?”


      She looked down, to where her pale, smooth labia gripped the base of my shaft. “Are you serious?”


      “Okay, after this week. Where does it leave us?”


      She shrugged. “I think Mark might be The One. I’m pretty sure he feels the same, but it’s probably too soon for either of us. He wants to become a swinger though, and he’s serious about a threesome with you. He knows how much you mean to me, and he respects that. He doesn’t want me to cut you off or anything.”


      “Gee, that’s…” I let the sarcasm die on my lips. “That’s actually pretty mature,” I said at last.


      She kissed me impulsively. “Oh, Paul, you’re going to love him.” Her eyes lit up. “And I can’t wait to do you both at the same time. It’s gonna be awesome!”


      I decided to tease her. “But… what if I have a girlfriend then?”


      “As long as she’s into swinging,” Leah deadpanned. “Into girls, too. Wren was telling me about your last girlfriend, that Gracie girl. Ugh! Quel ennui!”


      “Don’t remind me.”


      Leah smirked. “What should I do instead?”


      I rolled us over and pinned her beneath me. “So… I’m bigger than Mark?”


      Her eyes glinted.


      “And I come like a fire hose?”


      “Mmm hmm.”


      “And—”


      She put a finger to my lips. “You talk too much. Just screw me.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Wren wasn’t like other first-time nudists. She was practically one already, in all but name. In spite of that, she had to fight the urge to stare.


      People at the Pines were a microcosm of society in general, so the bodies ran from slim to plump, sexy to plain, and everything in between. Most of the people were attractive enough, though. A few of the women could’ve used a trim down below, and some of the guys carried a little extra weight around the middle, but beauty is in the eye of the beholder.


      My friends and I spread our towels next to my mom and the Coulters. My dad was on a trip, but his lounge chair was set up next to Mom’s.


      “Who’s sitting here?” I asked.


      “Susan. She’ll be back in a minute.”


      Susan arrived on cue and greeted Leah and me with hugs. Then she shook Trip’s hand. “And you must be Wren,” she said at last. “So nice to meet you in person. Welcome to the Pines.”


      “Um… thanks,” Wren said, uncharacteristically nervous.


      Susan smiled at Trip and me, and included Chris Coulter with a glance. “I bet you guys are hot.”


      “Nah, it’s not too bad,” Trip said.


      “Are you sure?” Susan said. “The lake is perfect this time of year.”


      Chris stood and took off his sunglasses. “Take the hint, son,” he said to Trip. “She wants to talk about you behind your back and get to know your girlfriend.”


      “Shame on you, Chris,” Susan teased, “you’re telling my secrets.”


      “Uh-huh,” he replied dryly. To us, “C’mon, guys, let’s go for a swim.”


      I grinned at Trip and nudged him. “Last one in is a rotten egg!” I put on a burst of speed but still lost. Damn his long legs! Chris followed more sedately, but joined us as we swam toward the raft.


      Trip reached it first and proclaimed himself King of the Raft. I tossed him over the side with a simple judo throw. Chris tried to bum-rush me, but I pivoted and helped him into the water. I let Trip climb onto the raft and settle into a stance before I used an arm-drag to send him flying. Chris tried a feint and went swimming for his trouble. They each made another attempt with the same results. Then they simply tipped the raft and sent me sprawling.


      “That didn’t seem fair,” Chris said to Trip when I came up sputtering.


      “Very unsportsmanlike,” Trip agreed.


      I grinned and took it in stride, still the undefeated champion of the lake.


      Trip snagged a floating Nerf football. “Who’s up for catch?”


      A couple of the younger boys joined us, and catch turned into keep-away. Chris eventually pled exhaustion, so we left the football with the boys and swam back to shore.


      “Fun?” Elizabeth asked as we rejoined them.


      We stood panting and dripping and grinning like idiots.


      “Go easy on me for a while,” Chris said to her. “I’m not a teenager anymore.”


      “Oh,” she mused, “you are in your mind.”


      “And other places,” my mom added with a grin.


      Susan merely smirked and nodded. Then she turned her megawatt charm on Trip and me. “Sit down and tell us about your houses,” she said. “Wren told us a little about them, but I want to hear more.”


      We talked until most of the other families had packed their things and headed up the hill for dinner. Then at some unseen signal, Susan, Mom, and Elizabeth stood.


      “We’re having a cookout tomorrow afternoon at my house,” Susan said to us. “Nothing fancy. Burgers and beer. Would you like to join us?”


      I looked at the others and then nodded for all of us. “Sure, thanks!” Then I glanced uncertainly at the girls. “Do we have dinner plans?”


      “You helped unload the groceries!” Leah said. “God, you are such a goof.”


      The older women smiled and gathered their things.


      “It was nice meeting you,” Susan said to Wren.


      “Nice meeting you too.”


      “See you all tomorrow,” she said to the rest of us. “Enjoy your evening. It’s supposed to be… hot… tonight.”


      Wren actually blushed, and poor Trip nearly choked.


      “You’re a bad woman,” I told Susan.


      “Aren’t I though?”


      I put an arm around Leah and we started up the hill at a leisurely pace.


      “Wow,” Wren said after a moment, “I can see why you like her. Susan, I mean. She’s totally amazing.”


      “Yeah, she is.”


      “And now I know why Trip couldn’t really describe her. She’s kinda… larger than life. I mean, she’s smart, beautiful, sexy…” She grinned sidelong at Trip, who pointedly did not react. “It’s okay,” Wren continued, “I know you think she is. I do too.” She glanced at Leah. “And now I know why Paul likes… you know.” She nodded at Leah’s bikini bottoms.


      “So you made the connection?” I said.


      “Of course.”


      “Yeah,” Leah said, “Paul likes his women bare. Gina hated doing it, but I think it’s cool. It makes me feel special. I also like the way it feels. It’s more… intimate.”


      Wren nodded.


      We passed a mother and a small boy going back to the lake to retrieve a lost toy, so Trip changed the subject. “Hey, what’s for dinner?”


      “Chicken piccata,” Wren said, “with a lemon-caper white wine sauce. Green beans with slivered almonds. Oh, and fresh strawberries and creme for dessert.”


      My mouth immediately began to water. “Seriously?”


      “Yes, seriously,” Wren said. “Our first night is going to be special, and not just in the bedroom.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      We spent Sunday by the lake, mostly lounging and relaxing. The cookout at Susan’s house was fun, but it wasn’t the same as the ones when I was younger. Trip and Wren made a welcome addition, but we were still missing half my family and two of the Coulter girls.


      That led me to think about who else I hadn’t seen in years: Manfred and Maureen, Jenny Jordan, and a half-dozen others.


      I guess I’m growing up, I told myself. Losing touch with my childhood.


      Susan asked if I was okay, and I told her what I’d been thinking.


      “Tell me about it,” she said, and sat beside me. “You can’t wait to grow up, but then miss it when you do.” She nodded toward the camp in general. “I’ve watched this place change since I was a girl. It used to bother me, but then I realized that nothing ever stays the same. You can’t fight time.”


      I took a sip of beer and agreed.


      “So I try to find a healthy balance,” she continued. “I still plan for the future and enjoy the past, but I live in the moment.”


      “That’s a good philosophy.”


      “It’s gotten me through some tough times. And I’ve been able to enjoy the good ones because I’m not weighed down with regrets.”


      “No regrets?” I asked, surprised.


      “Oh, a few. Mostly things I said or did when I was younger, but nothing major. Nothing I can’t move past. I still make mistakes, and sometimes wish I’d done things differently, but overall I’m pretty happy with my life.”


      I laughed at a sudden thought. “You’re healthy, wealthy, and wise. Sexy, too,” I added. “What more could you ask for?”


      “Someone to keep me warm at night, but you might be right about the rest. Some of it, at least.”


      “The sexy part, for sure.”


      “Are you trying to flatter an old woman?”


      “No, just you.”


      She rolled her eyes and patted my knee. “You say the sweetest things. I’ll have to tell your mother how well she raised you.”


      “She had help,” I said. “Lots of it.” I grinned at her sidelong and she actually blushed.


      “Now you’re trying to get a rise out of me.”


      “Well,” I said, “you always got a rise out of me. Ahem.”


      “My, it’s getting thick around here.” She cut me off before I could reply. “Yes, I know what else is thick. And on that note,” she stood, “I’m going to find Leah and send her over here. She’s the one who should benefit from all this flirting.”


      I raised my beer in a silent salute.


      Susan smiled and rejoined the others on the patio.


      Leah came over and sat next to me. “What was that about?”


      “What?”


      “Susan said you had something to show me. Something… thick?”


      I chuckled and put an arm around her. “I do indeed.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Leah disappeared for a while that evening. She went to her parents’ cabin for something she’d left there, and that’s the last we saw of her. Wren and I had been sitting on the porch, relaxing after a long day, but we’d fallen silent as Trip strummed his guitar. When Leah appeared out of the darkness, I casually looked at my watch and did a double take. It was after ten o’clock. She’d been gone a long time.


      “Welcome back,” I said, as nonchalantly as I could. “What’ve you been up to?”


      “Sorry about that,” she said. “I went down to the clubhouse and got sucked into a conversation. Politics.” Her weak spot. “And I hung out in the hot tub for a while.”


      I nodded. “Ah. Okay.”


      “And, um, something came up,” she confessed.


      I raised an eyebrow. “Oh?”


      “Let’s go inside.” She skinned out of her bikini bottoms and hung them on the rail to dry.


      I included Trip and Wren with a glance.


      “Okay,” Leah began as she sat on the couch, “do you remember Mr. Nelson?”


      I shook my head.


      “He’s the older gentleman whose wife passed away about two years ago. He’s short, with a fringe of curly white hair. Blue eyes… glasses… goofy smile…?”


      I still didn’t remember him, but gestured to keep the story moving.


      “Anyway,” Leah said, “he’s a sweet old man. I got to know him last summer, and a bit more when we got here last week. He’s smart and really funny. And… he kind of likes me.”


      “Kind of likes you?”


      “Yeah, he… um… sort of gets aroused whenever I talk to him.”


      “Sort of gets aroused?”


      “Okay,” she admitted, “he gets a boner. You can’t really tell, though, ’cause it’s not that big and he has really bushy pubic hair. But that’s not the point.”


      “Then what is the point?” I did my best to hide a smile. I wasn’t the least bit upset that she gave the old guy a thrill, but I enjoyed teasing and making her squirm for a change.


      “The point is, he likes me is all. Oh, and he knows I shave. It gets him worked up, so… I kinda gave him a show a few days ago, and again tonight.”


      Wren’s eyebrows shot up at that. She had an exhibitionist streak at least as wide as Leah’s, maybe wider.


      I kept up my act. “A show?”


      “Yes,” Leah said, exasperated, “I took off my bottoms and let him look. I may have spread my legs a little too. But he’s a complete gentleman,” she said defensively. “He never touched me or anything. He’s very polite.”


      I did my best to keep a straight face, but finally lost it when Leah huffed in frustration.


      “I don’t care if you gave him a show,” I said at last, laughing. “I’m not your boyfriend, not your husband, and not your master. You’re a grown woman”—a little flattery never hurt—“and you can do what you want.”


      “And don’t you forget it,” she snapped. She tried to regain her dignity, but Wren and Trip were grinning too.


      “You were kinda defensive about it,” Wren said gently. “I mean, you weren’t doing anything wrong, but you acted guilty.”


      “I kinda feel guilty,” Leah admitted at last, “like I’m leading him on or something. I’m not like that, though. I’m not a cock-tease!”


      Gary had called her that, and she was sensitive about it.


      “No, you’re not,” I agreed soberly. But then I had to needle her, “I mean, yeah, you tease my cock all the time, but that’s different.”


      Wren burst out laughing.


      Leah looked indignant until she realized that I was baiting her.


      “Hey,” I said, “turnabout is fair play. You tease the hell outta me. So don’t dish it out if you can’t take it.”


      “All right,” she said grudgingly. “Fine. But do you wanna hear the rest of my story?”


      “Does it involve another peepshow?”


      “Probably… if you’re lucky.”


      That got my attention.


      “So…,” she continued after a moment, “Mr. Nelson started making jewelry after his wife died. Something to keep him busy. He uses silver wire and beads and colored stones. When he saw me last week, he gave me a bracelet and said he’d been thinking about me.” She rushed on, “Anyway, tonight he was telling me about something special. He called them lingerie sets, but I’m not exactly sure what he means.


      “It doesn’t matter, though. What matters is that he wants me to model them and… um… pose for pictures. He’s not a pervert or anything,” she added hastily. “Well, he sort of is, but it’s completely platonic between us, and I think he’s nice. A lot nicer than you, especially when you’re laughing at me.”


      “I’m not laughing at you,” I said. “I’m just laughing at the situation. You gotta admit, it sounds funny. And creepy besides. I mean, he—”


      “No more creepy than you and Susan!”


      I mimed a shot to the heart. “Ow! You got me there. Okay, so it’s not creepy.”


      “But you’ll do it?” Leah asked.


      “Do what?”


      “Take the pictures. The outfits sound beautiful, and I think we’d look awesome in them.”


      My eyebrows shot up. “We?”


      “I think she means me,” Wren said with a chuckle.


      “Oh. Yeah. I knew that.”


      “And the pictures?” Leah said.


      “Sure,” I said. “Only one problem. I didn’t bring my camera.”


      “Mr. Nelson probably has one you can borrow,” Wren suggested. She looked at Trip. “You don’t mind, do you? If I model with Leah?”


      “I dunno,” he said at last. “I mean… for pictures? For some old guy?”


      “He’s not old!” Leah said. “Okay, he is old, but he’s a nice man whose wife died and he likes youn— pretty girls.”


      I smirked at the gaffe.


      “I still don’t know,” Trip said.


      Wren put a reassuring hand on his knee. “Think of it like Playboy. Would you mind if I posed for them?”


      “Well, yes,” Trip said, “maybe.”


      “Sweetheart,” Wren said gently, “I like modeling. You know that. And I’m only going to be twenty once. After this,” she gestured at her body, “it’s all downhill. I’m going to sag and get stretch marks and wrinkles.”


      “So? I don’t care about that.”


      “I know you don’t. But I want to enjoy my body now, while it’s young and firm, before babies and gravity ruin it.”


      “They won’t ‘ruin’ anything,” he said. “They’ll just give you… character.”


      She scoffed. “Most of the women here have ‘character.’ And while you only see the T&A, I look past that and see the sagging and wrinkles.”


      “I don’t see that when I look at Susan,” I said. “She’s had two kids, and she’s older’n my mom.”


      “Okay,” Wren said, “Susan is the exception that proves the rule. So’s your mom, Paul, and yours too, Leah. Several others are really pretty too, but they all sag a little. Some a lot.” She turned to Trip again. “I want to enjoy my body now. I want you to enjoy it. Heck, I want Mr. Nelson to enjoy it, if only in pictures. So this’ll be just like Playboy. Yeah, he’s probably going to look at us and jerk off, but you don’t have to, ’cause you have the real thing.”


      He couldn’t argue with that logic, and we fell silent until Leah cleared her throat.


      “Um… I don’t think Mr. Nelson wants Playboy pictures.” She blushed. “I think he’s hoping for more… risqué shots.”


      Trip frowned. “Risqué?”


      “Like Hustler or Club magazine,” Wren told him matter-of-factly.


      He goggled. “How do you know about them?”


      “How do you think? My dad had a stash.”


      “But…”


      “I’ll tell you later,” she told him. “For now, let’s go back to Leah. I think Mr. Nelson wants spread shots. You know…” She wiggled two fingers at her pussy.


      Trip turned crimson. “I don’t know…”


      “It’ll be fine,” she said, and turned to Leah. “Can we have copies of the pictures?”


      “I don’t see why not. Mark’d probably like some too.”


      “Mark?” Wren said. “Who’s—?”


      “Long story,” I said.


      Leah nodded. “I’ll explain later.”


      “But about the pictures…,” I said. “I might want a set too.”


      “Silly,” Leah said with a laugh, “you get spread shots every night. Well, I spread, you shoot.”


      My face heated as the others chuckled at my expense.


      “Still,” I said, “if I’m gonna take the pictures, I definitely want a set.”


      “No problem,” Leah said. “And I’m with Wren. I want to enjoy my body now, and don’t care who sees. Well, I do care, a little. I don’t want some creepy guy looking at me, but Mr. Nelson isn’t creepy. He’s a nice man.”


      I held up a hand to appease her. “We get it, he’s a nice man. I’m serious. If you say he is, we believe you. Truce?”


      “Truce,” she said after a moment.


      “So I’m the only one who still has reservations?” Trip said.


      Wren leaned close and whispered in his ear.


      His eyebrows shot up. “Seriously?”


      She nodded.


      “Hold on a sec,” he said. “You want to do it anyway. You said so.”


      Leah and I shared a look of intense curiosity.


      “Yes,” Wren told him reasonably, “but I haven’t said when. I can hold out a long time.”


      “So let me see if I have this right,” Trip said. “I let you do the photo shoot and you let me… do the other thing?”


      “That’s right,” Wren said.


      “Just once?” Trip asked suspiciously.


      “If I like it, any time you want.”


      He slapped his knee. “Deal! I’m in.”


      Leah and I couldn’t help but laugh.


      “Okay,” I said. “I guess we’re agreed. The next question is, where? I mean, we can’t exactly do this in the middle of camp.”


      “Well” Leah said, “I’ve been thinking about that…”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Leah and I visited Mr. Nelson the next day. He lived in one of the few houses that Susan hadn’t re-purchased yet. He was a small man, liver-spotted with age, but spry and friendly. He was also smitten by Leah, and she obviously enjoyed the attention. I listened to their banter with a detached amusement until they remembered that I was there.


      I asked about the camera. He had one that we could use, a nice little Minolta Hi-Matic. It wasn’t a full SLR, but at least it was 35mm, and a lot better than the Kodak Brownie that I’d been expecting. He only had two rolls of film, but knew enough to store them in the refrigerator.


      “Don’t worry,” I told him, “we can get more from town this afternoon. One thing, though,” I added. “We’d like to make several prints from the negatives. One set for Wren’s boyfriend, one for me, et cetera.”


      He nodded enthusiastically. “Oh, of course, of course. I even told Leah that she should keep the negatives. One can never be too sure, you know.”


      “No, sir,” I agreed with a smile.


      “Now, let me show you the outfits,” he said. He pulled out two rolls of black felt, each tied with a blue ribbon.


      I thought he was being a little over-dramatic, but then he unrolled them and I simply stared. The first outfit was a traditional bikini set, while the second was a choker-style halter and short skirt. They were made of little silver rings and loops and spirals, all handmade, with beads and stones added to form patterns. It was like a set of chain mail—very brief chain mail—but jewelry instead of armor. He must’ve spent tens or even hundreds of hours on them.


      “Wow,” I said at last, and fingered the beaded fringe at the hem of the skirt, “these are amazing.”


      He unrolled a smaller felt square and showed us several pairs of pendant-things and flower-type broaches. I looked at them and frowned in puzzlement. I thought they were earrings at first, but they didn’t have studs or clips. They were too flimsy to be rings, and only a child had fingers as small as the holes in these.


      All of a sudden Leah gasped. She cupped a hand and whispered in my ear, “They’re for nipples.”


      I turned to Mr. Nelson in surprise.


      He merely grinned and re-rolled the felt.


      Well, I thought wryly, maybe you’re a dirty old man after all.


      He read my expression and laid a finger alongside his nose.


      I laughed at his aplomb. “We’ll take good care of these,” I said as I gathered the rolls.


      “Just have fun, young man.” His hopeful expression said the rest: And take good pictures.


      “We will.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Leah and Wren rose early the next morning and took turns in the bathroom. Trip and I fixed breakfast and generally stayed out of the way. Then we loaded his backpack with drinks and the lunch that Wren had prepared the night before. I filled mine with everything else that we’d need for the day-long picnic and photo shoot, including enough beauty supplies for a Miss America pageant.


      We left a little after nine o’clock, and stopped by the lake to let my mom and Elizabeth know where we were going. Then we continued into the hills and hiked for about an hour, until we reached a small clearing. All four of us came to a stop at the same time. Leah and I had been there before—anyone who explored the Pines eventually discovered the place—but it still felt new and untouched.


      The trees above us swayed gently in the breeze. Sunlight filtered through the branches and bathed the clearing in a soft glow. The air smelled primordial, a heady mixture of clean earth, fresh pine, and fragrant rhododendron. Beneath us, a thick carpet of pine needles muffled our footsteps.


      Across the clearing, sandy banks marked the serpentine path of a slow-moving stream. The water was glacially cold, even in the heat of the summer. A large boulder stood directly in its path and formed a dark, silent pool. The water eventually spilled around the natural dam and picked up speed as it flowed down the slope toward camp.


      The place was quiet and still, and none of us wanted to break the spell.


      “It’s… beautiful,” Wren said at last.


      “Now you see why I wanted to come here,” Leah said. She pulled off her shoes and bikini bottoms. Without a word, she waded into the water. Then she turned and looked at us with a pained expression. “Holy crap. It’s freezing!”


      We all laughed, but shed our packs and shoes to join her. We were hot after the hike, so the water felt good. My testicles disagreed and retreated into my abdomen, but the rest of me was grateful. The pool wasn’t big enough for us to swim or float on our backs (not with four of us in the water), but we sat on the sandy bottom and talked for a while.


      Leah eventually started to shiver, so we decided to get out. The girls were covered in goosebumps, and their nipples looked hard enough to cut glass. My testicles were still in hiding, and my poor penis had done its best to join them. Trip’s dick was half its normal size, but still looked bigger than mine at the moment.


      Wren smirked. “Water cold, boys?”


      “Hey,” I said as I toweled off, “you know how big they get, especially when you treat ’em right.”


      “Oh, very big,” she agreed playfully.


      “Eh,” Leah said, “I’ve seen bigger.”


      “Oh, yeah?” I squawked. “Whose?”


      “Dwight? Your dad?”


      “Dad is longer,” I said. “I’m bigger.”


      “You mean thicker,” Leah shot back.


      “Bigger, thicker, same thing.”


      Both girls snorted.


      “Hey,” I said to Leah, “I didn’t hear you complaining last night.”


      “That’s ’cause my mouth was full!”


      Wren laughed and gave Trip a sly look. “Something else was full in our room.”


      He turned crimson.


      “I could tell,” Leah said. “Your bed squeaks.”


      “Only when Trip’s on top,” Wren said. “When I ride him…”


      I ignored them and gestured to Trip. “You wanna make camp?”


      “Please!”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Wren set out a lunch of cold chicken cordon bleu sandwiches and opened a bottle of wine that had chilled in the pool. Afterward we relaxed in companionable silence, lulled by the quiet sounds of the forest and the heat of the afternoon.


      I rose after an hour or so and began rummaging in my pack for the camera and film. I had Mr. Nelson’s two rolls plus another half-dozen from the shop in town. His was regular speed film, while mine was faster, because I planned to shoot in the shade of the forest.


      The others sat up one by one.


      “I thought we’d shoot the first rolls in a clearing over there,” I suggested. “I need better light for some of the film.”


      The girls nodded and began laying out makeup and brushes and other accessories. They did each other’s hair first, chatting like old friends. Trip and I shared a grin, but we weren’t about to complain. The girls were pretty by themselves, but they blossomed into real beauties with a little makeup and hairstyling, Leah especially.


      When they were done, they unrolled the two outfits and looked them over. Leah chose the bikini, and Wren wanted the halter and skirt.


      “That was easy,” she said with a laugh. Then she knelt and lifted the skirt.


      It was really two pieces of wire mesh, linked at the top to form the waist, but open at the sides. She unhooked it, draped it around her hips, and fastened the catch. The beaded hem barely reached her thighs, while the sides revealed a generous expanse of skin. She gently tugged the waist to align the front design with her pubic hair.


      After a moment to examine the halter, she thrust her arms through and gently tugged it over her head. Mr. Nelson had clearly made it with Leah’s measurements in mind, so Wren filled it to capacity. She lifted her hair out of the way and asked Leah to fasten the collar at the back of her neck. As a final touch, she made sure that her nipples poked through the loose mesh.


      “Well, how do I look?” she asked.


      “Awesome,” Leah said.


      Trip and I nodded our approval.


      “Fantastic, babe,” he added. “Better than Playboy.”


      She beamed.


      Leah picked up her own top and gently slid it over her arms. The cups fit her breasts perfectly, and my curiosity rose a notch. Had she let Mr. Nelson cop a feel? For some reason, I smiled at the thought of him playing with her breasts.


      The wire mesh was tighter than Wren’s outfit, but Leah’s dark nipples showed through the fine silver chain. She adjusted the cups and straightened the straps over each shoulder. Then she reached behind her, but couldn’t figure out the unfamiliar clasp. Wren fastened it and then stepped back.


      Leah picked up the wire bottoms, and her eyebrows drew together as she examined them. Then she laughed.


      “What?”


      “They’re… um… crotchless.”


      “Ha! I told you he’s a dirty old man.”


      “He’s sweet!” she protested.


      “And dirty.”


      Wren laughed. “I’ll bet he was a handful when he was younger.”


      “He’s a handful now,” Leah muttered. Then she held out the bottoms and stepped into the leg holes. She gently pulled them over her thighs and wriggled until they slid past her hips. The crotch looked almost normal, but it would expose her completely if she spread her legs even a little. I had to hand it to Mr. Nelson: he was a creative old horn-dog.


      “Looks good,” Wren said.


      “Looks great!” I raised the camera. “Ready?”


      It was a short walk to the clearing, less than fifty yards, and we emerged into full sunlight. The shadows were too harsh, so we retreated a few steps into the forest, where the pine trees diffused the light.


      I had each girl pose separately for a dozen pictures. The poses were all modest enough that we could show them to friends and family if it weren’t for the nudity. But even then, the mesh outfits looked almost normal from a distance, although they didn’t hide a thing up close.


      I asked the girls to pose together for the second roll. Once again, none of the poses were very suggestive by themselves, but the girls made the most of them, with a squeeze here, a touch there. Nothing would show in the still photos, but the lingering contact was incredibly arousing. A quick glance showed that Trip was half-hard, and I was acutely aware of my own growing erection.


      “Whew,” I said when I finally stepped back. “I think I need a cold shower.”


      We returned to the shade of the pool, where I loaded a roll of the faster film.


      With the change in scenery, I took a dozen photos of each girl by herself. Then we took another full roll of them together. For this one, their poses were more intimate and suggestive. In one, Wren planted a soft kiss on the nape of Leah’s neck. In another, Leah knelt in front of Wren and kissed her navel. Yet another showed them gazing into each other’s eyes, their breasts pressed together as they embraced.


      I didn’t want to spoil the mood, so I quickly reloaded the camera and kept shooting. The girls lay on a blanket at the edge of the pool and fed each other grapes from the remains of our picnic. Then they caressed each other, chastely at first, but grew bolder with each picture.


      I looked around after one shot and noticed Trip. The poor guy looked like he was ready to explode. My own erection ached with desire, and I was glad for the distraction of the camera. I put the viewfinder to my eye and finished the roll as Wren traced a finger over Leah’s mesh-covered nipple.


      I still had three rolls of film, but didn’t know if I could last that long. I wanted to jump Leah then and there. Trip was clearly thinking the same thing about Wren.


      Just then the girls realized that I wasn’t taking pictures. Wren took the opportunity to kiss Leah full on the lips. Leah arched her back, and Wren cupped a breast. I fumbled the camera and almost dropped the film canister. The girls pulled apart before I could reload.


      “Oh, for fuck’s sake,” I cursed.


      Wren grinned languidly. “That was just for you all.” She gave Leah another small kiss and then sat up. “Let’s do the next ones in the water. I need to cool off.”


      “God,” Leah said, “me too.”


      “Let me put your hair up,” Wren offered. She fetched a couple of bobby pins.


      They fixed each other’s hair and then waded into the water. Wren sank to her neck and Leah quickly followed suit.


      Wren’s eyes met mine and then flicked to my erection. “Are you coming?”


      I laughed. “Not yet, but if you give me a minute…”


      Trip’s frown of puzzlement turned into a blush when he figured it out.


      Wren gave him a sultry look and eyed his hard-on.


      He looked like he might come on command.


      Leah watched the byplay. She moistened her lips, and I knew exactly what she was thinking.


      I chuckled softly and waded into the pool, careful not to get the camera wet. The tableau lasted another moment before Wren looked at me and smiled. She rose from the water and faced me in a three-quarter pose. I knelt and snapped a picture.


      Leah joined her a moment later, and they went through a series of poses. They weren’t as heated or overtly erotic as before, but neither girl had lost the thread of sexual tension. When I finished the roll, Wren tilted her head and kissed Leah again.


      “Next?” Wren said with an impish grin.


      I laughed. “How ’bout some with the nipple things? And then”—I waggled my eyebrows—“some spread shots.”


      The girls waded out of the water. They tried to remove their tops themselves, but the silver wire bent if they tugged too hard. Trip and I naturally volunteered to help.


      Leah’s skin was cold from the water, but her eyes smoldered with enough desire to heat a small town. I unclasped the bikini top and waited as she slid it over her arms. Then I cupped her breasts from behind. She sighed and tilted her head back. I took the hint and kissed her. Her fingers found my hard-on and gripped it.


      We separated after a moment and saw Wren watching us. Trip was standing next to her with his eyes closed, and it took me a moment to realize that she was stroking his erection. Her expression was full of mischief and desire, and she gave Trip a quick squeeze before she released him. He almost stumbled, and I had to stifle a laugh. He looked mortified.


      “Hey, what’re ya gonna do?” I said.


      “What indeed?” Wren said. She gave Trip a quick kiss and crossed to the blanket. Her eyes lit up when she unrolled the felt square with the nipple rings. “Do you have a favorite?” she asked Leah.


      “The butterflies.”


      Wren picked them up and stepped close to her. “Have you ever worn something like this?”


      Leah shook her head.


      “Want me to show you?”


      “Yes, please.”


      Leah’s dark nipple was hard already, so Wren slid the butterfly over the stiff little bud. Then she removed it and gently bent the wire wings to follow the contour of Leah’s breast. After two more fittings, she had it right. She held the butterfly in place on Leah’s breast and looked her in the eye.


      “Ready?”


      Leah nodded and then gasped as Wren squeezed the wire into her nipple.


      I wanted to kick myself when I realized that I’d forgotten the camera. I raised it and took a picture.


      Wren fitted the other butterfly, and I dutifully snapped a couple of pictures.


      “Which ones do you want?” Leah asked when Wren finished.


      “The lapis flowers. Do you want to put them on me?”


      “God, yes.” She picked up the ornaments with the deep blue stones.


      Wren’s breasts were bigger than Leah’s, but her areolae didn’t swell up like Leah’s. The flower slid into place easily. Leah squeezed and then pulled her hand away. I snapped a picture and moved close as she fitted the second flower.


      “Here,” Wren said softly. She cupped her breast and steadied it for Leah’s fingers. “Pinch as hard as you can.” She gasped.


      “Are you okay?” Leah asked.


      Wren steadied herself and nodded.


      Leah caught on immediately. “Let me check them first,” she said. She pinched hard.


      “Oh, my…,” Wren gasped, “is it hot out here?”


      “Very,” Trip said.


      “Okay,” I said with a chuckle, “everyone’s nipples are in good working order. Ready?”


      They started posing, and I clicked through a dozen pictures in record time. For the last half of the roll, I made sure to get shots of the girls cupping the other’s breasts from behind. Finally, I took a couple of pictures of them pressing their breasts together, nipple to nipple.


      I reloaded the camera. “Last roll. Ready for your close-up?”


      “Yes, Mr. DeMille,” Leah joked.


      Surprisingly, Wren seemed a little nervous.


      I followed her glance and gestured to Trip. “Are you okay with this, dude?”


      “Are you fucking kidding? This is the part I’ve been waiting for!”


      I burst out laughing. “Okay, then let’s get to it.” To the girls, “You know what to do… spread ’em!”


      In spite of our enthusiasm, none of us really knew what to do.


      My imagination kicked into high gear. “Trip, clear the stuff from the blanket. Wren, lie down and pretend you’re asleep. Imagine you’re just waking up and you’re in a horny mood.”


      “That should be easy,” Trip muttered.


      I shot him a grin and continued, “As you wake up, start touching yourself. You know, just light caresses and stuff. Then maybe you can spread your legs as you get into it. Does that work?”


      “You want me to masturbate,” she said dryly.


      “Well, I mean, not for real. But yeah, for the camera. Just pretend.”


      She smirked. “Some guys will do anything to watch a girl play with herself.”


      “Well, duh.”


      Trip grinned, but I gave him one last chance to back out.


      “Fine by me,” he said. “Go for it.”


      Wren lay on the blanket and closed her eyes. Then she sat up. “Hold on. Why am I sleeping in nipple rings and a wire skirt?”


      “How the hell should I know? Do you wanna take ’em off?”


      “I think it’d be more realistic.”


      “Sure. Whatever.”


      She lay back, unfastened the mesh skirt, and slowly pulled it from under her hips. She handed it to Leah and then gently tugged at the flower around her left nipple. She closed her eyes and pulled harder. Her nipple stretched until the wire let go and her breast sprang back to its normal shape.


      “Oh, God,” she panted, “I gotta get some of these.” She touched her right nipple and paused. “Gimme a sec.” She shuddered when she pulled the flower loose. “No need to pretend to be horny.”


      “That’s my girl,” Trip said.


      “Okay,” Wren said to me, “I’m ready.” She lay back, closed her eyes, and idly stroked her nipple.


      I snapped the first picture from above. Her hand moved lower, toward her pussy, and I clicked another shot. She ran her fingers through her short bush as I shot a third. Then she began caressing the inside of her thigh. I took another six or seven pictures while she slowly teased herself for the camera.


      For the last pictures, I lay on my stomach between her legs. My erection bent at an awkward angle, so I straightened it and put the camera back to my eye. Wren spread her legs even wider, and her pussy glistened as she rubbed her clit in small circles. I checked the film counter and took one last picture.


      “Okay,” I said, “you can stop now.”


      “Says you!”


      I chuckled and got to my feet. My erection bobbed gently as I looked at Leah. “Ready?” I stepped from between Wren’s legs and grinned down at her.


      She glared. “Well, if you’re not going to take pictures…”


      “Gotta save the last ones for Leah.”


      “Spoilsport.” She sat up and gestured for Trip to join her.


      I told Leah to get comfortable on the other blanket. She’d already taken off her mesh bottoms and the nipple ornaments. Her pussy looked suspiciously shiny, too, as though she’d started early. I raised an eyebrow.


      She shrugged. “What was I supposed to do? Just stand there and watch?”


      I laughed and moved into position above her as she lay back on the blanket. I chuckled at a sudden thought. Everyone looked at me, so I shared.


      “Normally, I’d just have to keep my feet out of the pictures. But for these I have to keep my half-foot out too.”


      “Oh, man,” Trip groaned, “that was bad.”


      “Half-foot,” Wren echoed with a laugh. “That was funny. But… it’s bigger than that, isn’t it?”


      “God, yes,” Leah said.


      “Have you actually measured that thing?” Trip asked me.


      “No”—I gestured at Leah—“but she has.”


      “Hey,” Trip said, “I’d be proud too if mine was that big.”


      “It’s not how big it is,” Wren told him, “it’s how you use it. Besides, yours is plenty big enough.”


      “It is,” Leah said. “It’s a really nice size.”


      Trip looked at Wren. “Is she talking to me or him?”


      “You, silly,” Leah said. “You have a nice dick. I’d like to try it sometime… if Wren doesn’t mind.”


      “Wait,” he asked, “now who’s she talking to, me or you?”


      “Me, darling,” Wren told him. “She knows it’s all right with you.”


      “It is not!” he protested.


      “Don’t be ridiculous,” Wren said. “Of course it is. Now, be quiet and let Paul work.”


      He looked at me, his eyes pleading for me to believe him.


      “Hey, you know what I think you should do.”


      He threw up his hands. “I can’t win with you people.”


      “Nope,” Wren said.


      “Better get used to it,” I added.


      “If you all are done,” Leah said, “I’m ready here.”


      “Yes, ma’am,” I said, and raised the camera. “Action!”


      Leah squirmed into a more comfortable position and began caressing the sides of her breasts. I took a picture and then another as she slowly circled her nipples with the tips of her fingers. She trailed lower, toward the pale triangle of her sex.


      I took several more shots while she pressed the base of her clit and sighed. Then she parted her thighs and slid a finger along her smooth slit. Dew glistened in her cleft, so I knelt for a better shot.


      She lifted one knee and caressed herself. I waited a moment, and she rewarded my patience by sliding a finger between her labia. She pushed deeper, until the finger sank to the second knuckle.


      I took the picture and realized that it was the last of the roll. I set the camera aside and glanced at the other blanket. Wren was gently stroking Trip’s erection. He looked a little embarrassed, but not enough to stop her.


      “I don’t know about y’all,” I told them, “but I know what I’m in the mood for.”


      I lay on my stomach between Leah’s thighs. Then I moved her hand out of the way and kissed her pussy. She tasted sweet and tangy, salty from sweat, and a little earthy. I spread her thighs and circled her clit with my tongue. She gasped and gripped my hair, hard. I sucked her inner labia and flicked my tongue against the sensitive tissues.


      She was so worked up that she came quickly. Her body tensed as she let out a low moan.


      I chuckled at a random thought. If a girl comes in the forest, does she make a sound?


      Yes, I thought smugly, I believe she does.


      She eventually relaxed and lowered her hips to the blanket. I sat up and scooted between them. My erection practically strained to meet her. I set the tip at her opening and coated it with her juices. She gasped at the gradual pressure as I filled her with my cock.


      “Ayeee!” she hissed when I shifted my weight to my arms. “Sensitive!”


      I pulled back to let her catch her breath.


      “From behind,” she panted.


      “Doggie style?”


      “Uh-uh. On my stomach.”


      I nodded and slowly withdrew. She threw a leg over and rolled to her stomach. I straddled her hips, spread her cheeks, and set my glistening knob at her pussy. She lifted her ass to meet me as I pushed into her.


      “Oh, God,” she groaned when I hit bottom, “much better.”


      I fucked her with short strokes at first, but gradually built to longer ones as she began gasping with pleasure. Soon I was pounding into her, my hips ramming her upturned ass. The slapping sounds mingled with her own cries as we filled the clearing with the sounds of sex.


      And if a guy comes in the forest, I wondered, does he make a sound?


      I rammed home and pinned her to the blanket with the full weight of my body.


      “OhGodyes!” I groaned.


      Every muscle in my body contracted as I spurted deep inside her. When my orgasm finally subsided, a decade or two later, I shuddered and opened my eyes. All of my senses felt overloaded, so I tried to focus on small things.


      The back of Leah’s neck.


      The valley between her shoulder blades.


      The triangle of pale skin on her ass.


      The thick shaft of my cock buried between her cheeks.


      “Wow,” someone said from nearby, “that was intense.”


      “No kidding.”


      I blinked and followed the sound of the voices.


      Trip flashed me a thumbs-up, and Wren grinned. They were sitting together, bathed in their own afterglow.


      “Oh, hi,” I said. It was the most intelligent thing I could think of.


      Wren laughed and looked back at Trip. “So, summer camp…?” she said. “I think I’m gonna like it here.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧
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        Chapter 24

      


      We relaxed in the clearing for another hour before we gathered our things and headed back. We were all in a good mood, so we chatted and joked until we reached the main camp.


      About twenty people were enjoying the late afternoon sun by the lake, so we cleaned up our banter as we trooped past. A couple of women stared at us, but I didn’t think anything of it at the time. Then we received a few more stares on the road past the clubhouse.


      The girls were talking about the metalwork outfits, so they didn’t notice. Trip did, though, and nudged me with a questioning look. I shrugged and then idly glanced at the girls. The answer hit me at once, and I wanted to kick myself for not noticing sooner.


      Leah’s skin was dark brown except for the pale triangle that her bikini bottoms normally covered. And if I could see her ass, everyone in front could see her pussy. No wonder people had been staring! They were used to seeing young girls without pubic hair, but not grown women, even young ones.


      We had probably caused a minor scandal, but I told myself that it was the Eighties. Besides, shaved pubic hair wasn’t any different than shaved legs or armpits, and even the most prudish women did that. Still, I didn’t want to cause trouble for Susan, so I casually unslung my backpack and rummaged until I found Leah’s bikini bottoms. They were wrapped in one of the towels, which explained why we’d missed them in the first place.


      Leah turned to say something and caught sight of them. Her eyes widened with panic as she looked down and realized she was completely nude. She grabbed the bottoms and immediately stepped into them.


      Wren tried to laugh it off. “Why bother?”


      “It’s kind of a big deal,” I explained. “Not to us, but this is a family camp. People have been staring since we passed the lake.”


      “So?” Wren pressed. “Isn’t it like a hard-on? I mean, people just ignore those, right?”


      “Yes and no. Nudists are kinda touchy about sex. Some of them, at least.”


      “That’s their problem.”


      “Not really. I mean… you don’t get it.”


      “Then you’re not explaining it right.”


      I rolled my eyes in annoyance.


      “Let’s just go to the cabin,” Trip said reasonably. “Lady Godiva has already ridden through town.”


      Wren and I gave him a surprised look.


      “What? What’s done is done,” he said. “Besides, someone has to be the practical one. You two would stand here and argue all day.”


      “No we wouldn’t,” I said.


      “Not all day,” Wren muttered.


      We both knew that he was probably right, but neither of us wanted to give him the satisfaction.


      He understood anyway. “Yeah, that’s what I thought.”


      Wren and I shared a grin.


      “You think this is funny?” Leah protested. “I just ruined my reputation!”


      “Whoa, we don’t think it’s funny.”


      “And you didn’t ruin your reputation,” Wren added.


      “You don’t know people around here,” Leah said. “They’re super judgmental.”


      “Okay,” I said, “maybe Wren’s right after all: that’s their problem. It’s your body. You can do what you want with it.” I shrugged. “I’ll talk to Susan in the morning, though. I’m sure she’ll have heard about it by then. She’ll know what to do.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      We didn’t have to wait that long. About an hour later Susan stopped by the cabin and invited us to come down to the clubhouse for movie night. She didn’t say anything about Leah’s bottomless jaunt, but she was obviously up to something. I caught her eye and silently asked, but she gave me a little “not now” headshake.


      “Do you think I’m in trouble?” Leah wondered after she’d gone.


      “I doubt it,” I said. “Susan doesn’t beat around the bush.”


      “Ha ha,” Leah said sarcastically.


      I laughed. “I didn’t mean it that way, but yeah.”


      After dinner we collectively gathered our courage and headed down the hill to the clubhouse. Leah wore her bikini bottoms, of course, but we were all thinking the same thing: what would people say when they saw her?


      Visitors at the Pines fell into three general groups: the swingers like my family and friends; the people who knew about the swinging and simply ignored it; and the “normal” people who didn’t have a clue and were just there for the rustic setting. Most of the people who had seen Leah were in the last group, hence their surprise (and in some cases, shock and indignation).


      We arrived at the clubhouse and discovered complete normality. No lynch mob. No witch-hunt. No uproar. I took a moment to register that no one was staring at us. Instead, people were talking in groups, playing games, or preparing movie snacks in the kitchen.


      I scanned the room and spotted Susan. Then I did a double take to make sure it was her. Leah saw her at the same time, and her eyes widened too.


      “What?” Wren said. She followed my gaze and then laughed.


      “Is she…?” Trip asked.


      “Uh-huh,” Leah and I said at the same time. We shared a nervous look.


      “But I thought she… you know,” Trip said, with a vague gesture at his loins. “Like Leah.”


      “She does,” I said.


      “Then where are her bikini bottoms?”


      Susan’s pale bottom stood out in a crowd of tanned cheeks.


      All of a sudden Wren laughed. “Public Relations 101.”


      The rest of us stared at her.


      “Educate the marketplace and create a positive image. Brilliant.”


      “I don’t get it,” Trip said.


      “Neither do I,” I admitted.


      “It’s simple,” Wren said. “Nudists are touchy about sex. Some of them, right?”


      “Yeah.”


      “So Leah probably caused a stir today, at least with the prudes. I’m sure they complained to Susan.”


      “Probably,” I agreed. “Busybody stuff.”


      “Exactly,” Wren continued. “Susan is showing the entire camp that not only will Leah not suffer any consequences, but that she approves. Susan, I mean. Who’s going to complain about her, much less to her face? So she’s educating people and creating a positive image by saying, ‘Look at me. See how I approve?’ She’s the main trendsetter here, and the only one who really matters.”


      “But why?” I said.


      Wren rolled her eyes. “Because she owns the place. What she says goes.”


      “I understand that,” I said impatiently. “Why come to movie night without her bottoms? Why show everyone?”


      “PR 101 again,” Wren said. “Show, don’t tell. It’s like… the Pepsi Challenge. Pepsi can say it tastes better than Coke—”


      “It doesn’t,” I said at once. Leah agreed.


      “I know that,” Wren said, annoyed. We were from Atlanta, after all, home of Coca-Cola. “But a lot of people are on the fence. Pepsi can say whatever they like, but if they show people that Pepsi tastes better…”


      “Seeing is believing,” Trip said.


      “Mmm-hmm. That’s why they have all those Pepsi Challenge commercials. Show, don’t tell.”


      Susan must have sensed us talking about her, because she looked toward us. She smiled and beckoned us over. She was talking to a couple in their early thirties, “normal” camp visitors. The man was doing his best to keep his eyes above waist level, but he clearly wanted to get a better look at Susan’s pubic area. The woman was acutely aware of her husband’s interest, but I got the distinct impression that she wanted to look as well.


      Susan made introductions and was her usual charming self, the consummate hostess. She was especially warm and friendly to Leah, which did a lot to quell Leah’s jitters. Then she excused herself and moved on to another group, also from the mundane end of the visitor spectrum.


      We made small talk with the couple for a few minutes. They obviously knew about Leah’s bottomless trip through camp, but they didn’t say anything. After a few minutes they moved on to talk to another couple their age.


      We headed toward the couches, where my mom and Leah’s parents were.


      “Well,” Elizabeth said, “you caused quite a kerfuffle.”


      Leah actually blushed.


      “It was my fault,” I said. “I rolled her bikini in a towel and we didn’t notice until too late.”


      “We figured it was something like that,” Chris said.


      “You need to be more careful next time,” Elizabeth told Leah.


      “It really wasn’t her fault,” I repeated. “It was mine.”


      “It wasn’t anyone’s fault,” Chris said.


      My mom agreed with a nod.


      “Besides,” Chris continued, to his wife more than us, “Susan will smooth things over. She’s been looking for a reason to make some changes anyway. You said so yourself.”


      “Yes,” Elizabeth agreed tersely, “but it should have been her choice about when and how.”


      “Every crisis is an opportunity,” Chris said. “Although this is hardly what I’d call a crisis.”


      “What about the family that left?” Elizabeth shot back. “Would they call it a crisis?”


      “They were pious prigs and you know it.”


      “Hold on,” I said. “Someone left? As in, ‘left camp’?”


      Leah seemed to wilt.


      “Sort of,” Chris admitted.


      My mom laughed. “More like, Susan gave them a refund and asked them to leave. Immediately. Good riddance, too.”


      “Don’t worry about it, pumpkin,” Chris said to Leah. “You didn’t do anything wrong.”


      “A few ruffled feathers is all,” my mom agreed.


      Elizabeth pursed her lips and swallowed whatever she wanted to say. I suspected that she was arguing with Chris more than Leah. She seemed to realize that, and I watched her visibly adjust her attitude. She put a hand on his arm and looked at Leah.


      “They’re right, sweetheart,” Elizabeth said to her daughter. “You’re almost an adult—”


      I hid a smile at her deliberate use of “almost.”


      “—and you didn’t mean to cause trouble.”


      “On the contrary,” my mom said. “She’s given Susan the excuse she’s been looking for.” She turned to us. “She’s been, ahem, ‘chafing’ at having to wear bottoms in her own camp.”


      I shot her a grin for the pun.


      “I just wish it hadn’t been my daughter who gave her the excuse,” Elizabeth said.


      Chris shrugged. “Had to be someone. Might as well be someone tough enough to endure the criticism and smart enough to counter it.” He nodded to Leah and then turned to his wife. “You didn’t raise a shrinking violet, dear.”


      “No, I most certainly did not,” Elizabeth said, with more than a touch of rueful pride. She and Leah had had their own share of disagreements. She mustered a smile for her daughter. “Well done.”


      Leah didn’t know how to react to the sudden approval.


      I put an arm around her and gave her a reassuring squeeze.


      “Well done, indeed,” my mom echoed. She patted the couch next to her. “Now, come tell me about Bob’s jewelry. He’s very talented, isn’t he?”


      Leah still looked a bit stunned, but she sat down and let my mom draw her into conversation.


      Susan continued to circulate and “educate,” until Bill the projectionist was ready to start the movie. He normally introduced the feature, but Susan walked to the front of the room and smiled as everyone took their seats. She could’ve been wearing an African tribal mask and no one would have noticed. Instead, every eye in the room was on her smooth pubic area.


      She thanked us for coming and said a few more words, but her real purpose was to show that she was shaved. She didn’t say anything overt, but her message was clear: “I set the standard for acceptable.” I had to admire her confidence and eloquence. When she finished, she smiled at Leah as if to thank her for the opportunity.


      Leah was beside herself.


      I hugged her again. “Told you she’d know what to do.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      The next morning Leah and I returned the wire outfits and nipple jewelry to Mr. Nelson. He asked about the photo session and managed it in a way that didn’t make him sound like a pervert. He told me about a discreet photo developer in town, and I promised I’d have prints made before we left camp on Sunday.


      We were on our way to the lake to meet Trip and Wren when Susan found us near the clubhouse. She wasn’t wearing her bikini bottoms. I’d never been shy about looking, so I did. She caught me and gave a half-smile. Then she gestured to Leah.


      “Not quite ready to… hmm, let the cat out of the bag, shall we say?”


      “I didn’t know if I should,” Leah said. “I don’t want to cause any more trouble.”


      “Nonsense. Do whatever you like. You’re a grown woman as far as I’m concerned, so it’s up to you. Most everyone knows by now, I’m sure, although I don’t think they’ll say anything. I nipped that in the bud last night.”


      “Thank you.”


      “My camp, my rules. And I don’t tolerate busybodies or self-righteous types. I’m too old and too outspoken for that nonsense.”


      I laughed. “You’re not old.”


      “I’m glad you think so, but you know I’m right.”


      “Well, maybe about being outspoken. But you’re not old.”


      She rolled her eyes and smiled at Leah. “Men. They’ll say anything if they think they’ll get lucky.”


      I started to protest.


      “You know I’m kidding,” Susan said. “I think we’re past that point in our relationship.”


      “I dunno,” I argued. “You look pretty good without your bikini.”


      Leah swatted me. “You really will say anything to get lucky.”


      I held up my hands to ward off their teasing. “Okay, okay, you’re right!”


      “Of course we are,” Susan said with a smile. “Now, the real reason I stopped you. Leah, dear, you had a phone call this morning.”


      Her eyebrows shot up.


      Susan unfolded a piece of note paper and read, “From Mark. He wants you to return his call at this number.” She handed the paper to Leah, who scanned it quickly.


      “Mark called here?”


      “Mmm hmm.” Susan was too polite to ask, but her curiosity was obvious.


      “Her boyfriend,” I explained.


      “I thought it was something like that.”


      “Yeah. Leah can tell you more, but he and I have a lot in common, if you know what I mean.”


      “Physically…?”


      “Experience-wise,” I said, and gave her a significant look.


      Leah missed the exchange. “He called here?” she repeated. “Did he sound upset?”


      “Not at all,” Susan said. “More… excited.”


      “I gave him your number,” Leah said absently, “but told him it was only for emergencies.”


      “It didn’t sound like an emergency,” Susan assured her. “Or, if it is, it’s a good one. You can call him now if you like.”


      “Meet you down at the lake,” I told Leah.


      Susan and Leah turned and headed toward her house, which had one of the few telephones in camp.


      Leah joined me by the lake about ten minutes later.


      “Everything okay?” I asked.


      “He wants me to go to a Shuttle launch with him.”


      Trip and Wren sat up at that.


      “The one with Sally Ride,” Leah explained. “It’s supposed to launch on Saturday, and Mark’s dad can get us in to see it.”


      “Cool,” Trip said.


      “Yeah, Sally Ride.”


      Then it hit me. “Um… if the launch is Saturday…?”


      “Do you mind?” Leah asked.


      I did, but I couldn’t begrudge her the experience. Besides, Mark was her boyfriend, not me. “A little,” I said, “but not enough to be a jerk.”


      “Thank you. I knew you’d understand.” She fretted. “But I have to decide right now and call him back. If Mom lets me go, I have to go back to Atlanta, pack a suitcase, and meet him in Orlando. Then we’ll drive over to Cape Canaveral.”


      “I guess we’d better get a move on,” I said with as much enthusiasm as I could manage. “Especially if you need to get back to Atlanta today.”


      “You really don’t mind?”


      “Not at all,” I fibbed. “Now, talk to your parents. I’ll head up to Susan’s and call the airport. Back in a few.”


      She nodded and looked for her parents to give them the news.


      I returned before she finished talking to them. Things didn’t seem to be going well—Leah looked upset and defiant—so I decided to insert myself, if only to keep her from doing something she’d regret.


      “But why not?” she said to her mother as I approached.


      Elizabeth looked up and saw me. She bit back a heated reply. Judging by her expression, they’d been over the same ground several times already.


      “I told you,” Elizabeth said to Leah, “you hardly know this boy, and you don’t know his father at all.”


      Chris gave me a long-suffering look.


      “Why don’t you go with her?” I suggested to Elizabeth.


      Chris sat forward. Before his wife could object, he said, “Absolutely, dear. You can meet Mark and his father, you can keep an eye on Le—”


      “I don’t need anyone to keep an eye on me!” Leah flashed. “Least of all her.”


      I put a hand on her shoulder, but she pulled away angrily.


      “No, hear me out,” Chris said. “Both of you.” He shot a warning glare. The scene would’ve been funny if it hadn’t been so tense. “Your mom has a point.” He held up a hand to forestall Leah’s reaction. “You haven’t been dating Mark that long. And we don’t know his father at all. Ah-ah! You know I’m right.”


      Leah looked mutinous, but she fell silent.


      Chris turned to Elizabeth. “Leah has a point too. This is the chance of a lifetime. Sally Ride will be the first American woman in space. The first, ever, in history. If you want your daughters to be strong, independent women, they couldn’t have a better role model.”


      “She can be strong and independent and still obey her mother,” Elizabeth muttered.


      “You can’t have it both ways,” Chris told her with a soft laugh. “You raised her to fight for what she wants. This is what you get.”


      “But does she always have to fight with me?”


      Leah blinked in surprise at her mother’s cri de coeur.


      “She wants different things than you did when you were her age,” Chris said gently.


      Elizabeth looked just as mutinous as her daughter, and I had to stifle a laugh at how similar they were.


      Chris put a hand on her knee. Then he did the same to Leah, connecting them through him. “Leah can go, but only if you join them.” He turned to Leah. “Do you think Mark’s dad can get an extra pass for the launch? If not, I may be able to pull some strings. We’ll have a crew there.”


      Leah nodded.


      “Okay,” Chris continued in a soothing voice. “Then I’ll fly you back to Atlanta this afternoon. We’ll spend the night at home, and you can leave for Orlando tomorrow. All right?”


      Chris stood and pulled them with him. He kissed Elizabeth and murmured something too quiet to hear. He did the same to Leah and whispered, “Have fun, pumpkin. And be nice to your mom. She’s making a big concession here. Okay?”


      Leah nodded and flung her arms around his neck.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      I was a bit surprised at how quickly things moved after that. Leah called Mark and returned with the news that Elizabeth was welcome to join them. In the meantime Chris had asked me to drive them to the airport. They packed their things, and we left about twenty minutes later.


      At the airport I helped Chris with the flight plan. We were both familiar with the route and radio frequencies, but we still had to check the weather, NOTAMs, and the rest.


      Leah balked at the “delay.”


      “Flying isn’t like driving,” I told her. “You can’t just hop in a plane and take off.” I explained about the flight plan.


      She settled down, but with poorly concealed impatience. I rolled my eyes and returned my attention to Chris and the aeronautical chart.


      We finished a few minutes later and then went out to the plane. Chris and I did a walk-around and preflight. Then he checked the fuel while I helped Elizabeth and Leah stow their luggage. Finally, I pulled the chocks and made sure Chris could see that I was clear.


      The propeller kicked over with a whine and a puff of exhaust smoke. It whined and puffed again before the engine roared to life. Leah waved as they taxied past, and I waited until they took off before I returned to the station wagon.


      I sat in the empty car for a few moments before I realized why I felt so dejected. Leah was gone, and it reinforced that I wasn’t her number one priority. I wasn’t anyone’s priority, I realized. I brooded about it as I started the car and pulled out of the parking lot. I was so preoccupied that I drove halfway to camp before I remembered the undeveloped film.


      I turned around and returned to town. After I dropped off the film, I wasn’t in the mood to talk to anyone. I ate lunch by myself at a roadside barbecue joint. The food was good, and the melancholy twang of Country music suited my mood perfectly. I was still feeling sorry for myself, so I took my time on the drive back to camp.


      Trip and Wren left me alone with my thoughts when I returned, although they made sure to find me before dinner. The evening’s movie was Trading Places, they said.


      “You go,” I told them. “I’m not in the mood.”


      “Dude,” Trip said, “you can’t miss it. It’s hilarious.”


      “And exactly what you need,” Wren agreed. “We left you alone all afternoon.”


      “Leave me alone tonight too.”


      “Sorry,” she said, “that’s not how this works.”


      “Then how does it work?”


      Wren ignored my sarcasm and said cheerfully, “I fix an awesome dinner—beef stroganoff with a nice Rhone red, in case you’re interested—and then we all enjoy a movie. Your mom said we can bring wine coolers if we’re discreet. After that, we come back to the cabin, where Trip plays guitar for us and we drink some more.”


      “Then we go to bed,” I said bitterly, “you together and me alone.”


      “Is that what this is about?” Wren asked. “Sex?”


      “No. But sort of, yes.”


      “Oh, if that’s all it is, I can take care of it right now.”


      “Uh…,” Trip said.


      Wren rolled her eyes. “I’m kidding. Mostly.” She turned to me. “Seriously. Snap out of it. You can’t mope around the whole time. Yeah, Leah’s gone. Yeah, you’re on your own for the rest of the week. But you have friends here. And your mom, and Susan, and… well… a whole camp full of people.”


      Trip nodded. “She’s right, man.”


      “Yeah, I know,” I said. “I guess what really bothers me is how fast it all happened. I mean, one minute she’s here and the next she’s gone.”


      “Yeah, that sucks,” Trip said.


      “But you’ll survive,” Wren said. “Especially with us around!”


      I rewarded her with a grim laugh. She was bound and determined to cheer me up, and she wasn’t the kind of person to be defeated by childish defiance. Since I knew she’d win in the end, I decided to give up as gracefully as I could.


      “Thanks,” I said. “I appreciate it. It might not seem like it now, but I do.”


      “I know,” she said, and put her arm around my shoulders. “That’s what friends are for.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      I didn’t mope the next day, but I wasn’t in the greatest mood either. Wren and Trip did their best to cheer me up, but they couldn’t help but make me feel alone. Things were worse that night. Their bed squeaked, and the walls were thin enough that I could hear when they had sex. Wren had a libido like mine, and Trip was more than happy to rise to the occasion. I felt a depressing mixture of horny and lonely.


      At least I had enough to keep me busy on Friday. I drove to town to pick up the prints and negatives from the photo shop. Unfortunately, my attitude nose-dived when I looked through them. Leah was even more beautiful than in my imagination, and the pictures of Wren reminded me that I couldn’t have her either. At least Mr. Nelson was happy, so I hung out for a while and let him talk about his jewelry-making hobby.


      I rose early on Saturday morning, and a small group of us watched the Shuttle launch on a TV that Gunny had set up in the clubhouse. The Shuttle lifted off a few minutes after seven thirty, right on schedule. I looked for Leah whenever the camera panned the crowd, but never saw her.


      I did mope around after that, until Mom interrupted and asked if I wanted to ride with her to the airport to pick up Dad. I’d been so wrapped up in my own problems that I didn’t even know he was coming. I felt guilty about it, but not enough to change my behavior.


      Saturday night was more of the same at the cabin. Since I wasn’t drinking my fair share of alcohol, and Leah obviously wasn’t drinking hers, Trip and Wren felt the need to make up the difference. I went to bed early, in the hopes of falling asleep before they started having sex.


      I wasn’t so lucky. Their sex wasn’t loud or athletic or anything, but it had a recognizable rhythm. The floorboards in the living room transmitted the sound directly to my room. I ended up jerking off twice before I wrapped the pillow around my head and shut out the sounds from the other room.


      Trip and Wren were dutifully apologetic the next morning. They were monumentally hung over too, which made me feel a little better, but also childish for enjoying their suffering. At least they were too sick to try to cheer me up, so I spent a quiet morning by myself, reading and dozing by the lake.


      Later we celebrated Father’s Day with a cookout at Susan’s house. It was subdued for the usual reasons—the Coulters and Erin were absent, and most of us who were there had to leave in a couple of hours—but also because none of us were drinking.


      A couple of hours later, we packed our things and said goodbye. Mom drove us to the airport. She kissed Dad and me, and hugged Trip and Wren. I took off into the late afternoon sun and waggled the wings in farewell.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      I woke up extra early on Monday morning and went for a run through my old neighborhood. I needed to work out the physical tension from the past few days, but I also wanted to clear my head and get ready for the work to come. Trip was awake when I returned. He was sitting at the kitchen table with coffee and the remains of a simple breakfast. I filched a piece of toast and headed for the shower.


      We met Mike and Jim at the Colonial house at six thirty. They’d been in town a week already, and were settled in their small rental house. They’d also done the recruiting for the crews.


      “Did you get the schedule and plans I sent you?” Trip asked.


      Mike nodded and pulled out a folded and heavily dog-eared sheaf of papers. “I made some changes based on the crews. We brought a couple of guys with us, too: a good finish carpenter and a top-notch electrician. We got lucky here in Atlanta. Hired three brothers who used to work for a roofing company. And an old-timer with more drywall experience than all of us combined.”


      “How’d you get him?” Trip asked.


      “His last boss pissed him off. Screwed him on jobs, shorted his pay, crap like that.”


      “Dumb.”


      “No kidding,” Mike agreed. “Especially with a drywall guy.”


      “Why?” I asked. “I mean, I understand why you treat guys right, but what’s so special about drywall?”


      Mike rolled his eyes.


      I clenched my jaw, but didn’t react otherwise.


      “This is the problem with architects.” It was a put-down the way he said it. “You don’t know squat about how to build things.”


      I waited for him to explain.


      He waited for me to explode.


      “I still have a lot to learn,” I said at last. “Enlighten me with your pearls of wisdom, O great builder.”


      Jim used a calloused fist to cover a smile.


      Mike shot him a dirty look.


      Jim’s expression said, “You asked for it.”


      “Okay,” Mike said, “since you put it so… eloquently… drywall is one of those things that can make or break a house. You can have shoddy framing, faulty wiring, and leaky plumbing, but that stuff is hidden. What do you see instead?”


      “The drywall.”


      “Right. So if the corners are uneven or the seams are bad, you notice right away. Also, a good drywall guy works about twice as fast as a general laborer, who’s still faster’n someone like you.”


      I managed a tight smile.


      “So you pay him twice as much,” Mike continued, “but he works four times as fast.”


      “Exactly,” Trip said. “And a good drywall guy can fix a lot of problems.”


      “Problems caused by architects,” Mike taunted.


      “Got it,” I agreed, with a serious grip on my irritation. That annoyed him to no end, and Jim shot me a sly grin.


      “Anyway,” Mike said to Trip, “as I was sayin’ about the schedule…”


      The men on the crew started arriving a few minutes later, in twos and threes at first, but then in a rush a couple of minutes before seven o’clock. Mike introduced Trip and me, and I put on my best game face for his inevitable put-downs. Much to my surprise, he didn’t make a single snide comment. He told the men that Trip and I owned the houses, that we had “skin in the game.” He finished with the news that we were architecture students.


      The men groaned predictably.


      “Yeah, yeah,” Mike said, “I know what you’re thinkin’. But Trip’s been doin’ renovations for a while. My dad and I taught him everything he knows, so he’s good. Also, he signs the paychecks, so y’all had better look sharp.”


      Nods all around.


      “And Paul,” Mike continued, “worked with us last year. He learns quick and don’t make the same mistake twice. So teach him right. The world needs an architect who actually knows how to build something.”


      “Amen to that,” said a man, and most of the rest agreed.


      “And another thing…,” Mike said. “I guarantee he’ll work harder than anyone here, so you’d better hustle to keep up. Y’all really don’t wanna be shown up by a college kid and an architect to boot, do ya?”


      The men laughed easily, and I could see why Mike was such a good boss. He put them at ease and challenged them at the same time. What I didn’t understand was why he built me up instead of tearing me down.


      He spent another minute or two talking to the men before he took out his notes and read the names for each crew.


      “What was that about?” I asked Mike after he dismissed the men. “I mean, you didn’t put me in my place.”


      He gave me a funny look. “What kind of idiot builds a house of straw?”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Jim and I put in a long day. We had to organize our crew, start them working, take delivery of a roll-off dumpster, and deal with problems as they came up. Demolition wasn’t difficult work, per se, but it was physical and demanding, so we were worn out by the time the men left for the day.


      We met Trip and Mike at a local pizza place. Mike had found fewer problems than he expected at the Colonial house, but Trip had found more at the Tudor. Jim wobbled his hand to say that we’d found about what we expected. We discussed our plans over a pitcher of beer and then went our separate ways.


      Back home, Trip and I cleaned up and then met Wren at her father’s restaurant. It was his upscale steakhouse. Wren was working, but she seated us at a table on the patio and sent out drinks and a couple of appetizers. Trip and I munched as we watched the well-dressed patrons come and go.


      Wren must have told a couple of the waitresses that I was single, because several stopped by to chat after they delivered food or drinks to other tables. I was polite but noncommittal.


      I grew bored after a couple of hours. Trip wanted to wait until Wren finished her shift, but I was ready to leave. We’d driven in my car, so I gave him the keys and stood to go.


      “How much do I owe for the food and drinks?” I asked Wren.


      “It’s comped. On the house.”


      “Are you sure?”


      She gave me an eye-roll and stood on tiptoe to kiss my cheek. “You mind if I hang out with you all after work?”


      “No prob,” I said. “See you later.”


      I walked home by way of a video arcade, where I spent a couple of bucks on Tron and a cool new game called Dragon’s Lair. When I returned home Dad had already left—he had a full schedule for June and an equally hectic July—so I had the place to myself. I read a little and watched mindless TV until Wren and Trip returned around ten o’clock.


      They brought a friend with them, a cute girl from the restaurant. Wren was trying to set me up, but I really wasn’t in the mood for matchmaking. We drank a few wine coolers before I said goodnight and went to my room. I was so worn out from work that I fell asleep almost immediately.


      I woke up early the next morning and went for a run. Wren’s car was still in the driveway, so I wasn’t surprised to find her and Trip eating breakfast when I returned.


      “Sorry I bailed on you last night,” I said as I fixed my own breakfast. “I hope your friend got home okay.”


      “Her sister picked her up,” Wren said. She paused and considered me for a moment. “She wasn’t right for you.”


      “Especially since I’m not looking.”


      “That’s why I’m doing it for you.”


      “You really don’t have to.”


      “No, but you’re not going to spend the rest of the summer alone. So it’s my job to find you a girlfriend. Well, more like a sex-friend. You don’t wanna date someone in the restaurant business.”


      I laughed. “Present company excluded, of course.”


      “Of course.” She smiled. “I’ll find someone for you, though.”


      “Whatever,” I said, and headed to the bathroom to shower before work.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Trip and I fell into a routine over the next few days. I rose early to go for a run. On my way out, I knocked on his door to make sure he was awake. Then I started the coffee machine to give him some extra incentive to get out of bed. I usually found him nursing a cup when I returned from my run.


      After a shower and breakfast, Trip drove us to the houses, where he dropped me off at mine and then continued to his. Mike and Jim also drove together, and Mike dropped Jim at the rancher a little before seven o’clock.


      We worked through the morning and ate lunch on site, like most of the men. We paid them by the hour, so they had incentive to work as much as they could. Jim watched everything, though, and knew exactly how long most tasks should take.


      He and I “talked” quite a bit, using gestures and expressions. We worked well as a team, and I learned a lot. He also had a way of using step-by-step examples to teach me how to do things. I already knew the basics, but he taught me how to avoid common mistakes. He also showed me plenty of shortcuts and little time-saving tricks.


      After lunch we had a short all-hands meeting to check progress and assign the afternoon’s tasks. The men worked until five o’clock or later, depending on what needed doing. Jim and I stayed until six o’clock every day. Trip and Mike met us after they finished at their houses, and we shared a pitcher of beer while we talked about the day’s progress.


      In the evening Trip and I went to the steakhouse to see Wren. I hung around for a while, but felt like a third wheel. I usually excused myself and left after dinner. I hung out at the arcade for a while and then went for an evening run. I tried to stay away long enough to give Trip and Wren some privacy when they came home after her shift ended.


      On Friday night they went dancing. They tried to convince me to come along as a date for one of Wren’s friends, but I declined. Instead, I had a quiet evening at home and went to bed early to catch up on my sleep.


      Wren’s car was still there when I went for my run the next morning. Fortunately, the guest bedroom was on the other side of the house from my bedroom, so I hadn’t heard a thing. She made breakfast and invited us to her house to hang out by the pool. I went along, if only to stop her from pestering me.


      She had to work that evening, but she and Trip made plans to go to a club to see a band. They invited me again, but I demurred. Wren obviously wanted to wheedle until I gave in, but Trip shot her a warning look and shook his head. So I went home by myself, again.


      We went to brunch together on Sunday morning. Afterward, Wren and Trip relaxed by the pool at her house, while I went off and did my own thing. I spent a couple of hours and nearly ten dollars at the arcade, but eventually grew tired of it. (Also, the local kids had discovered Dragon’s Lair. It constantly had a row of quarters lined up on the top panel. So I only played a couple of games the whole time I was there.)


      That’s when I discovered Angelo’s Gym. It was on the second floor, over the bowling alley next to the arcade. I originally went in to ask about monthly rates, but it wasn’t the kind of gym I was expecting. It was a boxing gym, and I hung around to watch the fighters train. One of them asked if I wanted to give it a try, and I quickly found myself in borrowed trunks, gloves, and padded headgear.


      I landed a couple of decent punches, but spent most of the time trying to dodge them. I wasn’t very successful, although my ego took the worst beating. In spite of that, I loved boxing from the moment I stepped into the ring. I loved the speed and power, and the raw, barely controlled aggression. I didn’t understand the tactics, but that was only a matter of practice.


      Angelo paired me with a boxer who’d been training for several years. He was a black guy about my size, named Dwayne. He reminded me of Glen, except that he talked a bit more. He had Glen’s patience, though, and taught me the basics in a couple of hours. He wanted to be a professional fighter, so he trained five nights a week after work. His schedule sounded fine to me, especially if it kept me out of the house and gave Trip and Wren some time to themselves.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Our routine continued until the end of June. We worked eleven or twelve hours a day on the houses and lived like bachelors the rest of the time.


      I kept up my morning runs and trained at the gym in the evenings. Trip spent his with Wren at the restaurant. He usually took paperwork to do while she was busy with hostess duties. Running a business was a lot of work—bills, payrolls, schedules, inspections—but he actually enjoyed the paper chase. For me, the thrill was the houses themselves, and I felt a sense of pride that people would enjoy my work for years to come.


      We hit our first major snag before the Fourth of July weekend. Our plumber discovered that the septic tank at the Tudor was cracked and leaking. He did a bit more digging and found that the drain field was also clogged. We needed to replace them both, he said. I silently cursed the previous owners, and wondered how anyone could let things go like they had.


      Trip and Mike scrambled to rent a backhoe and ditch digger. They called or visited every equipment rental company around, but it was Friday before a holiday weekend. The companies that were open didn’t have what we needed, and the companies that did were already closed for the weekend.


      “You know what this means,” Mike said.


      I didn’t like the sound of that. “What?”


      “What do you think, college boy?”


      I cursed under my breath. I knew exactly what it meant. I simply didn’t want to face it. Trip and Wren and I had plans to spend the weekend at camp. We’d have to work instead, doing hard, physical labor. I cursed again.


      Jim gave me a look that said, “My sentiments exactly.”


      Trip and Mike started discussing the equipment problem again, arguing about where they might find something on short notice (local garden centers, a rival construction company, even the Georgia Department of Transportation).


      Jim and I listened for a few minutes before we grew tired of their harebrained schemes. He picked up a shovel and studied it without enthusiasm. I picked up another.


      “Damn,” I said for both of us.


      We started digging. We cleared all the turf around the tank before Trip and Mike realized what we were doing. They came over and stood at the edge of the shallow trench. Jim tossed a shovelful of dirt on Mike’s shoes.


      “What the hell?”


      Jim straightened and leaned on his shovel. He looked at Mike, then at the hand tools lying nearby, and finally back at Mike. His message was clear, and I couldn’t help but laugh.


      “Yeah, yeah, all right,” Mike said. “I get it. Get to work.”


      The four of us dug in, and the pile of dirt began to grow, one shovelful at a time.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      We spent three days excavating the septic system by hand. Several men from the crew joined us. We had to pay them overtime for working on the weekend, but it was better than getting even further behind schedule.


      Wren helped by running errands around the site, as well as feeding us and bringing plenty of water. The men quickly fell in love with her, even cranky Mike. He didn’t like losing his weekend any more than the rest of us, and he blamed himself for not spotting the problem sooner. Trip had a quiet word with him while they stood in the shade by the water cooler. I didn’t hear what they said, but could imagine the “shit happens” gist of it.


      Early Monday afternoon we finished everything we could do without the new septic tank and the materials to rebuild the drain field. We were sweaty, dirty, and tired, but proud of what we’d accomplished in such a short time.


      Wren found me as we were putting away our tools and cleaning up. “What do you think about taking everyone to Stone Mountain for the fireworks tonight? We can pack sandwiches and drinks, a couple of blankets, et cetera.”


      “That sounds like a great idea.” I mentioned it to Trip, who floated the idea with Mike.


      “Yeah,” he said wearily, “that’d be nice.”


      The local guys thanked us, but wanted to go home to their families. The guys from Franklin didn’t have anything better to do, so they agreed. We all went our separate ways to shower and change clothes, and met back at the Tudor a couple of hours later.


      Wren arrived with a cooler full of drinks and another with sandwiches, snacks, and even dessert (apple pie). She still had hopes of setting me up with someone, so she’d also invited a friend. The girl was a cute brunette, about my height, with a dancer’s build and long, tan legs.


      We made small talk on the drive to Stone Mountain. The park was crowded, of course, but we managed to find a small open space at the very edge of the huge field. We spread our blankets and immediately passed around soft drinks (alcohol was against the rules on the lawn).


      We talked and ate and relaxed until the fireworks started. The park also had a new laser light show. Trip put his arm around Wren, and her friend gave me a sidelong glance to see if I wanted to do the same. I pretended not to notice, so we watched the show in companionable silence.


      Afterward we packed up and made our way back to the cars along with thousands of other people. We finally made it home well after midnight. I gave the brunette a friendly kiss on the cheek and told her I’d had fun.


      “Maybe we can do it again sometime,” she said.


      “Yeah, sure,” I said evasively. She was nice enough, but a little too wholesome for my taste.


      She seemed disappointed, and I felt like a jerk for not being more interested, but I walked her to her car and waved as she drove into the night.


      Wren confronted me when I returned. “She was totally into you,” she said. “What was wrong with her?”


      “Look,” I said, “I really appreciate what you’re trying to do, but I don’t want a new relationship. They’re a lot of work. I have enough to worry about with the houses. Okay?”


      “All right,” she said, but I knew that wasn’t the end of it.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Early the next morning Trip and I heard a large truck come to a stop in front of my parents’ house. We were running late for work and already halfway out the door. I finished locking up while he jogged ahead to see what it was. He swore when he did.


      “What?” I stepped around him. Then I saw for myself and felt a wave of disbelief and frustration. “No way!”


      “Exactly,” he said. “Where were they when we needed them?”


      For a long moment we simply stared at the dump truck and backhoe on its trailer. A smaller truck had also arrived, towing a trailer with a ditch digger. The two machines would have saved us days of backbreaking labor.


      “And what are they doing here now?” I wondered aloud. Then it hit me: my parents’ hot tub!


      “I completely forgot,” Trip said when I told him.


      “Me too.”


      “I’ve been totally wrapped up in the houses.”


      “Not your fault. This is my project.” Then I realized what that entailed. “Crap. I need to get these guys started. Tell Jim I’ll be late. This shouldn’t take more than thirty minutes or so.”


      “No problem. He’ll be fine with it.”


      “Tell him I’m sorry.”


      Trip shrugged. “Life in the fast lane.”


      “No kidding.”


      He climbed into his car and backed out of the driveway, while I walked down to meet the foreman of the excavation crew. I introduced myself and gave him a quick tour.


      When Trip and I returned that evening, we found a hot-tub-sized hole in the yard, along with a trench leading around the corner of the house. We skirted the large pile of excavated dirt and surveyed the job.


      “Looks good to me,” I said.


      “It’s a hole.”


      “Yeah, but it didn’t take ’em three days to dig.”


      “Don’t remind me,” Trip groaned. “And by the way,” he added as we headed inside to shower, “d’you mind hanging around tonight? We need to talk to Wren about finding a place to live in Knoxville.”


      I’d completely forgotten about that too.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Wren had someone cover the hostess stand for an hour so we could discuss our options. She’d made a few preliminary calls, but most of the nicer apartments were already rented. Hadn’t I heard something like that?


      “Don’t worry,” she assured us, “I’ll find something.”


      She made calls over the next several days and told us about some of our options when we met for dinner on Friday.


      “To be honest, none of them sound good,” she admitted. “Dumpy little apartments or places that are too far from campus. We could drive to class every day, but…” She shrugged, since none of us really wanted that. We’d grown spoiled by living on campus for the past two years, and we wanted the convenience.


      “I’ll keep looking,” she added, although she didn’t sound optimistic.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Work on the houses returned to normal after the snag with the Tudor’s septic system. We were still behind schedule, but at least we hadn’t found any other things we’d missed.


      The work on the hot tub progressed too. Every couple of days another crew would show up. My parents had agreed to let the contractor build in stages and work around his bigger jobs. In return, he gave them a break on the price.


      One day Trip and I returned to find the hole full of rebar in the shape of the tub. Another day we came home to a three-dimensional maze of PVC. The plumber had run the supply, return, and drain lines. A couple of days after that, we were leaving the house right as the crew arrived to shoot the gunite for the tub itself.


      Wren also found a place for us to live, although she wouldn’t say more. Trip and I both pressed her, but she gave cryptic answers and told us to trust her.


      In the evenings I kept up my training at Angelo’s. Boxing was physical and demanding, as much as anything I’d done in wrestling or judo. It also required just as much skill. I’d always thought of boxers as dumb brutes, simply punching bags with legs, but I couldn’t have been more wrong.


      Now I understood why people called it the sweet science. I had enough experience to see how a fighter like Dwayne used planning and strategy to win a match. It was impressive, to say the least. I still didn’t have delusions of turning pro, but I enjoyed the challenge of learning a new fighting discipline.


      I also kept up my runs in the morning, although I didn’t really need the exercise. Instead, I used the time to think about things that didn’t have to do with construction or boxing. I still felt lonely (especially whenever Trip and Wren were around), but it wasn’t about sex. I could’ve slept with one of Wren’s friends if I wanted a bit of meaningless fun.


      In reality, I missed the companionship and intimacy of a relationship. I missed having someone to talk to. I also missed the physical contact, and not the kind of back-slapping and high fives that happened on the job site. That was just macho camaraderie.


      I still didn’t know what I wanted from a girlfriend, but I thought about it a lot. I even started to wake up earlier so I could take longer runs. I covered the extra miles at a marathoner’s pace instead of my usual clip. And since my body was on autopilot, my mind was free to roam. Unfortunately, I usually returned home with mixed emotions and no real plan.


      I spent a lot of time feeling sorry for myself, too, although it wasn’t exactly brooding. It was more of a funk that lasted days instead of hours. I forgot about it sometimes when I was on the job site or in the ring, but it never quite left me, even when I was happiest.


      Then something changed.


      I didn’t have a clue when it actually happened, but one day I returned from my run and realized that I felt a sense of peace instead of my usual uncertainty. I still wanted a girlfriend, but another person couldn’t make me happy. Only I could do that. Another person might share my happiness, but she wouldn’t be the source.


      I wondered if I’d ever felt happy on my own. Complete and self-contained? I doubted it, and that was a profound realization.


      I thought about something my father had told me once, words from Hamlet, “to thine own self be true.” Then I remembered something Jim had taught me. He’d written the word “true” on a board as we installed a new door lintel. He’d held up a level and pointed as the bubble settled in the center. Then he set a framing square into the opening and confirmed the angle. His meaning was clear without words: “true” also meant level, aligned, balanced.


      Shakespeare probably hadn’t meant it that way, but maybe he had. Sure, I had to be honest with myself, but I also had to be balanced. How many times had I beaten opponents in wrestling or judo because they’d been over-extended and vulnerable? Boxing was the same (no surprise), since most of a fighter’s power and speed depended on good balance.


      From there I thought about other aspects of my life. Airplanes were stable when the forces were balanced on the center of gravity. Architecture was the same. Cantilevers worked because the anchor point offset the load of the protruding end. Arches and vaults transferred the force of thrust and balanced it with resistance. Steel-reinforced concrete used tension and compression to form a much stronger composite.


      I suddenly looked at the world in a whole new way. Nothing survived for long without balance, some kind of center, and yours truly wasn’t the exception.


      I eventually realized that I’d found my own center during my morning runs. To my amusement and mild irritation, no one else noticed. Trip was too busy with the day-to-day job of renovating the houses. Wren had her own job at the restaurant. Mike and I only spoke to each other for an hour a day. Jim and I spent the most time together, but we didn’t have deep philosophical discussions.


      “Hey!”


      I blinked and returned my attention to the real world. Dwayne was scowling at me.


      “You wanna get your head in the ring?”


      “Sorry,” I said, and set my stance like he’d taught me.


      “Jab, cross. Jab, cross,” he said, and stepped behind the heavy bag. “Ready? Box!”


      I laid into the bag.


      He steadied it.


      Balance achieved.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Wren went to Knoxville for a couple of days and returned with good news.


      “I found a house,” she said. “My dad’s going to buy it for us.”


      Trip and I both blinked.


      “Buy it?”


      “For us?”


      Wren rolled her eyes. “Isn’t that what I just said?”


      Trip’s expression turned stormy. (We’d just had an inspection on the houses, so he wasn’t in the best mood.)


      I cut in and asked Wren to explain.


      “Okay, here’s the deal,” she began. “It’s a house in Fort Sanders, so it’s walking distance to campus. It’s a nice place, but the owner tried to turn it into apartments.”


      “What do you mean ‘tried’?” Trip asked suspiciously.


      “Well, her first contractor screwed her. He underestimated the cost and kept coming back for more money. She fired him and found another contractor. But by then she couldn’t afford her original plans, so she had to settle for just making the house livable.”


      “Okay,” Trip said, “so it’s some kind of Franken-house? Half house, half apartment building?”


      “No! It’s a great house. It’s perfect for us, even though it’s sort of apartments, sort of not.”


      Trip started to say something prickly.


      “Just tell us what it’s like,” I told Wren. “Describe it. Okay?”


      “It’s one of those big old houses with decorative woodwork, pastel pink with white accents.”


      “Victorian,” I said.


      Wren nodded. “Yeah, that’s it. I knew you’d know! It has this half-octagon room in front.”


      “That was popular with Victorian designers,” I explained.


      “Mmm hmm, and a living room, of course,” she added. “It used to have a formal dining room, but they turned that into an apartment, with its own bathroom and everything.”


      “What about a kitchen?” I asked.


      “Well, duh.”


      “No, I mean does the apartment have one?”


      “Oh, I see,” she said. “No, just the main kitchen for the whole house.”


      “What about the other rooms on the main floor?”


      “There’s a pantry off the kitchen. Also a kind of sun porch at the back. There’s another room downstairs too, right off the octagon room. It has a little half-bath. I think it used to be some kind of office.”


      “Probably a doctor’s office,” I said. “From the sound of it, the octagonal room would’ve been his waiting room.”


      She snapped her fingers. “I bet you’re right! There’s a foyer with double doors into the living room, and you can see where there used to be another door that leads to the waiting room.”


      “Does the octagon room open into the living room now? Probably with French doors?”


      “How’d you know?”


      “It’s what I do,” I said with a smile. “Is that it for the main floor?”


      “Uh-huh. It’s simpler upstairs. A big master bedroom over the octagon room, two smaller bedrooms, a linen closet, and a bathroom.”


      “Only the one bathroom on the second floor?”


      She shook her head. “The master bedroom has one too.”


      “Got it. And the third floor?”


      “How’d you—? Never mind. I get it. This is your thing.”


      “Right.”


      “Two small bedrooms,” she said, “with a bathroom in between.”


      “Probably a nanny’s room. And maybe the cook/housekeeper.”


      She nodded again, excited that I understood.


      “So how is it ‘sort of apartments, but sort of not’?”


      “They started to put a kitchen in the master bedroom. It has cupboards, a sink, and one of those big plugs for a stove.”


      I nodded.


      “And all the bedroom doors have deadbolts and stuff. Oh, the bedrooms have weird closets, too.”


      “That makes sense,” I said. “The closets, I mean.”


      “Why?”


      “Most pre-war houses didn’t have built-in closets. People used armoires or chifforobes instead.”


      “Chifforobes?”


      “It’s a kind of moveable closet,” I said. “But what about the ones in the house?”


      “Yeah, sorry. So the closets aren’t in the wall like you’re used to. They stick out, like they were added later.”


      I nodded. “Anything else? How about the laundry room?”


      “Oh, that’s off the back porch. It’s a separate little room.”


      “It sounds like a nice house.”


      “Which brings us back to my question,” Trip said. “Your dad’s going to buy it? Why not us?”


      She shot him a surprised look. “You and me?”


      He blushed and stammered.


      “He means him and me,” I said with a chuckle.


      Wren’s face fell.


      “Oh, please,” I said. “Of course he’s going to marry you—”


      Trip gulped. “I am?”


      “You’re an idiot if you don’t,” I said. “She’s the best thing that ever happened to you, and you know it. Besides, I’ll kill you if you break her heart.”


      He laughed.


      “You think I’m kidding?”


      “Um… no.”


      “Good,” I said, and turned to Wren. “You surprised him is all. Give him time to get used to the idea, okay?”


      She nodded.


      “Anyway,” I continued, “he’s right. Why’s your father going to buy it instead of Trip and me?”


      “Well, that’s the thing,” Wren said with a pained expression. “Sayuri won’t sell to college students.”


      “Sayuri?”


      “The owner.”


      “Why does he care who he sells to? I mean, money is money.”


      “Well, she lives next door,” Wren corrected, “and doesn’t want college students for neighbors.”


      “Makes sense. But we’re not your average party-animal college students.’”


      “I told her that, but she was adamant.”


      “Okay, so how’d you convince her otherwise?”


      “I called in reinforcements.”


      “Who?”


      “Christy.” Wren leaned forward, back in her element. “See, Sayuri is Japanese. Her husband was in the Air Force. That’s how she met him and ended up here. Her family kind of disowned her when she married an American. She’s been pretty lonely since he died, especially since they never had kids. But she perked up when I told her that one of the people who’d be living in the house speaks Japanese.”


      “Did you mention that Christy is American?” Trip asked.


      “I left that part out,” Wren admitted. “A little white lie.”


      “A little blonde-haired, blue-eyed white lie,” I said with a laugh. “But go on.”


      “Thank you. Anyway, I tracked down Christy and gave her a call. She’s actually in Japan at the moment, which was even better. She and Sayuri talked forever. In Japanese. It was like two long-lost friends.”


      “That must’ve cost a fortune,” Trip said.


      Wren looked heavenward. “My dad almost killed me when I told him.”


      “Anything for his little princess.”


      “This ‘little princess’ just found us a place to live and convinced the owner to sell.”


      He held up his hands in mock surrender.


      “That’s better,” she grumbled.


      I suppressed a smile and gestured for her to continue.


      “Right,” she said. “So, Christy convinced Sayuri that we’re okay people. I told her that my father would buy the house instead of us, but she still wasn’t convinced. That’s where you guys come in.”


      “Oh?” Trip and I said at the same time.


      Wren nodded. “Yeah. So, the reason Sayuri is selling the house in the first place is that she needs the money. She spent all her savings on the first contractor. She owns two other houses that she wants to turn into apartments. That’s her retirement plan, more or less.”


      “And you volunteered us to do the work?” Trip said, with a bit too much sarcasm.


      Wren glared. “Of course not, dear. I’m not an idiot. I know how busy you’ll be with school.”


      “Oh,” he said contritely. “What, then?”


      “I told her all about you and said that you’d keep an eye on her contractor and make sure he isn’t doing what the first one did.”


      “In other words,” I said, “we’ll be her ace in the hole.” I looked at Trip. “Sounds fine to me.”


      “Yeah, me too,” he agreed with a nod. Then he laughed. “Have you actually told your dad that he’s going to buy a house in Knoxville?”


      “It was his idea.”


      “And he knows that a bunch of us are going to live there? Including me?”


      She rolled her eyes. “He knows we’re sleeping together.”


      “Yeah, but knowing it and facilitating it are two different things. I mean, you’re his only daughter, his princess.”


      “Will you quit calling me that!”


      “Why? That’s what he calls you.”


      “And you’re not him! I’m his princess. I’m your… something else.” She fell silent with a blush. “Besides,” she added, in a calmer tone, “he really likes you. He says you keep me out of trouble.”


      “Boy,” I told Trip, “you sure fooled him.”


      He snorted. “I doubt it.”


      “That’s right,” Wren said loftily. “He’s a very smart man. And the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree.”


      “You got that right,” I said, and we all shared a grin. “So,” I continued after a moment, “tell me more about the house…”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      After Wren set things in motion in Knoxville, she redoubled her efforts to get me laid. She started by rearranging her work schedule to have Friday and Saturday nights off. I didn’t go to the gym on those evenings, since I wanted the time to myself. I usually spent a quiet night at home, although I didn’t mind Wren’s change of plans. I liked spending time with her and Trip. But then the doorbell rang, and I realized that she’d invited a friend to hang out with us. I should’ve known.


      The friend was a brunette with a bubbly personality and a cute little gap between her front teeth. She was definitely interested in me, but I was the perfect gentleman. We had a good time and talked till almost midnight. When Wren started dropping hints that it was getting late, I offered to walk the friend to her car. She seemed disappointed that I didn’t ask for a date. Instead, I gave her a polite goodnight kiss and sent her on her way.


      Wren was annoyed but undeterred, and invited a different friend the following night. She was a tall, athletic blonde, who was smart, attractive, and interesting. Then I made the mistake of making her laugh. I was so startled that I almost punched her out of reflex. She sounded like a scalded donkey with a megaphone.


      “Yeah,” Wren said after she left, “I forgot about the laugh.”


      Trip grinned. “I thought Paul was going to hit her.”


      “I almost did!” I shuddered at the memory. “But listen,” I said to Wren, “I really appreciate that you want me to be happy, but I’m pretty happy by myself right now.”


      “Nonsense,” she said. “You spend too much time alone, or with other guys. You need someone female in your life.”


      “Not if she laughs like that,” Trip said.


      “Yeah, you’re probably right,” Wren said, “but I’m not giving up.”


      “I wouldn’t expect you to,” I said, half amused, half resigned.


      The next week she changed tactics. Friday’s friend was another blonde, this one petite and funny. She also spent the night. Not with me, but with Trip and Wren. Her car was still there when I left for my run, and I surprised her coming out of the guest bedroom when I returned. She gave me an embarrassed smile and darted around me. I didn’t want to make her feel more self-conscious than she already did, so I let her leave in peace.


      The friend on Saturday was a stunning brunette named Colleen. She wore a tight T-shirt with a scoop neck, which showed off her deep, soft cleavage. She wasn’t the least bit petite, but she was definitely slim for a girl with a chest like hers. I’d seen some magnificent breasts in my life, but hers took the prize. They were large, round, and firm, and seemed to defy gravity.


      I tore my eyes away long enough to open a couple of wine coolers and motion for her to join the others at the kitchen table. She casually kicked off her sandals and stretched her firm, tan legs. I sat down, and she swung her feet into my lap. Then she gently nudged my dick, on purpose.


      “So,” she said conversationally, “Wren says you’re a swinger. What’s that like?”


      I blinked and gave a semi-evasive answer.


      “Cool. So you must’ve had sex with a lot of women. I bet you’re really good.”


      “No complaints.”


      She smirked and devoured me with her eyes. “I’ll bet.”


      We talked for a couple of hours and finished several four-packs of coolers. Colleen dropped plenty of hints that she wanted to sleep with me, but I kept my cool. I was definitely attracted to her, physically, but I’d only just met her. I really didn’t want to start a relationship, especially so late in the summer, much less with someone who lived in Atlanta. I eventually said that I was tired and asked if she wanted me to walk her to her car.


      “I think I’ll hang around for a while,” she said. “If it’s okay with Wren.”


      “Yeah, definitely.”


      I said goodnight and went to bed, alone. I also decided to lock my bedroom door. I didn’t want to wake up with a strange girl in my bed, no matter how nice her chest was.


      The next morning I went for my run and wasn’t surprised to see Colleen’s car still in the driveway. I tried to be quiet when I returned, but she must have heard me. She slipped out of the guest bedroom and gently pulled the door closed behind her.


      I took one look at her and felt my jaw drop. She wore a pair of panties and nothing else. Her breasts looked even better in the flesh. They were full and round, with big, soft nipples that tapered to points.


      “They’re real, too,” she said. “Here, feel.”


      “Um… thanks, but… I’d better not.”


      “It’s okay,” she said. “I know you want to.”


      “Of course. But I don’t wanna give you the wrong idea.”


      Colleen chuckled, low and throaty and inviting. “You sure? Trip didn’t seem to mind.”


      “He doesn’t have my willpower.”


      She moistened her lips and gazed at my crotch.


      My dick stirred beneath the thin fabric of my running shorts.


      “How’s your willpower now?”


      “Holding out.”


      “That’s too bad. I could use a good hosing. Trip only did Wren last night. So I’m a little…” She made a moue. “Frustrated.”


      “Sorry to hear,” I said, “but I’m saving myself for marriage.”


      She laughed and didn’t seem offended by the obvious lie. “All right. But let me know if you change your mind. Wren has my number.”


      “Thanks. Will do.” I left the kitchen without a backward glance and headed to the bathroom. I locked that door too, just in case. Then I took a long, cold shower. Part of me couldn’t believe that I’d just turned down sex, especially with someone as hot as Colleen. But another part was proud, because I hadn’t let the little head run the show.


      I hid in my bedroom for a while, but quickly grew bored and restless. The kitchen was empty when I peeked, but I heard three voices in the guest bedroom. I decided to give them some privacy, so I drove to the rancher, where I fixed little things that had been bothering me for a while.


      Colleen’s car was gone when I returned several hours later. Trip and Wren had showered and dressed, and were eating a late lunch at the kitchen table. Wren looked smug. Trip seemed more relaxed than I’d seen him in a while, but also a little stunned.


      “Colleen likes you,” Wren said to me.


      “Yeah, she’s nice.”


      “She said you’re a challenge.”


      “I’m really not.”


      Wren huffed. “What’s the matter with you? I’ve set you up with everyone I know! What? Aren’t my friends good enough for you?”


      “No, they’re great,” I said. “Well, except the one with the laugh.”


      Trip chuckled. “That was pretty bad.”


      Wren shot him a glare. “This is between me and Paul. Stay out of it.”


      “No.”


      She did a double take. “Excuse me?”


      “I said, ‘no,’” Trip repeated. “I won’t stay out of it. It’s not between you and Paul. It’s between all of us. And if you want to… you know…,” he added, “then you’d better stop treating me like a doormat, or just an object for your pleasure.”


      Her eyes flashed.


      “Be careful what you say next,” Trip said evenly. “You can’t take it back.”


      “Oh, really?”


      “Uh-huh. And remember, just because I do what you want doesn’t mean I do what you say.”


      She closed her mouth.


      “We’re in this together,” he said. “Fifty-fifty. That was the agreement when I said I’d consider… it.”


      Wren still wasn’t ready to let it go. She tried to stare him down.


      He didn’t flinch. He could be easygoing and laid-back when he wanted to, or an absolute hard-ass when the situation called for it, like now.


      The tension thickened between them. Then it broke with an almost audible sigh.


      Wren lowered her eyes and looked contrite. “You’re right,” she said softly. “I’m sorry.”


      I gaped. I’d never seen her back down so quickly or completely. She’d certainly never done it with me.


      Trip touched her hand. “You have good intentions,” he said, “but you can’t steamroll people just because you think you know what’s best for them. In other words, stop throwing women at Paul.” He paused for effect. “On the other hand… throwing them at me is starting to work.”


      Her eyes rose in surprise. “Really? You mean…?”


      “Yeah.” He sounded a bit surprised. “Last night was fun. And this morning… well… yeah.”


      “You really mean it?”


      “I do. But I’m serious about the matchmaking. Paul doesn’t want a girlfriend, and it’s not your job to make him.”


      She nodded again.


      “Keep it up with me, though. What did you say about Susan? The PR 101 thing?”


      She frowned in thought. “Educate the marketplace and create a positive image?”


      “Yeah, that’s it. Keep, ahem, ‘educating the marketplace.’ And definitely create positive images like Colleen.” He goggled at the memory. “Do that again and you definitely have a shot at convincing me.”


      “Gee, ‘a shot.’”


      “Okay,” Trip amended, “a really good shot.”


      “For real? Everything?”


      “If you play your cards right.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧
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        Chapter 25

      


      The next week passed in the usual blur of routine. Twelve-hour days at work left us tired, but not so exhausted that we couldn’t enjoy our free time. Trip spent his evenings with Wren at the restaurant, while I somehow mustered the energy to spend mine at Angelo’s. The gym was a bit of an escape, since I didn’t have to think about anything more complex than footwork and combinations.


      On Friday Trip suggested a quiet night at home. Wren and Colleen were having a girls’ night out with friends, and Trip wanted to talk to me about something. My brain immediately kicked into high gear, but then I did something unusual: I relaxed. I couldn’t do anything until we talked, so why get all worked up? I almost laughed at my composure. Who was I and what had I done with the real Paul Hughes?


      After work, we cleaned up and ordered pizzas, which we systematically devoured, crust and all. Finally I asked what he wanted to talk about.


      “I don’t really know where to start,” he said.


      “Business or personal?”


      “Personal.”


      “Okay,” I said slowly. “Personal-me or personal-you?”


      “Me. Well… you too.”


      “Ah. Wren.”


      “Right in one. How’d you know?”


      I shrugged. “She can be… single-minded.”


      “Tell me about it.”


      “Is it about what I think?”


      “Probably.”


      I waited for him to continue, but he did his best statue impression. “Swinging?” I said at last.


      He nodded.


      “What about it? I mean, you actually have more experience than she does.”


      “Yeah, but that isn’t the problem.”


      “Okay, so what is?” He hesitated again, so I made an educated guess. “She wants to include another couple—another guy, at least—and you’re not so sure.”


      “Right again. In one.”


      “Let me see if I understand,” I continued. “You’re fine if Wren has sex with other women, and even doing it yourself—”


      “I haven’t actually done it with anyone else.”


      I leveled an inquisitor’s stare.


      “Well, not all the way.”


      “Okay. So, fooling around?”


      “Yeah.”


      “But you’re okay with the idea. I mean, you don’t think it’s a threat if Wren has sex with another woman. And it isn’t a problem if you do, as long as Wren’s okay with it.”


      “More or less.”


      “But you don’t want her to have sex with another guy. That sounds fair.”


      He winced at my sarcasm. “Yeah, I know,” he said. “It’s a double standard.”


      I decided to cut him some slack. “Well, yes and no. Yes, it’s a double standard, but at least you both enjoy it with another woman.”


      “Right. And what’s in it for me if she… does it… with another guy?”


      “That’s kinda selfish,” I said in mild reproach. “I mean, you want Wren to enjoy herself, right?”


      “Yeah, of course.”


      “And for you, it can be kinda fun to watch.”


      “Okay, but how do you do it? Watch, I mean. Like that time with you and me and Kendall.”


      “I dunno. Another guy having sex with my girlfriend doesn’t really bother me.”


      “Don’t you feel like less of a man because you can’t keep her happy?”


      “Not at all.” I tried to decide on the right analogy. “Think about you and me in business. You’re a better businessman, but I’m a better designer, right?”


      “Yeah. So?”


      “But you have as much architectural training as I do. Are you ‘less of a man’ because you can’t do what I do?”


      “No, of course not.”


      “I can’t do what you do either, and it doesn’t bother me.”


      “But that’s business. What’s it have to do with… this?”


      “It means that nobody’s good at everything all the time.”


      “But I should be good enough for her.”


      “And I should be better at business,” I replied. “But I’m not. So what? That’s why I have a partner.”


      He gave that some thought and applied it to the situation with Wren.


      “It doesn’t mean you don’t make her happy,” I told him. “It simply means that sometimes she’d like some variety.”


      “I get that,” he said. “Intellectually. But I still don’t know.”


      I nodded and let him work through his feelings.


      “Does it ever bother you?” he asked. “Knowing that your girlfriend wants to do it with another guy?


      “Why should it? It’s just sex. I mean, she loves me.”


      “So you’re saying that sex and love aren’t the same thing.”


      “You jerk off, don’t you?”


      His brow furrowed at the non sequitur. “Yeah,” he said eventually. “Occasionally.”


      “That’s sex, isn’t it?”


      “I guess.”


      “Is it love?”


      “Duh. No.”


      “And you love your little brothers, right?”


      “Of course, but that’s different.”


      “Is it?”


      “I’d never have sex with them. That’s disgusting.”


      “Well, yeah,” I admitted, “it is. But it still proves my point. You can love someone without having sex with them. And you can have sex with someone without loving them.”


      “Can you?” he asked. “Really?”


      “Sure. Did you love Kendall? The swinger women at camp?”


      “Of course not.”


      “But you had sex with them.”


      “Okay, I get it. Sex and love are different. But I still don’t see how you can watch another guy do it with your girlfriend.”


      “You enjoy seeing Wren get off, don’t you? And she gets off with other women, doesn’t she? So what’s the difference if she gets off with a guy?”


      He blushed and avoided the obvious answer.


      “Semen is just a bodily fluid,” I said, “like pussy juice.”


      “Still…” He shuddered. “I don’t know if I want another guy shooting inside her.”


      I shrugged philosophically. “You’re worried about sloppy seconds? Yeah, sure, I get it. I don’t like ’em either. Some guys get off on that sort of thing, but not me.”


      “Me neither.”


      “Okay, then talk to her and set some ground rules. Swinging isn’t some wild free-for-all.”


      He thought about it and nodded.


      “My parents’ group has rules, and everyone follows them.” Most of the time, I thought, but kept it to myself. “In any case,” I continued, “you can do the same with Wren. You don’t have to give her carte blanche. If she knows you’re uncomfortable with something, she can avoid it and keep you happy.”


      “Yeah, that makes sense.”


      “Just talk to her beforehand. Also, make sure the other people feel the same, or at least understand.”


      He nodded thoughtfully. Then he shook his head and chuckled with a mixture of amusement and disbelief. “Man, before I met you, I never would’ve imagined having this conversation.”


      “Good. I’ve expanded your horizons.”


      “No shit,” he said with a bemused grin.


      “Well, Wren’s done most of it.”


      “Yeah, maybe. But you helped a lot, especially tonight. Besides, you’re the one who introduced us to… um… the swinger lifestyle.”


      “So you’re a swinger now?” I teased.


      “Do you think Wren’s going to let this go until she gets what she wants?”


      “No. So you might as well enjoy it. Besides, we’re not talking about just guys. Wren has really good taste in girls too.”


      “Yeah, she does.”


      “Tell the truth,” I said after a moment, “aren’t you a little excited about swinging for real?”


      “Yeah, I guess I am. I wouldn’t be talking to you if I weren’t.”


      I nodded.


      “At least she asked me first,” he said. “She could’ve gone behind my back or just broken up with me.”


      “That’s what love is,” I said. “Commitment. Trust. Sharing.”


      He laughed unexpectedly. “I didn’t realize it’d mean sharing her!”


      “You don’t have to. Not if you really don’t want to.”


      “But that’d be the end of our relationship. Maybe not immediately, but definitely over time.”


      “You’re probably right. And a bad friend would tell you not to do it, to say no. Then this so-called friend would be free to date Wren himself.”


      He laughed. “You’re still miffed that she chose me instead.”


      “Guilty.”


      “So this is a win-win for you,” he accused facetiously. “She convinces me, and you get what you want. Or she leaves me, and you get what you want.”


      “I’d be lying if I said I hadn’t thought of that.”


      “Only one flaw in your plan,” he said after a moment. “You’re not a bad friend.”


      “Dammit! I knew that would come back to bite me.”


      We chuckled and then fell silent as he worked through the implications of everything I’d said.


      “She does love you,” he said eventually, “but it isn’t the same.”


      “No.”


      “Isn’t the same at all,” he repeated, more to himself than me.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Wren returned around midnight, alone.


      “Colleen went home with a friend,” she said.


      I wondered idly if the friend was male or female. “What about your other friends?”


      “What?” Her eyes flashed and then narrowed. “I thought you said—”


      “Whoa! I did.” I placated her with a grin. “I just didn’t think you’d listen.”


      “Ha ha.”


      “Seriously, though,” I said, “thanks for not trying to set me up with anyone.”


      She nodded and then shifted her attention to Trip. She raised an eyebrow with an unspoken question, which he answered with a nod. That gave me hope more than anything. If they were communicating, they weren’t likely to do anything without the other’s say-so.


      We made small talk for a bit, but Wren clearly wanted to hear about our conversation. I didn’t want Trip to feel double-teamed, so I said goodnight and went to bed. I read for about an hour and then turned out the light. I’d nearly fallen asleep when I heard my door open.


      “Are you awake?” Wren said quietly.


      “Yeah,” I half-lied.


      She slipped into the room and closed the door behind her. After a moment’s indecision she came to the side of the bed and sat down.


      I tried to read her expression, but couldn’t see her face in the darkness. I settled for body language instead. “Everything okay?”


      “Yeah. I just…” She sighed. “Thanks for talking to Trip. I think he’s decided to give it a try.”


      “That’s good,” I said noncommittally.


      “But… I wanted to talk to you first.”


      “Oh?”


      “Yeah. After the matchmaking thing…”


      I nodded into the silence.


      “You were right. I should’ve asked you first.”


      “Thanks.”


      “So I’m asking now…”


      I laughed. “Isn’t it a bit late?”


      “No, I’m asking…” She stared at her hands in her lap. “I know you don’t want to have sex with my friends, but…”


      “But…?”


      “Does that include me too?”


      I almost laughed, but caught myself. “No,” I said softly.


      “Oh, thank God. I thought you might’ve… lost interest.”


      She’d been close to tears, I realized, so I touched her leg. “I’m still interested,” I said. “Very.” I hesitated a moment and then slid my hand up her bare thigh. I flipped the hem of her T-shirt. “Take this off?”


      She sat forward and pulled the tail from beneath her. Then she crossed her arms without hesitation and lifted the dark fabric. Her breasts swung free. She pulled the shirt the rest of the way off and tossed it aside.


      I gently cupped her breast and felt her stiffen with anticipation. “You know I’ve always wanted you,” I said. “That hasn’t changed. You dating Trip…”


      “Makes things a lot more complicated,” she finished.


      “No kidding. But the wait…”


      “Will be worth it.”


      “Yeah.”


      She sighed. “Just a bit longer.”


      “I know. Still…” I caressed her nipple with my thumb.


      “I love Trip,” she said, to herself as much as me.


      “I know. But part of what I told Trip is that love and sex aren’t the same thing.”


      She nodded. “He told me. I already feel that way, but…”


      “But…?”


      “It’s different with you,” she said, almost a whisper.


      “You love me too.”


      “Yes.”


      “Just not like Trip.”


      She shook her head.


      I laughed, a bit ruefully. “He knows that I’m still disappointed that you chose him over me.”


      “I still have feelings for you, though.”


      “I know. That’s what makes it so hard.”


      She avoided the subject by moving her hand to the sheet over my erection. “It is hard,” she said with feigned surprise. “So… do you get off on love triangles?”


      “Ha! No, I get off on women… especially when they come to my room and play with my dick.”


      “Who’s playing? I’m just touching.”


      “Do you want to play?”


      “We can’t go all the way.”


      “I know,” I said. “Even though we both want to.”


      “God, yes.” She released my shaft to let me pull back the sheet, but returned almost immediately. “Mmm, nice.”


      I pulled her down for a kiss.


      Her soft breasts pressed against my chest as her lips found mine. We kissed and felt a mutual flare of arousal, almost uncontrollable.


      “I want you so bad,” she said at last, breathless.


      I made a sound in my chest, half growl, half yearning.


      She slid into bed beside me. Her lips returned to mine as her hand found my cock.


      I cupped her ass and pulled her against me.


      She began stroking in earnest.


      After several intense minutes I groaned, “Where do you want me to come? Your mouth?”


      “Uh-uh. Not yet.”


      “Oh, okay. Kleenex?”


      “You must go through a box a week.”


      “It’s your fault! You’ve been throwing women at me all summer.”


      “Do you ever think of me when you jerk off?”


      “Why torture myself with something I can’t have?”


      “You can have me,” she said in a husky whisper, “any way you like.” She increased her tempo and concentrated on making me come. “But for now…”


      I barely had time to yank a handful of Kleenex from the box. My cock swelled with the first surge of orgasm, and I frantically handed the wad of tissues over Wren’s shoulder. I wasn’t used to catching with my right hand, so I almost missed the first spurt.


      Wren’s breath felt hot on my skin. “That’s it,” she urged, “come for me.”


      I arched my back as she coaxed another blast into the tissues. She pumped again and again, milking me until I finally sagged to the mattress. Then she took the come-filled wad of Kleenex and gently cleaned my deflating cock.


      I breathed deeply through my nose.


      “Next time you can come in my mouth,” she said.


      “Promise?”


      “Mmm hmm.” She practically vibrated with excitement. “And then I want you to fuck me.”


      “You say the sweetest things.”


      She laughed and kissed me. “I’d better go.”


      I rolled her to her back before she could get away. She hissed in surprise when I probed her pussy. She was well-lubricated, and her lips parted easily. I teased her clit and then buried a finger inside her.


      She groaned and tried to squirm away.


      “Not yet.” I withdrew my hand and let her breathing return to normal.


      “I don’t know if I can wait,” she said at last.


      “You’ll survive. And in the meantime…”


      “Yeah, I’d better go.”


      “You’re going to attack Trip, aren’t you? Whether he’s asleep or not.”


      “You have no idea.”


      “Oh, I think I do,” I said. “That’s why I’m so eager to fuck you.”


      She pulled me down for a kiss. After a moment she slid from beneath me and stood. She found her T-shirt on the floor, turned it right-side out, and thrust her arms through the holes. She looked down at me once she pulled the shirt over her head. Then she calmly ran her fingers through her hair and tugged it free of the neck. “Do I look okay?”


      “I’d do you.”


      She laughed. “Soon.”


      “Soon,” I agreed.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Dad and Erin came home the next day, he from a weeklong series of trips and she from the cruise with our grandparents. Dad was worn out, but Erin entertained us through dinner with stories of Spain, Italy, and Greece. She was still full of energy afterward, so she went dancing with Trip and Wren. I solidified my homebody reputation and told them to have fun without me. I had a quiet evening and went to bed at a disgustingly decent hour.


      The next morning I woke early and went for a run, even though it was Sunday. I returned to find Erin leaving the guest bedroom, mussed and carrying her clothes. She managed to look both guilty and defiant, but I couldn’t blame her for doing exactly what I wanted to do. Still, I had fun making her think I disapproved.


      Leah also came home that weekend, although I only heard about it when she called Erin. A small part of me felt disappointed that she hadn’t called me instead, but I told myself that she was moving on with her life. She was happy with Mark, so I decided to be happy for her. In any event, she and Erin were planning to fly to camp the next day with Dad, so I wouldn’t have to curb any urges where she was concerned either.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Life returned to normal on Monday. We were still behind schedule, so Trip and Mike made the decision to ask the Franklin men to work evenings and weekends. Jim and I were included, of course, although our “overtime” would only pay if we sold the houses for a profit, preferably a large one.


      The crew also finished work on my parents’ hot tub, although Trip and I were so busy that we didn’t have time to christen it properly. I didn’t really have anyone to christen it with, either, but I held out hope that Trip was ready to give swinging a try. Alas, we were working twelve-hour days, seven days a week, and neither of us had the time or energy for any extracurricular fun.


      We also reached the point where the realtor could start showing the houses. The rancher was more or less finished, except for the gazebo and backyard landscaping. Trip and Mike wanted to eliminate the former and scale back the latter, but I stuck to my guns, and Jim backed me all the way.


      Still, Mike reassigned our crew to help with the Colonial, so Jim and I built the gazebo ourselves. For good measure, we used leftover lumber to add an arbor, which the landscaper planted with climbing roses. We were still working when the realtor scheduled an open house. A surprising number of people showed up. Several were couples who’d heard about it from Wren. She’d been talking us up at the restaurant, apparently. PR in action.


      Speaking of Wren, we celebrated her twenty-first birthday with a party in the private dining room at the restaurant. Colleen and a bunch of other friends were there, along with servers and staff who popped in to celebrate with us. I drank too much and barely fended off Colleen’s advances. She didn’t take it personally, though, and I wondered what the hell I was doing. What would it hurt to sleep with her? Fortunately (for both of us), she gave up on me and left with a bad-boy-type bartender.


      I was still a little drunk when I dragged myself out of bed and went for a run in the morning. I was more or less sober by the time I finished, but I’d begun to regret every drink from the night before. My hangover reached the dull-ache, queasy-stomach stage about the time I arrived at the house to meet Jim. He laughed at my sorry appearance but had plenty of his own experience with hangovers at work. Instead of giving me grief, he picked up my slack as we finished our final punch list and packed up our tools.


      The next day we joined Trip and the crew at the Tudor. We worked like dogs until the end of the month, but Mike still beat us by a day. The Colonial had been a lot more work, but the double-sized crew had given him the edge. We passed inspection on all three houses, of course, but Trip still had to argue with the inspector several times. They went back and forth on codes and amendments. Trip won a few points but conceded the rest, which we promised to fix within twenty-four hours.


      On the first of September we closed on two houses, the Colonial and Tudor. I was happy to see them go to couples who were excited to move in with their families. We broke even on the Tudor (barely) and cleared a nice profit on the Colonial, enough to pay bonuses to the men, with a little left over for each of the principals.


      We’d planned to close on the rancher the same day, but we still didn’t have a signed contract. Trip and Mike were worried about it, but I took a more sanguine view.


      “It’ll sell,” I promised. “And for more than we’re asking.”


      “What if it doesn’t?” Mike accused. Then, “Do you know something I don’t?”


      “Yes,” I said, and left it at that, mostly to annoy him.


      Jim gave me a smirk.


      He and I had talked to the realtor after one of the showings. Three couples were serious about the rancher, and they were bidding against each other. The realtor was nearly beside herself as the price kept increasing, her commission along with it.


      A doctor/lawyer couple eventually made an offer that put an end to the bidding. Trip and Mike knew what was going on by then, but the realtor still managed to surprise us. Trip did a double take when he saw the final offer. Mike stared at the number with his fillings on display. Even Jim and I were stunned.


      “We close next Wednesday,” the realtor said. She produced a pen. “Sign here.”


      “I guess this means Jim and I won,” I said as Trip signed for us.


      “Won what?” the realtor asked, still euphoric.


      “We had a little competition, whose house would bring the most profit.”


      “Wasn’t even close,” she said. She looked at Trip and Mike. “You owe these guys. The backyard drove the bidding. Everyone wanted it.”


      “Well, fuck me,” Mike said in wonder. Then he remembered the realtor. “Uh, pardon my language.”


      “Don’t mention it.” She gave him an appraising look.


      He turned a brighter shade of red.


      We chuckled at his expense, and the realtor winked at me as she turned to go.


      “Have a good weekend,” she called over her shoulder. “I’ll call with the closing details.”


      Mike shook his head in disbelief. “Damn, college boy.”


      “So you’ll keep me?”


      “Keep you? I could kiss you!”


      I tried to back away, but Jim blocked my escape. Traitor.


      Mike didn’t kiss me after all, but my ribs creaked from the force of his enthusiasm.


      “D’you realize,” he said when he put me down, “that you just doubled our profits?”


      “Nearly tripled ’em,” Trip said, “if my math is right.”


      “Doubled, tripled, even better!”


      Mike’s giddiness infected us all, but I still wanted Jim’s opinion.


      He gave me a slight bow. Good job. Then a grin. For a college kid.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      We threw a big party for the crew and their wives that night, and Wren outdid herself with the planning. She’d reserved a banquet room at her father’s original restaurant, laid out with a huge buffet and open bar. She’d even booked a DJ, who came with his own dance floor, lights, and disco ball.


      After dinner Trip made a speech and thanked the men for their hard work. Mike added a few words and then returned the microphone.


      “Most of you know,” Trip began, “that we promised bonuses when we sold the houses. Sort of a profit-sharing incentive.” He paused for a round of applause. “But… I have a little bad news. We still haven’t sold the rancher.” He weathered a chorus of groans. “However…”


      I realized with a grin that he’d rehearsed his speech before the party, probably with Wren’s help. She had a ringmaster’s natural talent, and her touches showed in his delivery. He let the pause draw out before he produced a stack of white envelopes.


      “Good news! We have a signed contract, and we close next week.”


      Applause and cheers.


      He waited for them to die down before he made a stage-grimace. “These aren’t the bonuses we originally planned.”


      Back to groans.


      “Jim and Paul decided to stick to the original plan, which is why we couldn’t close on the rancher.”


      Men didn’t outright glare, but the mood at the other tables turned cool. Jim and I were sitting with the men from our crew, who instinctively closed ranks. They knew us better than the rest, well enough to know that we hadn’t done anything to sabotage the sale.


      “Mike and I wanted to eliminate a couple of things,” Trip went on, “to save time and money. But they overruled us.”


      A couple of guys at the other tables realized that Trip was setting them up. They’d worked with Jim and knew he was too sensible to do anything stupid. They might not trust me, but they definitely trusted him. Most of the others still looked resentful, but the clever ones relaxed and watched with smug anticipation.


      “They spent the extra money on the landscaping,” Trip explained, “and they went ahead and built the gazebo. They even built a rose arbor.” He realized that resentment would quickly become anger, so he dropped the other shoe. “As a result, we had a three-way bidding war!”


      Some of the resentful men were too slow to realize what that meant, but the rest sat up in surprise.


      “We haven’t closed yet,” Trip cautioned, “but we have a contract, and the profit is… pretty impressive.” He grinned and waved the envelopes. “So these aren’t what we originally planned. But—”


      “Fer cryin’ out loud,” someone hollered, “just tell us.”


      “I hope your wallets are big enough, ’cause they’re going to be full!”


      The room erupted. The men around Jim and me slapped our backs and beamed at us.


      “Paul and Jim should give out the bonuses,” Trip said when the cheers and whistles died down. “What do you think, Mike?”


      “Fine by me.” He looked at me and nodded his approval, for more than just the bonuses.


      Jim and I made our way to the front of the room, where Trip handed over the microphone.


      I cleared my throat nervously. “Trip already said enough for both of us…”


      The men laughed and nodded.


      “And besides, you’ll probably riot if we don’t end the suspense.”


      “You got that right!”


      Trip divided the stack of envelopes and handed them to Jim and me. Each had a man’s name in Wren’s neat handwriting. The hubbub grew as Jim and I handed them out. Every envelope contained nearly a month’s pay, in cash, for the man who received it.


      Trip gave a cue when we finished, and Wren turned down the room lights. The DJ lit his strobes and dropped the needle on his turntable. The sound of drums and horns filled the room, and I had to laugh at Trip’s music selection.


      “Celebration,” of course, by Kool & the Gang.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      I woke up with a hangover the next day, but it wasn’t too bad. I hadn’t drunk nearly as much as some of the men. We’d sent a few of them home in cabs, and several couples had spent the night in a nearby hotel.


      I skipped my usual run and ate breakfast with Trip and Wren instead. By unspoken agreement we decided to do as little as possible the rest of the day. Not surprisingly, we ended up at Wren’s pool.


      Late in the afternoon she rose from her lounge chair and folded her towel. “I need to run to the butcher and market,” she said.


      Trip asked what was for dinner.


      “Don’t know yet. I’ll see what looks good when I get there. Back in about an hour.” She bent and gave him a kiss and then waved to me.


      We watched her go, probably with the same thoughts.


      I felt a twinge of guilt for openly admiring my best friend’s girlfriend, but Trip knew how I felt. He also knew that I wouldn’t do anything to jeopardize our friendship. Still, he set off alarms when he said he wanted to talk to me.


      “Sure,” I said, a bit too mildly. “What’s up?”


      He read my expression and actually laughed. “Not about Wren. Things are… I mean, we’re still… moving forward… as far as the ‘you know’ is concerned.”


      “Oh. Okay. That’s good.”


      “It’s… um… about Erin.”


      “My sister Erin?”


      “Yeah.” It was his turn to look nervous, and my turn to laugh.


      “I’m not the overprotective big brother type,” I said.


      “So you know…? About… what happened?”


      “Yeah,” I admitted. “I saw her coming out of your room.”


      “We thought she left early enough.”


      “I woke up at the crack of dawn and went for a run.”


      “How come you didn’t say anything?”


      I shrugged. “None of my business. I mean, Erin can do what she wants. She’s actually pretty grown-up for seventeen. A lot more than I was at her age.”


      “Yeah, but still… she’s your sister.”


      “And you’re my best friend. So? No big deal.”


      He blinked in disbelief. “Man, sometimes I forget about your upbringing.”


      “Yeah, it was different.”


      “I’ll say.” He paused to size me up. “So… you’re not upset?”


      “That you had sex with Erin?”


      “Whoa! I didn’t have sex with her.”


      “Why not?”


      “I… um… felt guilty. She wanted to, and Wren was all for it, but… I chickened out at the last second.”


      “That was dumb.”


      He rolled his eyes in frustration. “Are you kidding? You want me to sleep with your sister?”


      “If she wants to,” I shrugged. “Like I said, none of my business. Well, it sort of is now, ’cause you brought it up, but really, it’s between you and Erin.”


      “So you’d be okay if I… went all the way?”


      “Are you kidding? You’d be an idiot not to.”


      “I still can’t wrap my head around this.”


      “Think about it from my perspective,” I said. “First, Erin can make her own decisions. She doesn’t need my permission for anything. Second, you make Wren happy, so you’re obviously good in bed. And third, you don’t tell the world about your conquests. So yeah,” I finished, “I’d totally be okay if you had sex with Erin.”


      “It’s just that…”


      “Yeah, I know,” I said. “With most ‘normal’ guys, their sister would be off-limits.” I shrugged. “I’m not like that. Neither is Erin. Yeah, she’s my sister, and I’m always gonna be protective, but she’s also a grown woman—close enough, at least—and she can make her own choices. If she chooses you, go for it.”


      He snorted. “That simple, huh?”


      “That simple.”


      He considered for a moment. “It’s been easy to avoid the issue, since everyone’s at camp. And with us working so hard on the houses…”


      I nodded.


      “But Wren reminded me that everyone’ll be home tomorrow, and…” He shrugged. “I guess I’ve been thinking about it a lot.”


      “Can’t say I blame you.” And I’ve been thinking about Wren a lot. So will you hurry up and make a move already? I covered my thoughts with a deliberately bland expression. “Let’s plan something for Labor Day.”


      “Wren’s dad’s having a big party.”


      “Okay, then something after.”


      He nodded.


      “We can christen the hot tub.”


      “Yeah, but… what about you?”


      A teeny-tiny part of me had been hoping that him having sex with Erin meant I’d finally have a shot at Wren.


      “Maybe Wren could call Colleen,” he suggested. “Or someone else?”


      I didn’t hide my disappointment very well. “I don’t need help to get laid.”


      “No, I didn’t mean it like that!”


      “Then how did you mean it?”


      “Look, I’m just not ready for you and Wren to… you know.”


      I took a deep breath and accepted reality. “Yeah, okay.”


      “Sorry, dude. I know you want to… go all the way. But…” He shrugged helplessly.


      I wanted to mock him for his choice of words, but it wasn’t his fault. He hadn’t grown up in a swinger family, hadn’t been raised to think about sex as a normal part of life.


      He echoed my thoughts: “You’ve had years to figure this stuff out. I’ve only had a couple of months. Cut me some slack, okay?”


      “Yeah, sorry. I guess I’m just frustrated. And I don’t want a one-night stand or pity sex.”


      “I get it.” He paused for a moment and worked through a moral conundrum. “Look, maybe this is none of my business, but I’m gonna say it anyway. Let’s invite Leah and Mark.”


      My eyebrows shot up.


      “A little birdie told us they wanna have a threesome with you.”


      “Little birdie?”


      “Okay, Erin.”


      “Duh! But how does she know?”


      “Leah probably told her. Hold on… how do you know?”


      “Seriously? Leah and I have been lovers a long time, and friends longer than that. She tells me stuff. It’s called sharing, remember? And trust?”


      “So you’re not upset that I know?”


      “Not really. Just surprised.”


      “Okay, so back to my original suggestion: let’s invite them.”


      “We can,” I said cautiously, “but I’m not sure how to go about it. I mean, we haven’t even met Mark.”


      “No problem,” Trip said reasonably. “Wren’ll do it. That’s how it works in your parents’ group, right? The women usually arrange things? She’ll talk to Erin. Then they’ll talk to Leah.”


      “Okay, but… when? Everyone comes home tomorrow. And Labor Day is Monday.”


      “Dude, this is Wren we’re talking about.”


      I laughed. “No kidding.”


      “Hey, I’m learning how this works.”


      “And doing a pretty good job of it.”


      “I always do.” He dropped the bravado and grew sober. “Look,” he said, “I know you and Wren want to… have sex. It’s all she talks about sometimes. Believe it or not, I want the same thing. But…!” He held up a hand. “I need to take things one step at a time. Okay?”


      “Yeah, okay.”


      “Cheer up. Rome wasn’t built in a day.”


      “Bad example,” I said. “Rome never stopped building.”


      “Yeah, but they had a lot of orgies!”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      My family returned the next day, while I was at the gym. I was cleaning out my locker and saying goodbye to friends and sparring partners. Dwayne was sorry to see me go, but he’d known all along that I was only in town for the summer. I wished him luck with his career and promised to stop by the gym whenever I could.


      Back home I found the usual post-camp bustle: Mom doing laundry, Dad working on the car, and Erin on the phone. Check, check, and check. I grabbed a drink from the fridge and went looking for Trip, but Mom intercepted me first. She gave me a hug and then held me at arm’s length.


      “What happened to you?”


      I frowned. “What do you mean?”


      “You look like a POW. I can see your cheekbones. Didn’t you eat?”


      “Yeah, lots. But construction is hard work. And between that and running and boxing—”


      “Boxing? You took up boxing?”


      I suddenly realized how long it had been since I’d talked to her. “I needed something to keep me active,” I explained. “I don’t ever wanna be pudgy again.”


      “But you’ve gone to the other extreme. There isn’t an ounce of fat on you!”


      “There isn’t supposed to be.”


      “Too thin isn’t healthy either.”


      “I’m not exactly thin,” I protested, and puffed up my chest to prove it.


      She rolled her eyes. “Men! There’s more to life than muscles.”


      “Tell that to Arnold Schwarzenegger.”


      “He isn’t my son. Now, go help your dad with the car. I need to go grocery shopping if I want to put some meat on your bones.”


      “I don’t need any more ‘meat on my bones,’” I muttered.


      Mom pretended not to hear and shooed me toward the garage.


      In all honesty, I had noticed the changes. I’d only lost about fifteen pounds of actual weight, but most of my clothes felt way too large, and I’d had to tighten my belt almost two notches. I didn’t see any changes in my face, but perhaps it was a bit more angular than before. Still, I preferred too thin over too fat.


      Dad was only changing the oil and spark plugs, so he’d almost finished by the time I offered to help. Trip and Wren pulled into the driveway a few minutes later, right as we closed the hood. We exchanged small talk before Wren asked if my mom was home.


      “Don’t you mean Erin?”


      She grinned. “Eventually. But I wanna talk to your mom first.”


      “She’s probably in the kitchen,” Dad said. He hooked a thumb in that direction. “Or the laundry room.”


      Wren thanked him and went inside.


      “Would you mind moving your car?” Dad asked Trip. “I need to give the old girl a test drive.” He patted the station wagon fondly.


      “Don’t let Mom hear you call it that.”


      “Son,” Dad said dryly, “the words ‘old girl’ aren’t part of my vocabulary when she’s around.”


      “Smart,” Trip said with a grin.


      “Mmm hmm,” Dad agreed. Then he wiped his hands on a rag and slid behind the wheel of the car.


      Trip moved his Impala, and Dad pulled out of the garage.


      “What’s up with Wren?” I asked Trip once he returned.


      “She wants some pointers from your mom. Swinger etiquette, so to speak.”


      “So… she thought it was a good idea? To invite Leah and Mark?”


      Trip snorted a laugh. “What do you think?”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      The Hilliard party was the usual shindig, a catered backyard barbecue with a diverse guest list. Wren’s cousin Scarlett had moved to Savannah with Mitch (now her fiancé), but I met her younger brother, Ashley, fourteen. He and his friends were as obnoxious as I’d probably been at that age, so we didn’t spend much time with them.


      I also met Wren’s mother’s “special friend,” her words. She was a stylish woman in her early forties in a rose-pink summer dress. She wore a wedding ring, and I overheard her talking about her children, so I never would have suspected that she and Helen were a couple. Still, they orbited each other with an unconscious togetherness, which reminded me of my own parents. Love follows its own rules sometimes.


      Wren’s dad also had a special friend at the party, although he was more circumspect about it. Wren pointed her out. She was with a group from the steakhouse. She never actually spent any time with him, but she never let him stray from her sight either. She was in her late twenties, svelte and brunette, dressed in white capri pants and a blouse belted at the waist. Her outfit was fairly conservative, but it clung to her in all the right places and made her stand out in the crowd.


      “I’m sure she thinks she’s the next Mrs. Hilliard,” Wren said.


      “But she won’t be?” Erin said.


      Wren shook her head. “My parents’ll never get a divorce.”


      “Why not?”


      “They still love each other. They probably haven’t had sex since I was conceived, but that doesn’t change how they feel. Besides, Mom’s part of the business as much as Dad is. She supported him in culinary school and used her savings to help open the first restaurant. It was her idea to open more, and she worked in them until I was thirteen.


      “They’d have to split everything in a divorce.” Wren shrugged with an admission, “I guess they’re partners more than lovers. So they have an arrangement: Mom has Lydia, and Dad has his bimbos.”


      Wren wasn’t giving the current “bimbo” enough credit, but I didn’t say anything. The woman was actually the catering and bar manager at the steakhouse, and Arnold Hilliard didn’t hire idiots. I also didn’t think he’d promote someone just because he was sleeping with her. He certainly wouldn’t be the first guy to make that mistake, but I’d never seen any evidence of it.


      “Still,” Erin said, “it seems kinda weird that they don’t have sex. With each other, I mean.”


      “Your parents do things one way, mine do it another. They’ve made it work for twenty-plus years, though.”


      “Yeah, I see what you mean.”


      Wren smiled. “Trip and I want to do things more like y’all.”


      “I certainly hope so,” Erin said with a laugh. “He’s running out of excuses.”


      “Seriously,” Trip deadpanned to me, “is it always like this?”


      “Yeah, pretty much.”


      “Speaking of which…,” Wren said, “when are Leah and Mark s’posed to be here?”


      “Any time now,” Erin said. “They had to do something with his mom and step-dad.”


      Right on cue, Leah and Mark entered the backyard through the side gate. They looked a little uncertain until Wren stood and beckoned them over.


      “Welcome to Chez Hilliard,” she said.


      Leah introduced Mark around the group, and I sized him up before she got to me. He was about my height, maybe an inch shorter, with dark hair and blue eyes. He wore light blue shorts and a red-striped Izod shirt with the collar popped.


      He smiled as he shook my hand. His grip was firm without being a challenge, like he didn’t have anything to prove and knew it. He met my eyes and smiled, friendly and amused at the same time.


      “Nice to finally meet you,” he said. “Leah’s told me so much about you. Although… you don’t look anything like the guy from the movie.”


      “Huh?”


      “The Outsiders. Ponyboy.” He grinned. “That’s what Leah calls you sometimes.”


      Her eyes widened in disbelief.


      I must have turned four shades of red, because everyone had a good laugh at my expense.


      “She calls him that for a different reason,” Erin explained with a grin.


      “Yeah, I kinda figured,” Mark said. “But still, I expected him to look the part.”


      “Oh,” Wren said, “he does.”


      My cheeks heated again. “Do you mind if we change the subject?”


      “We can talk about my johnson if you want,” Mark suggested, “but it isn’t that impressive.”


      “I think it’s very impressive,” Leah said.


      Erin nodded. “It’s pretty nice.”


      “Wait a minute!” I blurted. “How do you know?”


      She gave me a “Seriously?” look.


      “Ooh,” Wren added, “am I the only one who hasn’t seen? I can’t wait!”


      “It really isn’t all that special,” Mark demurred. “Pretty average, I’d say.”


      “We’ll be the judge of that,” Wren said.


      It’s was Trip’s turn to blush. “Yeah, let’s change the subject. I mean, we just met the guy, and already we’re talking about his… you know.”


      “We could talk about yours instead,” Wren teased.


      Erin chirped, “Yes, please.”


      “What in God’s name have I gotten myself into?” Trip asked the world in general.


      “A night of fun and adventure,” Wren said. She laughed and hooked her arm through his. Then she gestured for Erin to join them. “Let’s hit the bar and fetch drinks for everyone.”


      “Seriously,” Mark said to me when they’d gone, “nice to meet you. Leah really has told me a lot about you. The Ponyboy thing was just a joke to break the ice.”


      “Well, you broke it.”


      “Sorry, man, I didn’t mean it like that. Are you upset?”


      “Nah, it’s okay.”


      “It’s just that from everything Leah’s told me, you seem like a really cool guy. I guess I was trying to impress you.”


      “Impress me? What for?”


      “To be friends.”


      I looked at him and realized that he was serious. “Just take care of Leah,” I said, “and we’ll get along fine.”


      He smiled and put his arm around her shoulder, affectionate and comfortable and completely unconcerned. “My pleasure.”


      I liked him already.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      We hung around the party for another couple of hours before we said our goodbyes and left. Erin climbed into the car with Trip and Wren, and Leah invited me to join her and Mark. His car was new, a Datsun 280ZX, and it had bucket seats, so we couldn’t all sit together in the front. Leah insisted on climbing into the back, although she sat forward and stuck her head between the seats. She mostly grinned and bounced with excitement on the short drive from Wren’s house to ours.


      My parents were at the Coulters’ for a private party with some of their Atlanta swinger friends, so our little group would have the house to ourselves until midnight. Wren had already stocked the refrigerator with food and the pantry with alcohol, so she and Erin busied themselves in the kitchen. Trip and I took the cover off the hot tub and started the pump.


      “It’ll take a while to heat up,” I said. “I probably should’ve done it this morning.”


      “Nah,” Mark said, “it’s cool.” Then he laughed when he realized what he’d said.


      “Probably a little too cool,” I said, “if you know what I mean.”


      “Don’t worry about that,” Leah said. “I know how to heat things up.” She ran a finger between the swell of her breasts and then unfastened her wide fabric belt. She tossed it onto a chair and reached for the top button of her dress.


      Trip shifted a bit uncomfortably but didn’t look away. Mark and I simply watched with appreciation. I’d seen Leah undress a thousand times, but I still enjoyed it. Mark glanced at me once, although he didn’t seem bothered that his girlfriend was taking off her clothes in front of two other guys.


      Leah opened the front of her dress to show us her dark, crinkled nipples. She had very faint tan lines on her breasts, from when she’d had to wear a bikini around Mark’s father. She pushed the dress over her hips and then draped it on the chair with her belt. Her panties followed a moment later.


      She struck a pose and arched an eyebrow. Did we like what we saw?


      “You know we do,” I said aloud.


      “But I want you to say it.”


      I chuckled instead.


      “You’re gorgeous,” Mark said for all three of us.


      “Amazing,” Trip added.


      “Yeah,” I teased, “what they said.”


      Her dark eyes flashed and then narrowed to a glare.


      Wren and Erin saved me from her pique when they came out of the house with a large bucket of ice between them.


      Trip and I jumped immediately. “Here,” he said, and took a handle from her, “we got it.”


      “Will you help us with the drinks?” Wren asked. “No, wait. Take your clothes off first. Then help us.”


      “Yes, ma’am,” he said, only half-mocking.


      They went back inside, and I stepped out of the way to let Leah pass.


      “In a minute,” she said coolly. “It’s been a while since I’ve had three guys to myself. I wanna watch.”


      “Yes, ma’am,” Mark said to her in a perfect imitation of Trip. Then he pulled off his shirt and began unfastening his shorts without hesitation.


      Color me impressed, I thought. He was definitely comfortable in his own skin. Add his general good looks and easygoing attitude, and I could see why girls succumbed to his charms. Leah was lucky to have met him, I thought. He was exactly what she needed, although it pained me to admit that I wasn’t.


      “I still can’t get used to this part,” Trip said as he kicked off his shoes and socks.


      “What?” Mark asked. “Undressing in front of people?”


      “No,” Trip said, a trifle irritated, “having girls ogle us instead of the other way around.”


      “What’s good for the goose…,” Mark said.


      “He’s right,” I added. “I mean, if we want to look at them, it’s only fair if they do the same.”


      “Yeah, I know,” Trip said, “but it still makes me feel like a piece of meat.”


      Leah laughed. “Now you know how we feel.”


      “I didn’t say it was rational, or even fair, but it’s how I feel.”


      “If it makes you feel any better,” Leah said, “you’re a really nice piece of meat. Especially, ahem, your meat.”


      Trip paused as he unbuckled his belt. He pursed his lips and then sighed in resignation.


      “What?” Leah said, all faux-innocence.


      “You do that to me every time.”


      “Do what?”


      “You know,” he said, and finished taking off his shorts and underwear. His erection sprang free.


      I glanced at Mark to see his reaction, but he didn’t seem fazed.


      Trip looked at Leah with a clear challenge. “Happy?”


      “Yes, thank you,” she said, warm instead of mocking.


      “She does the same to me,” Mark said.


      “But you’re her boyfriend. She’s supposed to do it to you.”


      “She also does it to guys she likes. And… um… dude, she really likes you.”


      Trip’s eyebrows shot up. He’d heard the same thing from Leah, but hearing it from Mark drove the point home.


      “Matter of fact,” Mark added, “I’ve heard almost as much about you as I have about this guy.”


      Trip looked even more surprised. “Seriously?”


      “Mmm hmm. About how you stuck up for her when the whole bikini thing blew up at camp. And when you helped her with that douchebag Gary.”


      “That was mostly Wren and Paul,” Trip said.


      “Maybe,” Mark said, “but you’re still part of her clique.”


      Trip scoffed.


      “She told me about the wire outfits and jewelry. Not just the pictures, but everything else. Like how your attitude is becoming more like hers and Paul’s. I mean, isn’t that what tonight’s about?” he finished. “Trying new things?”


      “Jesus,” Trip said softly, “she has told you a lot.”


      “Yep.”


      “That’s what couples do,” I said quietly. “Trust and sharing.”


      “Oh, for God’s sake, not that again!”


      “What can I say? He’s right.”


      Wren chose that moment to open the patio door. “Hey, naked men, are you going to help or what?”


      “Yes, ma’am,” we said in unison.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      We’d eaten our fill of barbecue at the first party, so none of us were really hungry. But Wren didn’t want us drinking on empty stomachs, so she’d made a couple of “simple hors d’oeuvres.” Her idea of simple was a lot more elaborate than mine.


      She asked us to take out the drinks, so Trip, Mark, and I loaded up with four-packs of wine coolers. The girls followed us out with the food. They arranged everything on the patio table while we plunged bottles into the ice. When we were done I decided to tease Wren.


      “Aren’t you forgetting something?”


      She frantically scanned the array of food. Then she shot a look at the drinks. Her brow wrinkled in concentration.


      I flipped the skirt of her dress. “Isn’t this supposed to be a nudist party?”


      “No fair! I was really worried.”


      “Well, get over it. Everything looks amazing. Except you and Erin.” I grinned. “You’re a little overdressed. You’d look much better nude.”


      “Ha ha,” she mocked. “Very funny.”


      “Hey,” I shot back, “you’re the one who likes looking at us. Fair is fair. Our turn. Now strip.”


      “Are you going to let him talk to me like that?” she asked Trip.


      He held up his hands. “I just work here.”


      I took the opportunity to study Mark while he watched Wren and Erin. He wasn’t as muscular as me, and I didn’t think he played sports, but he wasn’t pudgy. His pubic hair was dark and naturally sparse. His dick looked about average, although looks could be deceiving. I’d seen guys with three soft inches grow into eight hard ones, and other guys with five inches, soft or hard.


      The girls finished undressing, so I turned my attention to them. I’d seen Wren the most lately, but I never really tired of looking at her. I felt a small pang of regret that she’d chosen Trip over me, but it was tempered by excitement at the prospect of having sex with her. Sooner rather than later, I hoped.


      Her breasts were full and round, her skin dark from sunbathing by the pool. She kept her pubic hair nicely trimmed along her bikini lines, although she wasn’t as tan there, since she wore bottoms whenever her dad was home.


      Leah was girlishly slim, with small, firm breasts, a flat stomach, and narrow hips. Her tan was the darkest, except where she shaved her pubic hair and habitually wore bikini bottoms. My eyes lingered on her smooth mons, and I imagined spreading her open later, first with my fingers and then with my cock.


      I finally glanced at Erin and was struck by how much she’d changed over the years. Part of me would always think of her as my bratty little sister, skinny and coltish. But her breasts and hips had filled in, and now she looked more like our mother. She even trimmed her bush into a similar wedge.


      My eyes swept over her again, and I noticed something odd: tan lines. I couldn’t remember the last time she’d had them. They were faint, but I could still make out the lighter triangles on her breasts and a more distinct one around her bush. She’d had to wear a bikini on the cruise, of course, and the lines hadn’t faded yet, even after time at camp.


      “I just noticed something,” I said, as I surveyed the group, “we all have tan lines.”


      Mark’s were the most pronounced, since he wasn’t a nudist, but Trip and I came close. We had farmer tans from working outside all summer. I felt weird because of it, which was a bit silly.


      Erin echoed my thoughts. “Looks odd, doesn’t it?”


      “Totally goofy,” I said. “I mean, I don’t get tan like the rest of you, but this is too white.”


      “That’s okay,” Wren said, “we don’t really care about your tan.”


      “I dunno,” Mark said, “tan lines are kinda cool.”


      I scoffed, “How?”


      “Because you’re seeing something other people don’t, ’cause it’s usually covered.”


      “Well, I kinda like no tan lines,” Wren countered.


      “Of course you do,” Trip said.


      “You never complained about me going nude.”


      “Um… no, dear. I’m just saying that you’re different.”


      “I’m an exhibitionist, you mean? So what if I am? I wish you were more of one sometimes.”


      “Whoa,” I said, “my turn to object. Women’s bodies are made to be appreciated. Men’s are kinda weird. Besides, most guys are really squeamish about seeing another guy’s parts.”


      “Present company excluded?” Mark said.


      “Obviously. I mean, I grew up in a nudist family. What’s your excuse?”


      He shrugged. “I guess I never really thought about it. I mean, I don’t see why it’s such a big deal to see another guy’s dick.”


      “Yeah,” Trip said, “but you don’t want anyone to think you’re a fag.”


      I felt a sudden rush of anger. “Pick another word,” I snapped. “I don’t like that one.”


      “‘Fag’?”


      “Yeah. It’s rude. You wouldn’t call Wren’s mom a dyke, would you?”


      “No, of course not.”


      “Then don’t call a gay guy a fag.”


      “Whoa, calm down. What’s gotten into you all of a sudden?”


      “Long story,” I said. “But they’re just like us.”


      “Homos? Like hell!”


      “No,” Mark said, “I think I agree with him. I know a couple of gay guys, and they’re just regular guys. But they also have to hide their… habits.”


      “What’s that have to do with us?” Trip asked, almost belligerently.


      “Do you tell people that you’re a swinger?” Mark replied.


      “No,” Trip said. “So?”


      “The point is,” Wren said gently, “we’re a lot like gays and lesbians. We didn’t choose to be this way, and we have to hide it from society.”


      “I chose to be this way,” Trip argued.


      “But you did it because you love me.”


      “Yeah, but that doesn’t make me anything like them.”


      “It sort of does,” Mark said. He held up his hands quickly. “No offense. But think about it…”


      I picked up the thread. “Gays and lesbians and swingers don’t fit what most people think of as ‘normal.’ Nudists too, for that matter, but it’s more acceptable because it isn’t about sex.”


      Mark nodded.


      “So we have to hide our lifestyle. We have to find other people like us. We have to be careful what we say in public, how we behave. And most of us worry what would happen if people found out.”


      Erin, Leah, and Wren nodded immediately.


      “So that’s why I don’t like it when you use the word ‘fag,’” I said. “Hearing you say it makes me think of what people would say about me if they knew. You know? ’Cause I’m not all that different. I don’t like men, but I like sex with multiple people, and I don’t have a problem if my girlfriend does the same. Monogamy is boring.”


      “Amen, brother,” Erin said under her breath.


      Most of us nodded.


      “Yeah, okay,” Trip said at last, “I get it. I won’t say… that word. But what should I call ’em? Queers? Homos? Fairies?”


      “Trip!” Wren cried.


      He held up his hands and laughed. “Just kidding!”


      We fell silent after the seriousness of the past few minutes.


      “To answer your question,” Mark said into the void, “no, I’m not worried that people will think I’m gay. I know I’m not, so it doesn’t matter what they think.”


      “And what about us?” Erin asked Trip. “Me and Leah and Wren? We like men and women, but you don’t seem to have a problem with that.”


      “Well, no, but that’s ’cause it’s… sexy.”


      Erin snorted. “Do you know what kind of trouble Leah and I would be in if word got out at school that we like girls? Our reputations’d be ruined.”


      Leah nodded emphatically.


      “I wish I could say we don’t care what others think,” Erin said, “but we obviously do.”


      “Yeah,” Mark admitted, “I care too, but not enough to change…” He shrugged when he couldn’t find the right word. “Who I am, I guess.”


      “Which is why you don’t mind seeing another guy’s dick,” I said.


      “Exactly.”


      “Not even a hard-on.”


      “Right again.”


      Leah didn’t say anything, but she reached down and clasped his hand.


      “And we actually like it,” Erin said. “Seeing your hard-ons. We also like boobs and butts and bushes. But I’m glad you think that’s sexy.”


      “All right,” Trip said, “I get it. I guess I’m just not like you all.”


      “You’re more like us than you used to be,” Wren said.


      “You are,” Leah added.


      “And we like you this way,” Erin finished. She touched his arm and then stretched up to kiss his cheek. “It’s very…” She grinned. “Sexy.”


      He blushed.


      “Okay,” I said at last, “that was a really heavy discussion.”


      “No kidding.”


      “I dunno about you guys,” Mark said, “but I could use a drink.”


      “Hear, hear!”


      “C’mon,” Erin said, “let’s take our clothes inside and fetch towels first.”


      When we returned we draped our towels over the patio chairs to keep them from chafing. The wine coolers weren’t quite cold enough, but no one seemed to mind. We all needed to restore our buzz.


      “This is nice,” Trip said after a couple of minutes. He held up his bottle and saluted Wren. “You’re an awesome hostess and an amazing girlfriend.”


      “Thank you.”


      “I really mean that.”


      “I know you do,” she said. “Especially ’cause of tonight.”


      He blushed and contemplated his drink.


      Erin giggled. “He makes a really cute face when he’s flustered.”


      “You should see the one he makes when he comes,” Wren said.


      Trip took a hasty swig of wine cooler.


      “I can’t wait,” Erin said. “My head was buried in his lap the last time.”


      “And I think you were between my legs the first time,” Wren said.


      “Mmm hmm. We were in a sixty-nine the next time. He was doing you from behind, so I couldn’t see his face.”


      “You had a really good view of his balls, though.”


      “True. They get all nice and crinkly when he comes.”


      Trip downed the last of his cooler. “I’m gonna need a lot more of these,” he said to no one in particular. He stood to fetch another, and none of us were surprised to see his erection. He returned with two bottles.


      “Much better,” he said after he drank half of the first. Then he burped politely and slouched in his chair. “Sorry, guys,” he said to Mark and me, “but you’re on your own tonight.” He gestured at Wren and Erin. “I’ll have my hands full.”


      “You poor thing,” I teased.


      “Do you think we should arrange a signal?” Mark said. “You know, in case we need to rescue him?”


      “One if by land, two if by sea?”


      “Something like that. Knock once for yes, twice for no, lots of times for ‘go the hell away!’”


      Wren almost spewed her wine cooler. She coughed and recovered, but not before we all had a good laugh.


      “Nice one,” she said at last.


      “And what about you?” Mark asked Leah. “Will you have your hands full tonight?”


      “Not my hands,” she said, and gave him a smoldering look.


      Wren laughed. “Oh, touché!”


      After that we drank and ate and talked for a while, until Erin blithely reached into Trip’s lap and began fondling him. Mark looked a little surprised, although not as shocked as Trip.


      “All right,” I said, “everybody ready to take this party to the hot tub?” I switched the pump to high, and the water churned with bubbles.


      We held our drinks up and waded into the warmth of the tub. Leah sat next to me, with Mark on her other side. Her hand immediately found my penis. She set her drink aside and reached into his lap as well. He and I made eye contact, and I waited for him to react. He simply nodded, so I relaxed and let Leah’s fingers work their magic.


      Across the tub, Trip sat between Wren and Erin with his arms around them and his head back. Erin’s arm moved as she stroked him, while Wren kissed his neck and chest. They continued for a few minutes, and I enjoyed the view when the girls flashed a nipple or an entire breast.


      Leah was watching too, and getting more excited by the minute. She eventually straddled my lap and looked into my eyes. Her lips parted and I kissed her. I belatedly remembered Mark, but he didn’t seem to care. Some mischievous part of me decided to test his commitment, and I pulled Leah against me. She moaned when my tongue invaded her mouth and sparred with hers.


      Beneath the water I cupped her ass and pressed her pussy against the base of my erection. Then I reached between her legs and fingered her. Our tongues danced, and I could feel her desire building. We finally broke the kiss and gazed at each other with heat and lust.


      “Ready for more?” I prompted.


      Her eyes flashed.


      “That’s what we’re here for, baby,” Mark told her.


      I climbed out of the water and sat on the warm brick coping. Leah immediately moved between my legs. I caught Mark looking at my erection, but he wasn’t the least bit embarrassed when he glanced up and saw me watching.


      Leah moved my cock out of the way so she could kiss my balls. Then she worked her way up the shaft until she reached the crown. She swirled her tongue around it, and I shuddered at the thought of what she was about to do. My dick hadn’t felt a woman’s mouth in far too long, and I was a little worried about how long I’d last. Leah began fellating me slowly, so I closed my eyes and concentrated on not coming too quickly.


      I wasn’t very successful, and Leah sensed that I was getting close. She moaned and increased her pace. She enjoyed the taste of come more than the blowjob itself, I thought. Her sisters and mother were the same, although I was the opposite. Sure, I liked to come, but I preferred everything leading up to it, the sights, sounds, and sensations. I even liked watching other guys get a blowjob, which was part of why I liked being a swinger.


      Mark’s voice pulled me back to the real world. “Yeah, baby,” he urged Leah, “make him come.”


      I obliged and rewarded her with liquid aphrodisiac. She moaned and held still as I spewed semen into her mouth. Once I finished, she milked the remaining come out of my shaft.


      “Lemme see,” Mark said, excited.


      She opened her mouth and displayed a pool of milky white liquid. Then she rolled it around on her tongue. She closed her eyes and breathed through her nose, and I realized that she was playing with herself. Mark was too, although I couldn’t see anything besides the motion under the water.


      I slid behind Leah and wrapped my arms around her. My semi-hard cock nestled in the crack of her ass. I replaced her fingers with mine and felt the slippery heat of her arousal. Then I cupped a breast and tweaked the nipple. She moaned but didn’t close her mouth. I learned why a moment later.


      Mark levered himself upright and stepped onto the seat. “Better watch out,” he said.


      A detached part of my brain studied his erection. He’d said it was average, and it was, medium-sized with a slight upward curve. I couldn’t see details because his hand was in the way, but I noticed that his balls were drawn tight against his body, in spite of the heat of the water.


      The practical part of my brain finally realized what was going on. Mark was aiming his dick at Leah’s open mouth. My head was next to hers, putting me squarely in the blast zone. His warning echoed in my ears. My brain sent signals that nearly gave me whiplash.


      He chuckled. “Yeah… better safe than sorry.”


      I didn’t abandon Leah entirely, but moved to the side and continued playing with her from there. I had a front row seat as Mark aimed the head of his cock at her lower lip. A moment later he groaned and shot a thick jet of come into her already full mouth. He followed up with smaller spurts and a gush or two that landed on her chin.


      “God, that’s sexy,” he said.


      I didn’t know whether to be shocked or aroused, so I chose the latter.


      Leah closed her eyes and had to swallow twice before she got it all down. Then she wiped up the stray sperm and licked it off her fingers. I belatedly realized that I’d stopped rubbing her clit, so I picked up where I’d left off. She stiffened and came almost immediately, but just as quickly pushed my hand away. She leaned toward me, and I steadied her as she rode the tide of orgasm.


      I wondered if Trip or the girls had seen her mouthful of semen, but they weren’t paying a bit of attention. Instead, Trip was sitting on the side of the tub, propped on his arms, his eyes closed. Wren and Erin were sucking his cock in turns. Wren pulled back when he was ready to come.


      “Come on my tits.” She presented her water-slick chest.


      Trip stood on the seat just like Mark had. He cupped his balls with his left hand and used the right to pump his shaft. Wren moved closer and cupped her breasts. He came with an explosive grunt. His first spurt hit her squarely in the neck and ran down her chest. His next one splashed across her collarbone. She squeezed her breasts together, and he aimed the remaining gushes into her cleavage.


      He staggered a bit and sat down abruptly, off balance from the force of his orgasm. Wren turned to Erin and offered her come-covered breasts. Erin grinned and began licking the pearly drops from Wren’s tan skin. She finished with her nipples, and planted a kiss on each for good measure.


      Erin wiped come from her lips and then grinned. “I still didn’t get a good look at his face.”


      “Next time,” Trip promised. “Just give me a few minutes to recover.” He slid into the water and reached for his wine cooler. It was empty, so he groaned and hoisted himself back out of the tub. “Anyone else need one?”


      “Yes, please.”


      “I’m good.”


      “No, thanks.”


      “Sure.”


      He returned and handed out bottles.


      I opened mine and thrust it into the air. “To the three swordsmen.”


      “The three swordsmen!”


      The girls rolled their eyes.


      “What’s that make us,” Wren asked dryly, “the three sheaths?”


      “Hey,” I said, “if the sword fits…”


      “Well, I don’t know,” she mused. “Dear,” she asked Trip, “do you think I should let him put his sword in my sheath?”


      “Maybe. Is he worthy?”


      “He’ll have to prove himself.”


      “Oh?” I said. “And how should I do that? Rescue a fair maiden?”


      “No maidens here,” Erin muttered.


      “Thank God for that!” Trip said.


      We laughed.


      “So,” I said into the silence after, “if I can’t find a maiden to rescue, what should I do?”


      “Have to find a princess instead,” Trip said.


      Wren stared at him. Her father called her that, and Trip sometimes used it against her. Not this time, though.


      “And then what?” I prompted.


      “Seduce her, of course.”


      My jaw dropped. “Seriously?”


      “It’s what I’d do.”


      “And by ‘seduce her,’ you mean…?”


      “Put your sword in her sheath. Duh.” He turned to Wren. “He should’ve figured this out by now.”


      “He’s a bit slow on the uptake,” Erin said.


      “So I noticed.”


      Leah came to my defense. “He isn’t slow. He simply can’t think right now. His little head is empty.”


      Wren laughed. “Is that his excuse?”


      “Mmm hmm. I sucked his brains out.”


      “She did,” Mark said matter-of-factly. “I saw it.”


      The others laughed, but Wren and I shared a silent question. Had Trip just made The Decision? Did he really mean it? Tonight?


      “I need another one of these,” he said, and held up his empty cooler bottle.


      “Don’t get too far ahead of us,” Wren cautioned.


      “I won’t.” He plucked a wine cooler from the ice bucket and drank deep. Then he scooped a couple of crackers through the pâté. “Mmm, dis is good,” he said around a mouthful. He washed it down with the rest of his cooler.


      “Oh, dear,” Wren muttered.


      “Distract him?” Erin asked quietly.


      “Probably should.”


      “Oh, Trip,” Erin said sweetly, “I’m feeling a bit tired. Do you mind if I lie down… in your bed?”


      “Like Goldilocks?” Trip joked.


      “Just like that,” Erin said. “Except this Goldilocks is naked and horny.”


      Wren’s expression mirrored mine. “Why don’t we stay out here?” she suggested.


      “Roar!” Trip bellowed. “Who’s been sleeping in my bed?”


      I glared daggers at Erin, but she wasn’t paying attention.


      “Oh, no,” she begged playfully, “please don’t hurt me. I’ll do anything.”


      Wren tried to hide an annoyed look.


      I suppressed my own pique and watched helplessly.


      Trip roared again. “Come over here, Goldilocks, and bring your friend too.”


      “Let’s stay out here,” Wren suggested again. “One big party where everyone can have fun.”


      “No, you go on,” Leah said. “We’ll be fine.”


      I sighed in resignation and caught Wren’s eye. Another time, I said silently, and flicked my eyes toward the house.


      She nodded reluctantly and climbed out of the tub. Then she feigned a smile for Trip. “Oh, Mister Bear, you can’t possibly ravish both of us.”


      “I can ravish four of you! But since there’s only two, I’ll ravish you twice. Roar!”


      Erin laughed. “My, what a big dick you have.”


      That’s “Little Red Riding Hood,” I thought irritably, but kept it to myself.


      Trip shifted gears like only a drunk could do. “The better to fuck you with.”


      I began tallying drinks in my head. He’d gone through the better part of two four-packs in a couple of hours. That explained a lot. It wasn’t falling-down drunk, but it was a lot more than simply buzzed.


      Leah smiled once the others were gone. “Now I have you all to myself.”


      “Oh?” I said, half distracted and still a bit irked. “And what do you plan to do with us?”


      “Let you ravish me, of course.”


      I took a deep breath and decided to make the most of the situation. “Can you handle both of us?”


      “Over and over and over.”


      “Then we’d better get started.”


      “Not here.” She wrinkled her nose. “Too much chlorine. Makes everything taste funny.”


      “My bed?” I suggested. “By way of the shower to rinse off?”


      “Yes, please.”


      As we dried off, Mark said, “Hey… um… I wanna thank you for something.”


      “Me?”


      “Yeah. Thanks for being so good to Leah. You’re like her brother, friend, and sort-of boyfriend, all rolled into one.”


      “My pleasure,” I said. “Literally.”


      “Thanks for asking her to shave her pussy, too. I went gaga when she first showed me. Still do. Makes me hard just thinking about it.”


      “Uh… you’re welcome.”


      “And finally, thanks for being so cool about everything. Not just tonight, but about me and Leah, me and Erin, and everything else. I know you hardly know me, but it’s nice to meet another guy like… well… you know.”


      In my mind I heard what he’d meant to say, “another guy like me.”


      He relaxed when he saw that I understood.


      Leah missed the whole subtext, of course. She wasn’t a guy.


      “I knew you’d like each other,” she said into the silence. “But if you don’t mind, I really wanna get started.”


      Mark and I shared a grin. “Yes, ma’am,” we said together.


      “After you,” I added, and gestured toward my bedroom. “I believe you know the way.”


      Mark followed and I brought up the rear. Leah climbed onto the bed and lay on her back, ready to be ravished.


      “Be my guest,” Mark told me.


      Instead of climbing between her legs, I nudged them apart and lay between them. Her pussy smelled like soap and the sweet-musty scent of arousal. I kissed the soft skin of her inner thighs. Then I trailed a line of kisses closer to her slit and felt her shiver with anticipation.


      Mark climbed onto the bed and scooted toward her head. I looked up her body and saw her take his dick in her mouth. He was already hard, and I watched for a moment as her lips moved over his shaft. Then I returned my attention to her pussy, where I flicked my tongue against her slit. I closed my eyes and opened my other senses so I could enjoy the tang of her arousal and the satin texture of her skin on my cheeks.


      Her outer labia parted under my lips and tongue, and she gasped when I sucked her inner lips. Then I tongued her clitoral hood and felt the little bead itself. I teased it gently, rolling it around and making her squirm.


      After a moment I sucked her entire clit into my mouth, hood and all. She moaned and thrust her hips at me. I released the little nubbin and started licking. I swirled my tongue around her clit at the top of each stroke but made sure not to touch it directly. She writhed and tried to get me to return, but I was having too much fun teasing her.


      I took my time and slowly worked her into a frenzy. I couldn’t keep her on the edge forever, so I slid a finger in into her and then added a second. My fingertips traced the slight ridges of her inner walls. A moment later she clamped her thighs around my head and moaned in pleasure. I rubbed her G-spot again and sucked her clit.


      Heat and moisture flooded my mouth. Her pussy gripped my fingers, and I teased her clit until the very last moment. She quivered from the force of her orgasm. I rode out her spasms and made sure not to overstimulate her. I let her breathing return to almost normal before I slowly withdrew my fingers.


      “That was hot,” Mark said when I came up for air.


      “Thanks.” I rose to my knees and scooted forward. Leah started to protest when I lifted her legs over my thighs, but I forestalled her with a hand. “I won’t,” I promised. “Not yet. You’re probably too sensitive.”


      She nodded.


      “I’m just going to play until you’re ready.” I stroked my hard-on with one hand and used the other to caress her thighs.


      Mark watched idly. He seemed a lot more passive than me, and that probably suited Leah better. She and I had similar personalities, which sometimes led to clashes of will. She wouldn’t have that problem with him. A couple of thoughts clicked into place, and I realized that her parents had the same kind of relationship. Chris wasn’t a milquetoast, but Elizabeth definitely had the dominant personality.


      Once Leah was ready, I set the tip of my cock at her opening. I slid into her and groaned at the heat. Then my hips met her thighs, and I paused to admire the sight of her smooth labia around the base of my shaft.


      Leah craned her neck and stretched toward Mark’s cock. She captured the tip and began moving her head back and forth. I did the same with my hips. Her inner labia hugged my shaft and then folded inward when I thrust into her. We continued like that for several minutes, until I realized that I was monopolizing her pussy.


      “You wanna switch?” I asked Mark.


      “Sure.”


      “You like doggie?”


      “Yeah, whatever.”


      I withdrew completely and patted Leah on the flank. “Roll over.”


      Mark knee-walked to the foot of the bed, while I moved to the head. I propped a couple of pillows behind me and spread my legs to give Leah access. She moaned as she tasted herself on my cock, and then moaned again when Mark entered her from behind.


      He took his time and fucked her gently for several minutes. Then he began pounding her in earnest. I thought he was going to come inside her, but he pulled out at the last moment and clamped fingers around the base of his shaft.


      Leah spun and immediately caught his cock in her mouth. He released his grip, and she moaned in surprise at the force of his ejaculation. After he finished, she held the come in her mouth for a moment before she swallowed.


      She didn’t seem eager to release his dick, so I gently tugged her into position on all fours. I scooted behind her and rubbed my cock through her slippery channel. She pushed against me as I entered her from behind. Mark and I shared a look over her back. He nodded silently and then closed his eyes to enjoy her mouth.


      We switched positions several times over the next hour. Mark came again, and I thought he was done after Leah sucked him dry. But he recovered while I pounded her in missionary, and was hard again by the time I pulled out and filled her mouth with a huge load.


      Mark replaced me between Leah’s legs while she greedily sucked the remaining semen from my shaft. He fucked her slowly and teased her clit until she came from the combination.


      I could have gone for round three, but decided to watch instead. Mark waited for her to recover from her orgasm before he started thrusting again. He fucked her with steadily more powerful strokes, and she cried out with another mini-climax.


      Eventually Mark lay forward and supported himself on his elbows. Leah wrapped her legs around him and drew his head down for a kiss. They rocked together until he finally stiffened and filled her with come. Neither moved for several minutes as they enjoyed their private afterglow.


      I felt like a third wheel more than ever.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      “I don’t know about you guys,” Mark said later, “but I could use a drink. Water this time. Still have to drive.”


      I looked at the bedside clock and realized that it was after eleven.


      “You all start school tomorrow, don’t you?” I said.


      Leah grimaced. “Don’t remind me.”


      “What,” Mark teased, “you’re not ready for another glorious year at Riverwood High?”


      “Please! You’re the popular one.”


      He shrugged and didn’t deny it. “You’re my girlfriend, so you are too.”


      “It doesn’t work like that.”


      “Sure it does.”


      “You really believe that, don’t you?”


      “Baby,” he said earnestly, “trust me, you’re popular.”


      “Because of you?” she asked, with more scorn than I thought he deserved.


      “No,” he said calmly, “because you’re pretty and fun and really smart. You weren’t part of the in-crowd before because most of them are too stuck-up to realize how awesome you are.”


      She blinked in surprise.


      “There are lots of really cool people at school,” he said, “but the popular people won’t have anything to do with ’em ’cause they’re geeks or stoners or just… normal. Or it’s ’cause they don’t wear the right clothes and drive the right cars.”


      “And you do?”


      “Well, yeah. But that’s not what makes me popular. I don’t give a crap about that stuff. I only care about people and who they are for real, on the inside. That’s why Gary and his crowd can’t stand me. I see through their act.


      “But it’s also why I’m friends with most of the school,” he continued. “So Gary can’t make me march to his tune and can’t cut me down either, ’cause half the school would turn against him.” He chuckled. “It really annoys him.”


      “Is that why you asked me out, because it would annoy him?”


      “Maybe a little,” Mark admitted. “But I had my eye on you since I moved here. You’re beautiful and smart, but kind of a loner, a bit of a rebel. You could’ve been popular based on your looks alone, but you weren’t. So I wanted to know why.”


      “Have you figured me out yet?” she asked tartly.


      “A bit,” he said with a grin, “but not completely. You’re the deepest, most complex, most interesting girl I’ve ever met.”


      And that, I thought wistfully, is why she loves you.


      As if to prove my point, she threw her arms around him and kissed him.


      See?


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      My parents came home shortly after Mark and Leah left.


      “Have a good night?” I asked.


      Mom nodded without going into detail. “You?”


      “Yeah. Not quite what I was hoping for, but that’s life.”


      “It is,” she said.


      “How was the hot tub?” Dad asked.


      “Nice. You’re gonna like it.”


      He looked a question at Mom.


      “Absolutely not. It’s late, and I have to get up early with Erin tomorrow. It’s the first day of school.”


      “Oh, that’s right!”


      “So, off to bed, Mr. Hughes.”


      “Yes, ma’am.”


      I laughed. “Long story,” I said to their curious looks. “And it probably won’t seem funny if you weren’t there.”


      Mom nodded and kissed my cheek before they headed to bed.


      Wren emerged from the guest bedroom a few moments later. She was nude, which shouldn’t have surprised me but did.


      “I heard your voice,” she said. “I came out to clean up. I was hoping to do it before your parents came home, but…”


      “They didn’t seem to mind. But since you’re up, I’ll help.”


      We played a little grab-ass while we cleaned, but nothing too serious. We restored the house to normal in about twenty minutes. While Wren finished in the kitchen, I hauled out two clinking bags of garbage. Then I started to close down the hot tub.


      Wren stuck her head out the patio door. “Is it still warm?”


      “Yeah, why?”


      “I thought we might…”


      “Sure.” I followed her into the tub and settled onto the bench next to her.


      “Sorry things got away from us tonight. I thought we might…”


      “Yeah, me too.” I shrugged. “How’d it go with Trip and Erin?”


      “Fine. He more or less climbed between her legs and humped till he came.”


      “Sounds romantic.”


      “He was drunk. Give him a break. After that he took care of us rather nicely. Several times, in fact. So there.”


      I grinned. “Fair enough.”


      “How’d it go with you all?”


      “About the same. Leah and Mark had fun. He’s a pretty cool guy.”


      “Laid back.”


      “Very. Not at all like you or me.”


      “No. We’re definitely Type A. But he’s probably what Leah needs. You and she…?” She shook her head. “She isn’t right for you.”


      “Let me know if you ever find someone who is.”


      “Oh, I will,” she said coyly.


      “Not Colleen.”


      “Oh, God, no! You need someone like Mark, only more so.”


      “And female.”


      “Duh.” She turned thoughtful again. “I have an idea…”


      “Oh?”


      “Be patient. I need to think it through.”


      “Take your time,” I said sarcastically.


      “Poor baby,” she teased, “are you lonely?”


      “You know I am.” I stood to leave.


      “Wait! I’m sorry. You’re right. I shouldn’t’ve said it.”


      “Yeah, okay. Sorry. I guess I’m just a little grumpy about tonight.”


      “I know. Me too.”


      I couldn’t make out her expression in the light from the waning moon, but I sensed her hesitation.


      “I… have an idea,” she said at last.


      “Okay.”


      “Tonight didn’t happen like we wanted, so let’s try again.”


      “How? I mean, with everyone home, we don’t really have that much privacy. Not for a full-blown orgy. My parents are liberal and all, but…”


      “I thought of that.”


      “And…?”


      “Let’s go to camp. We have time. Registration doesn’t start for two weeks. We’ll invite the others and try again.”


      “Won’t work,” I said. “They start school tomorrow.”


      “They can miss a few days. We can’t go until Wednesday anyway, after you close on the house. So… what? They’d miss Thursday and Friday? Big deal.”


      “It might be. You remember high school. They have six classes a day.”


      “So? It’s the first week of school. No one is serious yet.”


      “Erin is taking a bunch of AP classes. Leah too. Those get serious pretty quick.”


      “If you don’t want to go,” Wren said petulantly, “just say so.”


      “Whoa! Now who’s grumpy?”


      “Yeah, you’re right. Sorry.”


      I laughed to defuse the tension. “Sexual frustration is making us crazy.”


      “No kidding.”


      “Listen,” I told her, “camp sounds like a great idea. But I don’t see how we can get the others to go on such short notice, especially with school and all.”


      “We can ask.”


      “Yeah, we can, but…”


      “Let me talk to them tomorrow. I’m pretty convincing.”


      “And the sun’s pretty hot.”


      “So you think I can do it?”


      “I think you can do anything,” I said truthfully. “You’re like a force of nature when you set your mind to something.”


      “Yeah, right, a regular Mount St. Helens.”


      “Mount St. Hilliard,” I corrected, “ready to erupt.”


      She laughed. “Yep.”


      “And I’m definitely ready.”


      “To erupt? Where?”


      “In you, on you, anywhere near you.”


      She laughed again and kissed my cheek. “Let’s make the camp thing work. I don’t wanna go back to school until you screw my brains out.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧
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        Chapter 26

      


      The next day Wren and I talked to Trip over breakfast.


      “I dunno,” he said. “I mean, camp would be fun, but Paul and I haven’t even seen the Knoxville house. Does it need work? Does it have power? Water? And what about furniture? Beds? Dishes? Silverware? Household stuff?”


      He was right. Every other place we’d lived had been a dorm or furnished apartment.


      “Whoa,” Wren said, “slow down, Mr. Killjoy. No, it doesn’t need work. Yes, it has power and water, already in my name. As for the rest, we’ll figure it out before we move.”


      “I’d rather figure it out now and not have to sleep on the floor and eat McDonald’s.”


      “And I’d rather spend a couple of days at camp!”


      “Chill, both of you,” I said. To Trip, “We’re only talking about a couple of days, a long weekend. We’ll have a week before school starts.” To Wren, “He’s right, we need to figure out some of this stuff before we move. The beds, at least, and some furniture. Pots and pans, too. We can eat off paper plates, but we can’t cook with them.”


      Wren waved a dismissive hand. “My mother has all that stuff. She’s been setting it aside for years.”


      “My mom too,” I agreed reasonably. “But it won’t magically appear in Knoxville.”


      “We’ll need to rent a trailer. Maybe a truck. And then we’ll have to—”


      Wren snapped, “Do you want to have an orgy or not?”


      Mom appeared in the doorway from the living room. “Do I get a vote? Or should I come back later?”


      Wren actually blushed, and Trip studied his hands with comic intensity.


      “We don’t mean now,” I explained with a laugh.


      “So it’s okay if I refill your dad’s coffee?”


      “Be our guest,” I said, but then decided to explain. “We want to spend a few days at camp. Kind of a longer version of last night.”


      “Just you three?”


      “No. Hopefully with Leah, Mark, and Erin.”


      “But they just started school.”


      “They’d only miss a couple of days.”


      “Still, doesn’t sound like a good idea. Don’t tell Erin I said that, though. She’ll want to go even more.”


      “She can talk to her teachers and get her assignments,” Wren said.


      “I don’t know… I don’t like the idea of her missing school. Elizabeth won’t be too happy about Leah either, not to mention Mark’s parents.”


      I backed off. “Well, we were just thinking about it. Nothing’s set in concrete or anything.”


      Mom smiled, more polite than encouraging. “Okay. But remember what I said.”


      We waited until she was out of earshot before we continued.


      “Way to go,” Wren grumbled. “You turned her against it.”


      “Did not!” I shot back.


      “Did too! And now she’ll probably call—”


      “Give it a rest,” Trip said.


      “Stay out of it,” Wren snapped in the heat of the moment.


      He gave her a cool, deliberate stare.


      She backed down immediately. “Sorry. You’re right.”


      “Yeah, me too,” I added. “Sorry. We’re both a little frustrated.”


      “A little?” Trip teased. “Look, I know it’s my fault—”


      “It isn’t,” I said. “If anything, it’s our fault, Wren’s and mine. We need to start acting like grown-ups.”


      “Excuse me?” Trip said. “Who are you? And what’ve you done with the real Paul Hughes?”


      “Ha ha. Laugh all you like.”


      “I’m not used to you being so cool-headed. That’s my job.” He turned serious. “But you know I’m right. It’s my fault we’ve taken things so slow.”


      “‘Fault’ isn’t the right word,” I said.


      “Fair enough. But I can be the reason we speed things up. I’ll take care of the logistics for moving. You and Wren put your heads together and make this weekend happen.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Wren and I couldn’t really do anything until the others came home from school, so we chipped in to help Trip. Between the three of us—between our mothers, really—we could furnish most of the house. The furniture was a hodgepodge of styles and eras, and we didn’t have a matching set of anything in the kitchen, but we didn’t really care.


      Trip made notes and wrote out a list of things we’d have to buy in Knoxville. I was shocked by its length, which made me realize how much our parents did for us. And I took mine completely for granted. They’d taken care of me for eighteen-plus years, but I’d never thought about where it all came from.


      All of a sudden I understood why my parents were spending more on luxuries lately, like the hot tub and airplane. Dad was even talking about buying a new car for Mom. Without me as a drain on the budget, they had more to spend on themselves. I couldn’t imagine how much they’d sacrificed over the years. Worse, I’d been an ungrateful jerk more than I cared to admit.


      “Hey, Mom,” I said when she returned to the kitchen, “thanks for everything. Not just the household stuff, but for everything else. Growing up, I mean.”


      “Of course.”


      “No, I really mean it.” I stood and gave her a hug. “I never realized how much you and Dad gave us. And how much it must have cost!”


      “No kidding,” Wren muttered. “I had no idea…”


      “I sort of did,” Trip said, “but not really. I mean, I was old enough to help my dad after my mom died, but still, I took a lot of it for granted.”


      “Mmm hmm,” Mom said into the silence. “It takes a lot to raise children. But we do it because we love you. And,” she admitted, “for moments like this. We must’ve done something right, after all.”


      “You did a lot right.”


      Wren and Trip silently agreed.


      “Well,” Mom said, “since you seem to have this newfound maturity, I’ve been thinking… If Erin wants to go to camp with you, I won’t tell her no.”


      Wren beamed. “Really? That’s awesome!”


      “I won’t encourage her, though. And you’re on your own with Elizabeth and Mark’s parents.”


      “We’ll make it work,” I said.


      “I’m sure you will.” She patted my arm. “You always do.”


      I felt a rush of optimism. Shows how little I knew.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      We talked to Erin after school. She already had homework in most of her classes, she said. She wanted to go but didn’t want to fall behind so early in the semester. She couldn’t afford to miss two days of school, and that was that.


      Mom was more surprised than we were, but she also seemed pleased at Erin’s decision. “Why don’t you have a party here?” she suggested instead.


      “We want a couple of days,” I explained. “For more than just… um… a party.”


      She raised her eyebrows, but then thought it through and nodded. After all, she’d been a swinger longer than any of us. “Well, good luck with Leah and Mark.”


      I called Leah and she agreed immediately, much to my relief. Unfortunately, she called back fifteen minutes later and said that Mark couldn’t go. He didn’t have any qualms about missing school, but he wasn’t ready to ask his mother and step-father if he could go to a nudist camp. He wouldn’t lie to them, either. I was annoyed, but I couldn’t fault his honesty.


      Leah resurrected my hopes. “He still wants me to go,” she said. “And I think my mom will let me if I promise to take my schoolwork with me.”


      “Go ask her. Call us back.”


      I hung up and told Trip and Wren, who muttered a very unladylike curse.


      Our nervous silence lasted until the phone rang.


      I nearly knocked over my chair. “Hello?”


      “She said yes!”


      “Wait… she did?”


      “Try not to sound so surprised,” Leah said dryly. “We’ve been getting along better lately. I asked nicely. I even told her I wouldn’t argue if she said no.”


      I blinked. That wasn’t the Leah I knew. Maybe we were all growing up.


      “The last part did it,” Leah said. “She was so surprised that she barely even thought about saying no.” She paused, and I could almost hear the gleam in her eyes. “So, when do we leave?”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Trip and I met the buyers at the closing for the rancher. They weren’t what I’d expected. They were supercilious and a bit cold, a childless professional couple in their mid-thirties. We clearly weren’t what they expected either. They couldn’t believe we were college students.


      The wife complained that they were paying too much for the house. A muscle in the husband’s jaw twitched, but he didn’t say anything. He’d heard it before. The wife ranted for another minute and then told us what price we were going to accept. “You should be happy,” she insisted. “It’s still more than you were asking.” She sat back and dared us to object.


      I met her eyes and flirted with the idea of slapping the arrogant look off her face. As angry as I was, I’d probably have broken her jaw. Not a good idea. Assault and battery rarely is.


      Trip kept his cool a lot better than I did. He casually turned to our realtor and said, “You still have the numbers for the other buyers?” He received a nod and faced the yuppie couple. “Should we call them?”


      “You can’t be serious,” the wife said.


      “We agreed on a price.”


      “But… you’re practically children! You can’t expect us to pay that much.”


      Trip looked at me. I gave him a slight nod. I didn’t know what he was about to do, but I’d back him.


      “We’re done here,” he said to the realtors and closing agent. “Sorry to waste your time.”


      “Where are you going?” the wife demanded. “You can’t leave!”


      Trip gave her a basilisk stare. “We agreed on a price. You reneged.”


      “Wait,” the husband said heavily. “We still have a contract.” He was an attorney, after all. “Please forgive Hillary. She had too much coffee this morning.”


      Ha! More like coke, I thought irritably.


      Trip gave me another look. We sat. Both realtors breathed an audible sigh. The closing agent simply looked surprised. She’d dealt with us on the other two closings. They’d been almost familial, especially since Trip and I shared the buyers’ enthusiasm and chatted about their families.


      But this Trip was hard as nails and prepared to walk away from a pile of money. Still, he picked up his pen like nothing had happened. The wife still didn’t understand. The husband did. He even had the good grace to look embarrassed when my gaze slid from her to him.


      The rest of the closing went smoothly. We hardly spoke. The buyers left after a cursory round of handshakes. Once the door closed behind them, the tension popped like a soap bubble.


      “That was… interesting.”


      “Sorry about that,” the other realtor said with a wince. “They’re…” He waved a hand vaguely.


      “Yuppie assholes?”


      “More or less.”


      The closing agent gave the realtors their checks and then slid ours across to Trip. He showed it to me. My share was the most money I’d ever made in my life. It hardly seemed real. We shook hands all around, with a lot more genuine goodwill.


      Once we reached the safety of Trip’s car, I loosened my tie and slid halfway into the footwell. “Holy crap! I was ready to kill that woman. And you! I can’t believe you almost walked out.”


      “Me neither. I thought you were going to lose it.”


      We fell silent.


      I stared through the windshield and felt a shiver as the adrenaline rush began to fade.


      “What were you thinking?” Trip asked. “Back there.”


      “You don’t wanna know,” I said darkly. After a moment, “Let’s just say that I don’t like bullies.”


      “You can say that again.” He ran his fingers through his hair and blew a sigh of relief. “God! I can’t believe we did that.”


      We grinned at each other.


      “Did you see the look on their realtor’s face?”


      “Did you see the look on ours?”


      We laughed and relived it all the way back to my parents’ house, where we told the whole thing again.


      “You didn’t really threaten to walk out?” Mom said.


      “Sure did. Meant it, too.”


      Dad laughed. “Good for you! Stick to your guns.”


      “God,” Trip said, “I need a drink. What time is it? Noon? Who cares? It’s five o’clock somewhere!”


      “Hold that thought,” I said with a laugh. “I still have to fly.”


      “Come on,” Dad said. “We’ll take you to lunch to celebrate. I’ll buy you a root beer.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Trip and I picked up Wren and recounted the story on the way to Leah’s house. Her reaction was a combination of my parents’. We replayed the whole thing with Leah as we drove to the airport. We were still talking about it when we took off, but Wren quickly turned the conversation to camp.


      “Are you guys ready to have fun this weekend?” she asked over the headset.


      “You know it, baby,” Trip said. “But first, I’m gonna get drunk and celebrate that I didn’t blow the biggest deal of my life.”


      “Don’t get too drunk,” I cautioned, “or the deal won’t be the only thing that almost got blown.”


      “Ha! No kidding.”


      “I’m proud of you,” Wren said after a moment. “Both of you.”


      “They’re such brave men,” Leah said.


      “Mmm hmm. Very virile.”


      “Full of spunk.”


      “Here we go,” I said to Trip. “This could go on for a while.”


      “Oh,” Wren said, “we’re just getting, ahem, warmed up.”


      Leah giggled.


      “Can we drop them at the next corner?” Trip asked.


      “’Fraid not. We’re stuck with ’em.”


      Wren leaned forward so we could see her face. “Do you have a problem with that?”


      “No, ma’am. Beats the alternative.”


      “And what’s that?”


      “Beating our meat.”


      We spent the rest of the flight bantering and trading sexual innuendos, so we were all in a good mood when we landed. After I refueled and secured the plane, we headed to the parking lot and Susan’s car. She’d left a magnetic key box under the front fender.


      We stopped at the liquor store first. Wren had a list, and the clerk helped us load everything. I wasn’t quite surprised at the amount, but it still seemed like a lot. We visited the grocery store next.


      “Hold on a sec,” Wren said before we opened the doors. She raised her hips and slid off her panties.


      Trip saw the surprise in my expression. He turned to look. “What’re you doing?”


      “What’s it look like?” She unfastened her bra and pulled it through the arms of her blouse, which she began to unbutton next. She tied the tails into a loose knot below her breasts. “How do I look? Like Daisy Duke?”


      “Better,” Trip said.


      Wren beamed and gestured to Leah. “Your turn.”


      Leah slid up her skirt (a tight mini, much shorter than Wren’s) and lowered her panties. She smoothed her skirt into place and pondered how to reveal more of her chest. She was wearing an aerobics halter under an off-the-shoulder crop top. She took off the top, but then decided to remove the halter instead.


      Trip and I shared a grin.


      Leah replaced the crop-top and adjusted it to bare her right shoulder. The top wasn’t see-through, but without the halter it didn’t leave much to the imagination.


      In the store, Trip volunteered to push the shopping cart. I hung back with him.


      Wren knew what we were doing, so she flipped up her skirt to give us a glimpse of her bare cheeks. She grinned over her shoulder and took out her shopping list.


      In the produce section she held up two apples. “Trip, would you check if these are firm enough?”


      He took the hint and slid his hand inside her blouse. “Very nice,” he said. “I’ll take two.”


      In the bread aisle I slid behind Leah. “Better check these buns.”


      She grinned and stood still as I scrunched up her miniskirt.


      I caressed her ass. “Yep, perfect for a wiener.”


      “Ha! If you’re lucky.”


      “Already am.”


      We fondled our way through the rest of the store. We also embarrassed a couple of shoppers, but thankfully no one called the manager. The checkout line turned into a surreptitious grope-fest, and I smiled at the memory of a similar trip with Susan, when we’d first met Stacy.


      The girls shamelessly flashed us in the parking lot. Then they climbed into the car and giggled like schoolgirls as they stripped completely. Trip and I loaded the groceries in record time and jumped into the car before anyone called the cops.


      The drive to camp seemed to take forever, especially with the girls teasing us from the back seat. I wanted to pull over, but kept my cool and drove instead. By the time we reached the cabin, my hard-on threatened to become a permanent condition. Trip was in a similar state, and we silently decided to turn the tables on the girls.


      “Let’s get everything unloaded before we get comfortable,” I said.


      “Yeah. Don’t want the meat to spoil.”


      “We won’t spoil your meat,” Leah said.


      “We’ll take good care of it,” Wren agreed. “We have special boxes.”


      “For meat?” Trip asked as we grabbed the first armload of bags.


      “Like an icebox?” I said.


      “No, it’s very hot.”


      “I dunno,” I said. “Think you’re s’posed to store meat in the refrigerator.”


      “Not your kind of meat.”


      Trip and I shared a grin and set the bags on the kitchen counter. We took our time unloading the rest. Then we began putting things in the fridge and cupboards.


      “Are you really gonna do that now?” Wren finally asked.


      “Depends,” I said.


      “On what?”


      “If something better comes along.”


      “You mean like two horny women?”


      I laughed and glanced at Trip.


      “That sounds like something better,” he said.


      “Sure does.” I grinned at Wren. “Why didn’t you say so earlier?”


      “Very funny.” She grabbed Trip with her eyes and started toward their bedroom. “Coming?”


      “Care to join me?” I asked Leah, and gestured to our own bedroom.


      “I thought you’d never ask.”


      The bed didn’t even have sheets on it, but I didn’t care. I pulled Leah against me and kissed her hard. Then I spun her around and bent her over the nightstand. My shorts and boxers hit the floor in record time. My erection had a mind of its own as it probed between her legs. I grabbed her hips and buried myself with a groan.


      I started fucking her. She tried to brace herself, but the force of my thrusts drove her forward. We knocked over the lamp, and it rolled off the table with a crunch. Leah ended up with her hands flat on the wall and her ass thrust back toward me.


      I fucked her for barely a minute before I felt the familiar tingling in my balls. I rammed into her one final time and pulled her against me to get an extra half-inch deeper. She moaned when she felt the torrent of semen spurting deep inside her.


      After a pulsing moment or two—more like ten—I began to think again. I bent forward and wrapped an arm around her. I cupped a breast and gently massaged it as we panted together. After a moment I kissed the back of her neck.


      “Welcome to camp,” I said softly. “Was that what you wanted?”


      She nodded and blew her hair out of her face.


      “You were so sexy in the store. I’ve been thinking about this since the bread aisle.”


      “We should buy bread more often.”


      I chuckled throatily and moved my hips. My softening cock slipped from inside her. We straightened, and she turned unsteadily to face me.


      I kissed her again, more gently than before. “I’m glad you came. To camp, I mean.”


      “Me too.”


      “And I’ll make sure you come for real in a minute.”


      She smiled and shook her head. “I’m fine for now. This was just a warm-up.”


      “Are you sure?”


      “Mmm hmm. I like simmering and wondering what you’re going to do to me later.”


      “I’d better think of something creative.”


      “Not necessarily. Sometimes simple is best.”


      “You mean, like, missionary?”


      “Maybe. Or… you can rub my back and do me that way.”


      “It’s a date!”


      She pressed her body against me and lifted her face for a kiss.


      It was already shaping up to be a very, very good weekend.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Leah and I returned Susan’s car and thanked her for it and everything at the cabin. Then we chatted about our lives since we’d seen her last. After we left, we cut through the woods instead of walking around. We strolled hand-in-hand and simply enjoyed the scent of the pines and the quiet of the forest.


      Back at the cabin, Wren and Trip had made our bed and laid out fresh towels for us. They’d also organized the kitchen and started making dinner. Wren smiled at us from the kitchen. Then she noticed Leah’s bikini bottoms.


      “Seriously?” she said. She set down her knife. “I thought we agreed.”


      “What?” Leah said defensively.


      “You know.”


      “I don’t like people staring at me. I feel so… exposed.”


      I squeezed Leah’s hand in reassurance. I also felt a twinge of guilt, since she shaved because I asked her to. That wasn’t entirely true—not these days, at least—but I certainly deserved my share of the responsibility.


      Wren wiped her hands on a dishtowel. “I’ll give them something to stare at! Come on.”


      Trip gave me a questioning look.


      I thought I knew what she had in mind, but I shook my head like I didn’t have a clue.


      “Put the steak in the fridge to marinate and wash the Brussels sprouts?” she asked Trip. To me, “Finish slicing the potatoes. Please.”


      “Um… sure.”


      She led Leah into the bathroom and closed the door.


      “So, what’s for dinner?” I asked Trip, mostly to fill the void left by the girls.


      “London broil,” he said as he hefted a bag full of meat and dark liquid. “Potatoes au gratin.” A nod at the cutting board. “And Brussels sprouts.”


      “Sounds delicious. Except maybe the Brussels sprouts.”


      He gave me a look. “You’ll eat it and enjoy it.”


      “You sound like my mom.”


      We talked about the Knoxville house as we finished the prep work. Then Trip pulled two wine coolers from the freezer and moved the others to the fridge. We opened them and sat at the kitchen table.


      “What do you think they’re up to?” he wondered.


      “I have an idea,” I said, “but I don’t wanna jinx it.”


      He raised an eyebrow.


      “Something Wren would do. She… isn’t subtle.”


      “Um, no.”


      We didn’t have to wait long. The bathroom door opened and the girls emerged, damp and freshly scrubbed, wrapped in towels.


      Wren nudged Leah, who unwrapped the towel and struck a model pose.


      “Beautiful,” I said as I surveyed her. I didn’t notice anything different.


      Judging by Trip’s expression, neither did he. “Um… are we missing something?”


      “No,” Wren said, “but I am.” She unfastened her towel and let it drop.


      My eyes naturally followed the movement, and I grinned when I realized what she’d done. I was right about what they’d been up to. The towel drop was a nice touch, a subtle piece of showmanship.


      Trip stated the obvious: “You shaved your bush!”


      “Now they can stare at both of us,” Wren said. “I wanted to shave a Mohawk and dye it purple, but I didn’t have any dye… and it was too short anyway.” She gave Trip a hesitant look. “You don’t mind, do you?”


      “It’s a little late to ask,” he said with a laugh. “Don’t you think?”


      “It’ll grow back. Are you upset?”


      “Upset? That you’d change your appearance for a friend? Absolutely not. Would I like a little hair down there? Yeah, I guess. But I’m not about to complain.”


      “Besides,” I agreed, “it’s incredibly sexy.” I let my eyes roam over her body, but they didn’t stray long from her smooth pubic area.


      “I always thought it looked good on Leah,” Trip said. “Looks good on you too.”


      Wren relaxed with an almost visible wave of relief. She stepped out of the towel, cupped Trip’s face, and gave him a deep kiss.


      Leah and I shifted self-consciously at the intimacy of the moment. I was about to motion to the bedroom when they finally came up for air.


      He grinned up at her. “Mind if I check your handiwork?”


      “Please do.”


      He probed gently between her legs, and she let out a sigh.


      I knew an opportunity when I saw one, so I motioned to Leah. “Mind if I check your handiwork?”


      She smiled and ran her fingers through my hair. Then she squawked as I stood, lifted her off the floor, and set her on the kitchen table. She lay back at my urging, and I turned my chair to face her. I sat down, rested her legs on my shoulders, and lowered my face to her smooth, damp pussy.


      “Mmm, dessert before dinner.”


      “Bon appétit,” Trip mumbled from a few feet away. He’d pushed Wren against the counter and was kneeling in front of her.


      She rested one leg over his shoulder. “Don’t talk with your mouth full, dear.”


      I chuckled and gently spread Leah open. I spent a moment simply admiring her glistening folds. They ranged from light brown at the fleshy tips to dusky pink near her opening. I’d seen her pussy more times than I could count, and others’ besides, but I never grew tired of looking.


      I moved in. Her inner labia grew plump with arousal as I sucked and teased. Once I had her warmed up, I swirled my tongue around her clit and turned slightly to see what Trip and Wren were up to. Her eyes were closed, her head back, while Trip fingered her as he licked.


      I returned my attention to Leah and concentrated on building her up without making her come. She gasped and moaned and squirmed. Moisture coated my cheeks as I cupped her ass and pressed my face into her pussy.


      Wren squeaked, and I darted a glance her way. Trip had both of her legs over his shoulders. He supported her with his hands, while she braced hers on the counter. He was shaking his head side-to-side, and she’d begun to tremble. She arched her back, and her head hit the cabinet with a thump.


      Part of me almost laughed, but Leah chose that moment to clamp her thighs around my head. I turned my full attention to making her come. She thrust against me as I drove her over the edge. She gripped the sides of the table and stifled a scream. I kept licking until I felt her shiver and relax.


      When her thighs finally parted, I watched her stomach flutter with aftershocks. Her breasts rose and fell with her breathing. I played with her dark nipples and planted kisses on her trembling thighs.


      Once she relaxed completely, I pulled her into my lap. She wrapped her arms around me and rested her head on my shoulder, still breathing heavily from the force of her orgasm. Our skin was damp with sweat where it touched, but I held her close and enjoyed the feeling of her body against mine.


      When I finally looked around, Trip and Wren were sitting on the floor. He held her protectively as she sagged against him. She grumbled and rubbed the back of her head where it had hit the cabinet.


      “Are you okay?” I asked.


      “What? Yeah. Just a bump on the noggin.”


      “I saw. I almost laughed. Glad I didn’t.”


      “Saw what?” Leah asked weakly.


      I told her.


      “Bless your heart,” she said to Wren. “Are you sure you’re okay?”


      “I’ll be fine. Just a little woozy is all, and mostly ’cause I came so hard.”


      I let out a chuckle.


      “What?”


      “Seems that kitchen cunnilingus is a contact sport.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Dinner was relatively subdued after the excitement of the afternoon. We polished off three bottles of wine between us, and Trip made good on his promise to get drunk. We all did, really. By the time we stacked the plates and moved to the living room, none of us were feeling any pain.


      “Anyone save room for dessert?” Wren asked.


      Trip and I answered with groans.


      “I’ll help,” Leah said.


      The girls returned a few minutes later with a plate of brownies and a bottle of port wine. Wren opened and poured with the flair of a sommelier.


      “Dear God,” I said to Trip, “she’s trying to kill us.”


      “Tol’ you. We’re gonna gain twenny pounds.”


      “You’re too thin as it is,” Leah said to me. “Your mother told me to make sure you eat.”


      “My mother,” I said with a soft belch, “was never pudgy.”


      “Pudgy wasn’t your problem,” Leah said.


      Wren laughed. “What was?”


      “He was a dork.”


      “Do tell.”


      “He was, totally. Then Susan straightened him out.”


      I waved a hand. “It was a li’l more complicated than that.”


      “The results were the same.”


      “What happened?” Wren asked.


      “I got laid,” I said, and giggled. “A lot.”


      Leah looked indignant “Not by me you didn’t.”


      “Not at first, but you came around.” I kissed her fondly. “Glad you did. Bes’ thing tha’ ever happened to me.”


      “Sure, you say that now.”


      “I mean it,” I said. “Can’t imagine life without you. You’re my bes’ friend.”


      “What am I?” Trip complained. “Chopped liver?”


      “And me?” Wren said.


      “You’re my bes’ guy friend,” I told him. “And you,” I said to Wren, “are my bes’ girl friend who isn’t a girlfriend, ’cause I don’t have sex with you.”


      “Not yet, but that’s about to change. What’ll I be then?”


      “My bes’ girl friend who still isn’t a girlfriend, even though we’ve had sex and might do it again if I’m lucky.”


      Everyone laughed at my drunken logic, but I thought it made sense.


      The conversation turned to other things at that point, and I somehow made room in my stomach for an entire brownie and a glass of port. The girls talked about doing the dishes, but decided to leave them for the morning.


      “I dunno ’bout you all,” I said at last, “but I’ve had a long day.” I looked at Leah. “You ready for bed?”


      She nodded and we said goodnight to the others.


      “That wine was good,” she said as she turned on the bedside lamp.


      “Mmm.” I pulled back the thin blanket. Then I turned down the sheet and gestured for her to climb in. “Want that back rub now?”


      “Sounds perfect.” She folded her arms under her chin.


      I straddled her thighs and began rubbing her back.


      After several minutes of soft, languid groans, she looked at me over her shoulder. “This always makes me horny.”


      “A back rub?”


      “No, the position.”


      “Ah.”


      “This is how we did it the first time.”


      I thought back. “Yeah, you’re right.”


      “I get wet every time like this.” She breathed a soft laugh. “I haven’t told Mark why, but he’s noticed.”


      “Why haven’t you told him?”


      “I dunno. I guess ’cause it feels kinda personal.”


      “Personal?”


      “Yeah, like, just between you and me. It wasn’t my first time ever, but it kinda was.”


      “I remember.”


      “Mmm, you’re hard.”


      I gently parted her thighs. “And you’re wet.”


      “Told you.”


      I spread her moisture and used some to coat the tip of my dick. Then I eased forward and slid into her.


      She let out a low sigh.


      I cupped her ass and began thrusting gently.


      Her breathing grew heavier, but we weren’t really exerting ourselves. It was slow and sensual, a connection on more than one level. Her breathing turned to soft moans, until she finally clawed the sheets with a quiet, intense orgasm.


      I stopped thrusting and started rubbing her back again, with strong, slow strokes. I smiled to myself when I realized that I was still making love to her, with my hands instead of my cock. It was still inside her, but my orgasm wasn’t important at the moment.


      “’M gonna fall asleep if you keep doing that,” Leah mumbled.


      “Go ahead.”


      “Can’t. Not yet.”


      “Why not?”


      “Need to take care of you.”


      “I’ll be fine.”


      “No you won’t,” she said. “Besides, I wanna do it for me.” She heard my unspoken question. “I like making you come.”


      “Can’t refuse an offer like that.”


      “Nope. And this time I wanna taste you.”


      “Sounds good to me.”


      “Never thought I’d say this, but it’s better than chocolate.”


      I snorted a laugh.


      “Can’t help it,” she said. “It’s genetic.”


      “Evidently.”


      She took a deep breath and shook herself awake.


      We switched positions, and I propped both pillows against the headboard.


      She settled between my legs and pulled the sheet over her lower half. “Gets kinda chilly around here in September.”


      “Mmm hmm.”


      She tucked her hair behind her ear and rested her head on my thigh. She started by kissing and stroking my erection, but soon began sucking gently. The blowjob was the equivalent of our sex earlier, slow and sensual. And just like her orgasm, mine was quiet and intense.


      “Yep,” she said afterward, “better than chocolate.”


      I closed my eyes and dozed lightly.


      “I wish Mark could’ve been here.”


      “Yeah.”


      “Maybe when we get home,” she said, and played with my semi-hard shaft as she talked. “He wants to have another threesome, if you’re interested.”


      “Sure.”


      She kissed the side of my dick. “He said it was different with you, kinkier.”


      “Ah.”


      “He likes seeing all that come in my mouth.”


      Since monosyllable replies hadn’t killed off the conversation, I roused myself and started to pay attention. “Yeah, that was kinda cool.”


      “I thought it was a little weird at first. Showing him, I mean. But now I kinda like it.”


      “I’ve noticed that. With people in general, I mean. You think something is weird, but then you see how much the other person likes it.”


      “Mmm hmm.” She swirled her tongue around my shaft.


      “You like making them happy, so you start enjoying it yourself.”


      “Exactly. I used to be that way about giving head. I liked going down on girls more than guys, but I saw how much you enjoyed it. Mark too. Now I really like it.”


      “Yeah. It’s weird how you change to suit someone.”


      “I know. Like now. I’m thinking about what to tell Mark when I get home.”


      “Oh?”


      “He likes to hear about my adventures. With girls or guys.” She laughed softly and kissed my resurgent hard-on. “Especially with guys. I think that’s why I’m looking forward to swinging with Trip. Also, Erin says he gives really good head. Better than Mark, even.”


      “What about me?”


      “You’re good too.”


      “Just… not as good as them.”


      “You have other talents,” she said, and gently pumped my shaft. “This, for example.”


      “What about it?”


      “Well, it’s bigger than most.”


      “That’s not a talent. It’s an accident of genetics.”


      “Maybe. But you know how to use it.”


      “I guess,” I said, only partially mollified.


      “You also shoot a lot when you come.”


      “Accident of genetics. Again.”


      “So? It’s something you do that most guys don’t. I happen to like it. Mark can come more often, but it’s never as much. With you,” she said, and licked pre-come from my glans, “I know I’m going to be full.”


      “Still,” I said, “it doesn’t seem like anything I do. Consciously, I mean.”


      “Then how about this,” she continued patiently, “you’re a lot more assertive than other guys. When I’m with you, I know who’s in charge. I feel like I’ve been screwed properly. That’s really sexy. Matter of fact, I get wet just thinking about it.” She opened her mouth and bobbed a couple of times.


      “You’re hard again,” she said at last. “That’s something else you do. It may be an ‘accident of genetics’ too, but I always know I’m going to enjoy myself. I never worry about getting enough.”


      “Speaking of which…,” I said.


      She took the hint and straddled my hips. Then she steadied my shaft and sank onto it.


      I groaned. “God, you are wet.”


      “Mmm hmm.” She smiled and turned mischievous. “After I helped Wren shave, I went down on her a little.”


      I frowned at the non sequitur, but kept my mouth shut until she continued.


      “She returned the favor after I trimmed up.”


      “Of course.”


      “She’s really good.”


      “Lemme guess,” I said sarcastically, “better than me.”


      “Yeah, sorry,” Leah said with a smirk. Then she turned serious and steadied herself with a palm on my abdomen. “But she can’t do this.” She rocked her hips. “She can’t fill me like you do. She can’t come inside me.”


      She groaned and began rocking faster. She came long before I was even close. She shuddered with a full-body orgasm that seemed to go on and on. When she finally collapsed against my chest, she panted and shivered with little aftershocks. The night had turned cool, so I held her close to keep her warm.


      Finally, she pushed back and managed to look sheepish. “Left you hanging. Again.”


      “So? The shoe’s on the other foot.”


      “Huh?”


      “Isn’t that what usually happens to women? The guy comes and the girl’s left hanging?”


      “No kidding.”


      I smiled and kissed her. “You always take care of me. Eventually.”


      “Because you always take care of me.”


      “Eventually?”


      She shook her head.


      “I did this afternoon. The typical guy-thing, I mean.”


      “Don’t be silly. I enjoyed this afternoon as much as you did.” She shrugged. “Sometimes it’s nice to be pounded and left wanting more.”


      “Other times it’s nice to get off first.”


      “Exactly,” she said. “Now it’s your turn to get off. How do you want me?”


      “You said it this afternoon: simple is best.”


      “Missionary?”


      “You read my mind.” I grinned and rolled us together.


      Her eyes danced with silent laughter. “Remember what I said about knowing who’s in charge?”


      “I am,” I said, and began moving within her.


      She closed her eyes, and her nostrils flared as she breathed in.


      I slowly increased my tempo. Her taut breasts bounced with each thrust, but I watched her face instead. She bit her lower lip to keep from crying out. Still, she sighed each time I slammed into her. Her pitch rose steadily.


      I timed my own climax to hers. I had to hold off a little longer than I wanted, but the result was worth it. She finally arched her back and thrust against me. Her pussy tried to hold me, but I withdrew and slammed into her one final time.


      The walls of her pussy gripped me tighter than ever. Pressure built in my cock until I thought I might not come at all. I arched my back and forced myself deeper. Semen filled my shaft. It surged with a pleasure so intense that I felt like I’d grabbed a live wire. The next spurts felt like my whole body was shooting into her.


      She gasped and strained against me, deep in the throes of her own orgasm. Hers fed off of mine, redoubled and reflected. Waves of pleasure seemed to crash between us with each spurt, each contraction.


      The pleasure finally peaked and began to recede. I could see again, could think, but my senses were still buzzing from the strength of my orgasm. Leah was dazed, breathing heavily, eyes closed. She swallowed and drew a deep, shuddering breath.


      “That’s never happened with us,” she said softly.


      “Uh-uh.”


      She opened her eyes and caressed my cheek. “Add it to the list.”


      “The list?”


      “Of your talents. Mind-blowing mutual orgasms.”


      I grinned. “Will do.”


      “I can still feel it,” she said softly. “Like you’re still shooting inside me.”


      I concentrated hard and clenched my butt. My cock swelled.


      “Ooh! Like that.”


      I chuckled softly and kissed her.


      “I’m not gonna be able to walk in the morning.” Her pussy spasmed with another mini-tremor.


      We held each other until my dick softened completely and slipped out of her.


      All of a sudden she grimaced.


      “What?”


      “I have to pee. Really bad. Just hit me.”


      I laughed quietly and disentangled us.


      She stood a little unsteadily and thrust out her arms to keep her balance.


      I decided that I needed to empty my bladder too, so I joined her. I wasn’t quite as unsteady, but wasn’t ready to walk a balance beam either.


      We supported each other and made our way across the darkened cabin to the bathroom. I gestured for her to go first, but she tugged me with her.


      “Don’t be a goof.”


      We took turns using the toilet, which was somehow more intimate than sex. It was just a bodily function, albeit a private one. She smiled as we washed our hands together.


      Back in the bedroom, she flopped on the bed. “God, it’s almost three o’clock.” She punctuated it with a yawn. “Time flies when you’re having fun.”


      “Amen, sister.”


      She grinned. “Lucky for you, I’m not your sister.” She cracked an eyelid and gave me a once-over. “I’d still sleep with you, though, even if I were.” She yawned again. “Still. Glad I’m not. You’ve been dodging Erin for years. I’d’ve given up by now.” She closed her eyes and smiled a secret little smile. “She hasn’t, though.”


      I had a very un-brotherly thought as I slid under the covers. I’d just had one of the best orgasms in my life, yet I still wanted more? And with my sister? I shook off the fantasy, turned out the light, and settled on my pillow. I fell asleep in minutes.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Leah snuffled and rolled toward me. She snuggled close when she sensed me. I moved her hand to my erection.


      “Mmm,” she said groggily, “f’r me?”


      “Mmm hmm.”


      She began stroking. “Wha’ time izzit?”


      I glanced at the old radio alarm clock. It ticked over to 7:43. I’d been getting up at five o’clock for so long that anything later seemed indecent.


      Leah mumbled something and kept moving her hand on my erection. She stopped after only a minute. “Prolly shouldn’t.”


      “Why not?”


      “Might mess things up.”


      “What things,” I asked, semi-annoyed.


      “Can’t say.”


      My frustration grew, but then I thought about it. Part of me wanted to dig for more information, but a bigger part didn’t want to spoil whatever surprise she and Wren had planned.


      “Okay,” I said, and let it drop. “Sleep awhile longer if you like.” I kissed the top of her head and slid my arm out from under her.


      “Might,” she said, already drowsing.


      I left the bedroom and ignored the bathroom (even though I had to go). I’d never been able to pee with a hard-on, so I didn’t even bother trying. Instead, I surveyed the kitchen and decided to clean up from the night before.


      The other bedroom door opened and closed. Wren took one look at me and grinned at my erection.


      “Well, good morning,” she said wryly. “You have plans for that?”


      I glanced at my hard-on and then back at her. “You tell me.”


      “Now that you mention it, I do have plans.” She stretched up to kiss my cheek. Then she wrapped her fingers around my cock.


      My bladder threatened rebellion as she squeezed a bit too hard. “Be careful with that,” I said, my voice tight, “it’s loaded.” In more ways than one, I added to myself.


      She loosened her grip and stroked gently.


      “So today’s the day?” I said, relieved.


      “Mmm hmm.”


      I decided to ask the $64,000 question: “Does Trip know that?”


      “We talked about it last night.”


      “He was kinda drunk.”


      “Sober enough. Speaking of which, you were up late.”


      “Yeah.”


      “I heard. It wasn’t loud, but it was obvious what you were doing. I got pretty worked up. Trip had already fallen asleep, so I had to take care of myself.”


      “Poor thing.”


      “I was this close to joining you.”


      “You should’ve,” I said. Much to my surprise, I didn’t mean it. I’d enjoyed having Leah to myself, although I didn’t realize why.


      “Soon enough,” Wren said.


      “So, what’re you gonna do? Suck me off right here? Bend over the sink?”


      “I haven’t decided.”


      “Too bad. Lemme know when you make up your mind. In the meantime, you wanna help with these dishes?”


      “Spoilsport,” she said without heat. She released my hard-on, which bobbed forlornly. “Hand me the gloves?” she said. “Don’t want dishpan hands, do I?”


      “To be honest, it doesn’t really matter.”


      “Oh?”


      “I want more than a handjob this time.”


      Trip chose that moment to emerge from their bedroom. He looked a little the worse for wear.


      I made sure that Wren was between him and my erection. I didn’t want him to get the wrong idea. Then again, I didn’t want him to get the right idea either.


      Wren asked how he was feeling.


      “I’ll survive,” he said. He scuffed past us to the bathroom.


      After the door closed behind him, Wren grinned and asked if I’d survive.


      “If I say no?”


      “Your turn next in the bathroom,” she deadpanned.


      “Whatever. Let’s get to work.”


      Washing dishes wasn’t the least bit sexy, so my hard-on eventually went away. I took my turn in the bathroom and then went to see if Leah was awake.


      She was sitting on the bed, brushing her hair. She looked like the extra sleep had done her good. She bounced up and gave me a cheerful good morning kiss.


      “Has Wren started breakfast yet?”


      I shook my head.


      “Okay, good.”


      “Big plans?”


      She gave me a coquettish grin and headed for the kitchen.


      Wren smiled when she saw her. “You’re just in time. Wanna help?”


      It sounded rehearsed.


      “Sure,” Leah said, too pat.


      “What’s for breakfast?” Trip asked. Definitely unrehearsed.


      “Pancakes and sausage,” Wren said.


      Trip and I chatted about mundane things while the girls busied themselves at the stove. They giggled and gave us a couple of looks, which Trip missed. My imagination kicked into overdrive, so my dick was completely hard by the time the girls joined us at the table.


      “That was quick,” Trip said.


      The girls each held a plate with a single pancake. I suppressed a grin as I realized what they were up to.


      Trip furrowed his brow, still clueless. “Where’s the sausage?”


      “The sausage is for us,” Wren said.


      “Oh, okay,” he said. He still didn’t get it. “So… where is it?”


      I wanted to laugh. In his unwitting way, he was playing his part to a tee. “Um, dude,” I said, “I think we’re the sausage.”


      Wren set a plate in front of him and leaned over his shoulder. “It’s called breakfast and a blowjob.” She put her hands on his shoulders and urged him to turn his chair. “Leah’s going to show you.”


      The penny finally dropped.


      Leah gave Trip a seductive smile and sank to her knees. She spread his legs and leaned forward.


      I pushed back from the table and stroked myself in anticipation.


      Wren knelt between my legs.


      Beside us, Trip’s dick had caught up to the situation. Leah started kissing its length.


      Wren met my eyes and made a show of licking the tip of my shaft, which was already leaking pre-come. Then she scooted closer, lifted my dick, and licked the underside. She began kissing along its length, up one side and down the other. She put on such a show that I was ready to shoot by the time she finally took me in her mouth. Her eyes held mine as she began sucking.


      I lasted about ten seconds.


      Her eyes widened when she felt the first spurt on her tongue. She made a surprised little squeak when the next hit the back of her throat. She finally had to close her eyes in order to concentrate on swallowing.


      “God,” she breathed when I finally stopped shooting.


      “Um, yeah,” I said. Brilliant repartee.


      “That was quick.”


      “You had me pretty worked up.”


      She tried to hide her disappointment.


      I chuckled softly. “There’s more where that came from.”


      “Well, yeah, but—”


      “I can usually come twice, especially in the morning.” I emphasized my point by making my dick twitch in her hands.


      She looked at me, then at my hard-on, and finally at me again.


      “Hey,” I said, “it’s your fault. If you hadn’t teased me so much…”


      “Yeah, but I didn’t think—” She gave my dick another surprised look. “I mean, you just came.”


      “What can I say? You bring out the best in me.”


      She rolled her eyes, but turned her attention to my rock-hard shaft. “What have I gotten myself into?” She was excited, though, and sucked more enthusiastically than before.


      I sneaked a peek at Leah and Trip. She was bobbing gently and using her hands to massage his balls. I watched for a moment until I felt Wren take me deeper than before. She managed to swallow about half my length before she stopped and wrapped her lips around my shaft. She pulled back and swirled her tongue around the head. Then she took me deep again. I was hoping that she’d keep it up, but she pulled off completely and cleared her throat.


      Ah well, I thought, so much for deep throat.


      She started sucking again, and I watched as her lips moved over my shaft. She didn’t have any fancy technique, but I wasn’t about to complain. After several minutes I felt a familiar tingle start to grow in my balls.


      At that point Trip groaned softly. I turned in time to watch him come in Leah’s mouth. She closed her eyes and swallowed easily. Then she licked and sucked gently as his cock grew soft.


      I returned my attention to Wren and caressed her hair. She didn’t know me as well as Leah did, or my reactions, but she wasn’t a virgin in the blowjob department. She quickened her pace and massaged my balls. I started thrusting my hips in time with her movements.


      She wrapped her fingers around the base of my shaft and worked me from both ends. Then she began twisting her hand at the top of each stroke. Her tongue caressed my glans, which swelled in her mouth. True to my word, I gave her another mouthful. Her eyes met mine when she realized that the second load was as big as the first.


      Accident of genetics. But if you got it, flaunt it. Or shoot it. I chuckled to myself.


      Wren released my dick and caught her breath.


      I glanced at Trip. “Think we should return the favor?”


      “Absolutely.”


      “What should we call it?” I asked Wren as I helped her to her feet. “Breakfast and pussy? Breakfast and cunnilingus?”


      “I don’t really care,” she said as she scooted onto the table, “as long as you do it.”


      I turned my chair to face her.


      The table wasn’t big enough for both girls, so Trip lifted Leah onto the counter. “Watch your head. The cabinets are vicious.”


      He knelt in front of her, and I watched a little longer than I should’ve. Wren had to clear her throat to get my attention. She gave her pussy a significant look.


      “Ah, right,” I said. “One B&C, coming up.” I lifted her legs and pushed them apart.


      I had played with her pussy several times, and even came close to going down on her once, but none of those times had been for real. She hadn’t been shaved then either, so I paused to enjoy my first close-up look at her in all her glory.


      Her outer lips parted smoothly, revealing fleshy inner lips and the gloss of moisture. Her clit was still mostly hidden under its hood, but I could see the pink tip poking out curiously. I hid a smile as I noticed a couple of stubbly hairs that she’d missed with the razor. Shaving took practice.


      After a moment I felt her getting nervous, so I slid my hands up the backs of her thighs and pushed her knees toward her head. Her hips rolled and lifted her pussy to my mouth. I flicked my tongue against her clit, which made her gasp.


      I started licking and almost laughed when her tension turned to pleasure. Her breathing grew heavier as I circled her clit and began sucking gently. Then I flicked my tongue side-to-side and made her squirm.


      Part of me wanted to prove that I was better than Trip, or at least as good, but I talked myself out of it. She was excited because I was new and different, so I did my own thing.


      I slid my hands up her torso and cupped her breasts. Her nipples were hard and extra sensitive. She groaned when I twisted them. I kneaded and pinched, caressed and tweaked. I was a bit surprised when I quickly drove her to the brink of orgasm. My mouth on her pussy was simply the trigger, I realized; my hands had done the real work.


      She came with a muffled scream as I sucked her clit and twisted her nipples at the same time. I could almost feel the spark of pleasure as it arced between them. Her whole body tensed and held for a long moment before she slowly released. She shivered a few times and then languidly ran her fingers through my hair.


      I gazed thoughtfully at her pussy. It would be so easy to fuck her. I was already semi-erect, and just a few strokes would get me hard completely. All I had to do was stand up and slide into her. Trip and Leah were still going at it behind me, so they wouldn’t notice.


      I gently probed Wren’s pussy. She was soaked from her orgasm, so my finger slid in to the third knuckle. I started fucking her with it and imagined my dick in its place. Part of me (the little head) didn’t care if Trip was ready or not. Wren was, and so was I. That was all that mattered, right?


      Unfortunately—for the little head, at least—the big head was still running the show. I told myself to settle down and take things slow. Wren must have been thinking the same thing, because she gently put her hand over mine to stop me. I reluctantly withdrew my finger from the damp heat of her pussy. Wren hesitated, made a move to cover herself, but then decided not to. She sat up and gave me a look that spoke volumes.


      “Tell me about it,” I muttered, too quiet for the others to hear.


      She smiled, apologetic and eager at the same time.


      I stood and kissed her. She reached between us and gripped my half-hard cock. It quickly stiffened in her hand. I wanted her to guide me to her opening, but she stroked me instead.


      “I know,” she said softly, a mirror of my own thoughts. “I want you too.”


      I kissed her again and then pulled away before either of us did something stupid.


      She understood.


      After a moment she looked over my shoulder. I turned and saw that Leah was breathing hard, close to her own orgasm. Trip did something with his tongue, and she cried out softly with the force of release. He held on to her thighs and kept going until she convulsively begged him to stop.


      He let her catch her breath and then kissed her pussy gently. He rose and continued kissing up her flat stomach. He paused at her nipples before she drew him to her lips.


      She wrapped her legs around him. He lifted her easily, without breaking the kiss. Then he moved backward, found his chair, and sat down slowly. Leah didn’t seem to want to let go.


      Wren and I shared an amused grin.


      Trip must have felt us looking, because he stiffened a little self-consciously and broke the kiss.


      Leah gave us a dopey, satisfied expression. “Sorry. Got a little carried away.”


      “I know how you feel,” Wren said with a chuckle.


      “Me too,” Trip said. “Sorry, I mean. For getting carried away.”


      “Don’t be,” Wren told him.


      He looked sheepish. “Been wanting to do that since… well… forever.”


      “I know.”


      “Sorry,” he said again.


      “Chill, dude,” I said. “That’s why we’re here.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      We finally headed to the lake around ten o’clock. Leah made a half-hearted attempt to wear bottoms.


      “Why?” Wren said. “If anyone wants to stare, let ’em!”


      Leah wasn’t enthusiastic but went along, completely bare.


      She shouldn’t have worried. Susan, as observant as ever, materialized beside us less than five minutes after we set up our chairs.


      “Mind if I join you?”


      I shaded my eyes and realized that she was also completely nude. I stood and unfolded her chair for her.


      She smiled in thanks, spread her towel, and then made a show of rubbing sunscreen over the pale skin that her bottoms normally covered. She was making a statement. Again. This was her camp, her body, and she’d do what she liked with both. Any problems with that? The gate is thataway.


      We fell into small talk as she rubbed oil on her arms and shoulders. I tried not to stare when she oiled her breasts, but she caught me looking and gave me a wink.


      After that we lay back to relax and soak up the sun. I used the semi-anonymity of my sunglasses to survey the people around us. Most of the couples were older, my parents’ age and then some, while the families were younger, with children under school age.


      Camp was less crowded than I was used to, but more interesting in a way. The younger women were only a few years older than me. Most of them showed signs of having children, but beauty is in the eye of the beholder, and all of them were attractive in one way or another.


      People were covertly studying us too. Most of them focused on Susan and the girls—three shaved pussies, actually—but I caught a couple of ladies sizing up Trip and me. They were sitting together, talking quietly, and doing their best not to get caught looking. They were both attractive, probably a few years older than Susan.


      I deliberately let my mind wander to a fantasy of them having sex. They noticed when my dick twitched to life, so I shifted to let it expand without getting in a bind. As long as I controlled myself, I could get half-hard without drawing too much attention.


      Susan leaned toward me and whispered, “Are you doing what I think you are?”


      “Hmm?”


      She gave a soft snort at my faux innocence.


      “Hey, it happens. It’s natural. Remember?”


      “Oh, I remember,” she said softly. “Just don’t get carried away.”


      “I won’t.” I returned my attention to the two women. Then I realized that Susan probably hadn’t known who I was teasing. I glanced at her out of the corner of my eye and saw that she was paying attention to me, not the two women.


      I grinned to myself and casually adjusted my dick. It was thick and full, as big as it would get without standing upright. I controlled the urge to let it do just that. Instead, I pretended to read my book while I continued the show.


      Unfortunately, I had to stop after half an hour. I was wearing sunscreen, but I’d still turn into a lobster if I didn’t cook evenly. So I reluctantly rolled to my stomach. My penis softened as I read my book for real, but I saw Susan glance at me a couple of times. I closed my eyes and imaged her having sex.


      When my dick was good and stiff, I sat up and turned toward her. It was a casual movement, and no one would have thought twice about it, but Susan had a private view of my dick. It wasn’t erect, precisely, but she couldn’t mistake it for soft.


      “I need to cool off,” I said casually. Then I winked at her. Over my shoulder, “Hey, Trip, wanna go for a swim?”


      “Maybe later.”


      “I do,” Wren said. “Leah?”


      “No thanks,” she said without looking up from her schoolbook.


      “Guess it’s just the two of us,” Wren said.


      I grinned at Susan, who rolled her eyes.


      “You coming or not?” Wren asked.


      “Sure.”


      Wren arced gracefully into the water and started swimming toward the shallow end without looking back. I dived after her and tried to catch up, but never came close. She stood and waited for me at the float-rope.


      “God, I’m out of shape,” she said. “I need to get into the pool more often, and not just to work on my tan.”


      She put her hands on her hips, and I unabashedly admired her water-slick breasts. Her nipples were stiff and crinkly from the cold.


      “See anything you like?”


      “Yep.”


      “Come on,” she said with a tolerant grin, “let’s do a few laps.”


      She settled into a lazy side-stroke. I kept up with her but had to work at it.


      “You really aren’t a bad swimmer,” she said, “but your technique is sloppy. You waste a lot of energy.”


      “Watch me on a judo mat sometime.”


      “Touché.”


      We continued around the lake several times. When we finally coasted to a stop and floated next to the raft, she was more winded than I.


      “Yeah,” she admitted when she noticed, “I definitely need to spend more time in the pool.”


      “Being in shape has other benefits.”


      “Which you’ll be happy to demonstrate?”


      “Repeatedly.”


      She laughed and pulled herself onto the raft. She did it in one fluid motion, and I admired the muscles in her arms and back. I also took the opportunity to admire her ass, as well as a quick glimpse of her pussy. She grinned when she caught me looking.


      I waited for her to move away from the edge of the raft before I heaved myself aboard. The sun-bleached canvas turned dark as water ran off us and soaked into it. Wren wrung her hair and used her hands to squeegee her breasts and stomach. It was an unconscious gesture, more habit than anything overtly sexual.


      “Need any help?” I asked, only partly teasing.


      “Right here? In front of everyone?”


      “Why not? We both like showing off.”


      She snorted.


      “Yeah, you’re right. I don’t think Susan’s ready to push that boundary yet.”


      We lay on the warm canvas and propped chins on palms.


      “Would you really do it?” Wren asked after a moment.


      “In the middle of the lake? In broad daylight?” I pretended to consider it. “Nah, probably not. But it’s kinda fun to think about.”


      She arched an eyebrow. It wasn’t quite a challenge, but close enough.


      “Just imagine,” I said, my voice pitched low so it wouldn’t carry. “You on your back, legs spread.” I glanced sideways to check her reaction. “Me on top of you, my dick inside you, spreading you open.”


      She closed her eyes.


      “Sliding in and out, making you squirm.”


      Her nostrils flared.


      “I’ll let you get on top,” I continued softly, “so I can play with your nipples while you ride me.”


      “Stop,” she said at last, her voice husky with suppressed desire.


      I grinned.


      “Keep going and I’m likely to take you up on it.”


      “That’s kinda the point.”


      She rolled her eyes.


      “Just think—”


      “God, stop,” she pleaded. “I really will jump you if you don’t cut it out.”


      “Oh, all right. If you insist.”


      “Good. Now change the subject.”


      “To what?”


      “To Trip,” she said with a nod toward the shore. “Do you think he’s ready?”


      “He handled this morning okay. I mean, he didn’t watch while you were blowing me, but he knew what you were doing.”


      She nodded. “And he was totally okay when you went down on me.”


      “Yep.” I considered for a moment. “So I think he’s ready. Mostly.”


      We fell silent for almost a minute.


      “This weekend is really about him,” Wren said at last. “I’m ready.”


      “It’s a lot more than physical,” I said. “Can you handle the emotional part?”


      “I’ve seen him with someone else. Remember?”


      “Yeah, but those were just one-night stands, more or less. He wasn’t emotionally involved. Not even with Erin.”


      “So?”


      “Leah is different. He likes her. A lot. You saw that this morning.”


      “I know. But I’m not worried. I mean, Trip and I…” She laughed, but it was a bit self-conscious. “We have this… intimacy. Like we’re made for each other. It’s… complicated.”


      I nodded.


      “He broke up with his last girlfriend because she wasn’t very adventurous. He never went into detail, but I know he won’t ever have that problem with me.”


      I agreed with a laugh.


      “And I’m not worried that he’ll screw me over or hurt me.”


      “No. He’s too loyal, too…” I struggled for words. “He’s just a good guy,” I said at last. “You know what I mean.”


      She nodded. “So that’s why I’m not worried about the emotional stuff. Not from my perspective. I know how great Trip is, and I’m not going to let anything—or anyone—come between us.”


      “Not even me?”


      “Not even you.”


      “So you’re serious?” I said. “He’s the one?”


      “I think so.” She looked across the water thoughtfully. “He thinks so too. We’ve talked about it. A bit. Hypothetical and all, but the feeling is mutual.”


      “Yeah. You’re right. He’s hooked.”


      “So that’s why this is so important. I want him to be okay with it. With swinging. You know?”


      I nodded. “I think he will be. It just takes time. I mean, I’ve been a swinger since I was fifteen, more or less, a quarter of my life.”


      “And Trip’s only had six months.” She paused and then smiled at me. “Thanks for being so patient. Not just with him, but with me too. I know I’ve teased you.”


      “Tell me about it!”


      “It hasn’t been easy for me either. Like this morning. I’ve had to stop myself about a dozen times. Maybe two dozen.”


      “Same here.”


      “And you really had me worried when you didn’t want to sleep with my friends.”


      “That was different.”


      “I know. Now. But at the time…? I thought you were rejecting me too, ’cause I was such a prick-tease.” She chuckled darkly. “Trip told me to ease up, to leave you alone. I shoulda listened.”


      “He’s pretty sharp when it comes to reading people.”


      “He sure can read me. Sometimes I think he understands me better than I do.”


      “He probably does. No offense, but most people aren’t very good at figuring out their reasons for doing things.”


      She silently agreed. “Sometimes I know what I want, but not why. Like swinging. I mean, why can’t I be happy with just one guy?”


      “Or even one girl?”


      “Exactly! I’ve never been happy with a single person. I get bored. I want variety.”


      “But you also want stability.”


      She thought about it and nodded. “I guess I never realized it until I met Trip.”


      “Yep. He’s good for you.”


      “Don’t tell him that,” she laughed. “It’ll go to his head.”


      “Not likely. He’s a lot less egotistical than I am.”


      “Maybe you’re just more obvious about it. But he’s just like you. Most ways, at least.”


      “True. That’s why we’re best friends.”


      “Same goes for you and me,” she said.


      “We’re even more alike than he and I.”


      “Probably. Which is why it never would’ve worked for us.”


      “Don’t remind me.”


      She gave me a fond look. “I still want to sleep with you, though. I just don’t want to spend my life with you. Not day in, day out.”


      “Best friends forever?”


      “I hope so.” She laughed. “If we survive the weekend.”


      “No kidding! I think I’m gonna explode if I don’t fuck you soon.”


      She rolled her eyes. “You had your chance this morning.”


      “You know what I mean.”


      “Yeah,” she said wistfully. “God, don’t get me started again!”


      “Hey, you can’t blame a guy for tryin’.”


      “Guess I can’t. Especially when I want you to try. Want you to succeed, actually.”


      “I prefer you to suck seed.”


      She gave me a puzzled look.


      I had to repeat it slowly. She still looked blank, so I pantomimed a blowjob.


      “Oh, God. That was bad.”


      “Would’ve been funnier if I didn’t have to explain it. Twice.”


      Her eyes rolled skyward, but it was friendly exasperation.


      We fell silent until the raft drifted close to the brick pier by the steps.


      “This is our stop,” I said.


      The hot bricks burned our feet, so we did a little dance toward the grass.


      “Have a good time?” Trip asked as we rejoined them.


      “Yep. Planning your wedding.”


      “Ha! Tell me about it.”


      “I’m gonna be maid of honor,” I said, “Leah the best man.”


      “Best woman,” she said without lifting her head from her book.


      “I think you’re the best,” I said.


      “And you’re definitely a woman,” Trip added.


      “He should know. He gave you a pretty thorough inspection this morning.”


      He anxiously looked around to see who’d heard.


      “Behave, Paul,” Susan admonished. “And put some sunscreen on. You know how easily you burn.”


      “Yes, mother.”


      She studiously ignored me.


      Wren picked up her bottle of tanning lotion and held it out to Trip. “Do my back?”


      “Want me to get yours?” Leah asked me. Without waiting for an answer, she marked her page and closed the book.


      She spread sunscreen liberally. “You’re already a little red.”


      “I hate being so pale.”


      “At least you blend in with the crowd. I stand out like a brown thumb.”


      Susan lowered her book. “Most women would give anything to have your complexion.”


      “Yeah,” Wren agreed. “I love your skin. It’s so soft and smooth.”


      I couldn’t see Leah’s reaction, but knew her well enough to imagine her embarrassed pleasure.


      “Want me to get your front too?” she asked to change the subject.


      “I do, but I think we’d shock people.”


      “What happened to ‘it’s natural’?” Susan teased.


      I pretended to ignore her as I rolled over. Leah gave me the tube of sunscreen. On impulse, I sat up and gave her a kiss. She smiled and returned to her own lounge chair. She was still smiling as she opened her book.


      I spread sunscreen on my front and then gave Susan a speculative look. She stole a glance, so I covered my penis as well.


      She laughed, low and amused. “More than two shakes and you’re playing with it.”


      “Don’t want a sunburn. Now, a friction burn…”


      She raised her book, a historical murder mystery.


      I grinned and returned to my sun worship.


      Wren broke the silence about an hour later. “Y’all ready for lunch? Susan? Would you care to join us?”


      It was more than a casual invitation.


      “I’d be delighted,” Susan said.


      I gave Wren a curious look, but she just smiled and nodded up the hill.


      ✧ ✧ ✧
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        Chapter 27

      


      “I made a London broil last night,” Wren explained as we climbed the hill toward the clubhouse. “Going to make sandwiches from the leftovers, and I’ll throw together a few sides.”


      “Sounds lovely,” Susan said.


      I chuckled. “We’re going to gain a ton once Wren starts cooking for us.”


      “Why don’t you do the cooking sometime?” Susan said.


      “This isn’t a ‘women’s work’ thing,” I explained. “Wren enjoys it. She’s really good.”


      “Almost professional,” Trip added. “That’s why we’re worried about packing on the pounds.”


      Susan gave me a sideways look. “You could stand to add a few pounds. Your mother’s right, you’re too thin.”


      “Oh, gimme a break. Not you too.”


      “You’d look healthier with a little more meat on your bones.”


      “Told you,” Leah said.


      “Easy for you to say,” I grumped. “None of you were pudgy.”


      Susan changed the subject by gesturing to the clubhouse. “Be a dear, Paul. Run inside and fetch a chair.”


      “A chair?”


      “Mmm hmm.” She didn’t explain. “From the dining area.”


      I furrowed my brow but did as she asked. I finally understood when we reached the cabin.


      “Exactly,” Susan said when I made the connection. The kitchen table only had four chairs.


      Wren started working on lunch and declined offers to help. “It’ll be quicker if I do it myself.”


      Instead, we sat at the table and talked about the new camp site at the Kestrel compound. Susan had named it the Pines Retreat and planned to reserve it for special guests, like us and our families.


      “You mean,” I asked obliquely, “people who like a more active camping experience?”


      “Swingers, dear. I mean swingers.”


      Everyone had a good chuckle at her bluntness.


      “I don’t want to segregate you,” she explained. “Not exactly. But that site will give you a lot more freedom from prying eyes. Besides, it has newer amenities, like central heat and air.”


      “Makes sense,” I agreed. “The pool will be nice too, especially since it’s so far from the lake.”


      “Mmm hmm.”


      “I hope everyone’s hungry,” Wren said as she started delivering dishes to the table.


      “I see what you mean,” Susan said as she eyed all the food. “I think Twiggy would gain weight.”


      “It’s actually very healthy,” Wren said. She described the dishes and listed the fresh ingredients, mostly fruits and vegetables. “Think about it,” she said. “I eat my own cooking, and I don’t wanna gain weight either.”


      “You’re exactly right,” Susan said. “I shouldn’t have doubted.”


      We dug in.


      “That was delicious,” Susan declared for all of us when we finished. “My grandmother used to make carrot and raisin salad, and yours is better.”


      Wren blushed. “The secret is cider vinegar. It adds a little tanginess.”


      “You’ll have to give me the recipe. If it isn’t a trade secret, that is.”


      “I’d be happy to.”


      Susan caught my eye and then flicked hers toward the sink.


      I gestured to Trip. “Why don’t we clean up and let the girls relax?” (I was slow on the uptake, not stupid.)


      “Uh… yeah, sure.”


      Susan’s eyes crinkled with a smile.


      Trip grumbled once the girls moved to the living room.


      “That attitude won’t get you very far with Susan,” I told him quietly. “She isn’t the least bit traditional when it comes to men and women.”


      “Some traditions aren’t so bad.”


      “Dude, don’t be a male chauvinist. Just shut up and wash the dishes. I’ll dry and put away.”


      He groused a bit more but did his share of the work.


      “That was very nice of you,” Susan said when we finished.


      I joined Leah on the couch by the window. She smiled and automatically shifted to let me put my arm around her. Trip sat on the other side of Wren, who had returned to her conversation with Susan. She was telling her how she learned to cook from her father.


      “So you’ll have a backup career as a chef if PR doesn’t work out?”


      “I doubt it,” Wren said. “I mean, there aren’t many women chefs.”


      “Not yet, you mean. Besides, what about Julia Child?”


      “She’s kinda the exception that proves the rule.”


      “You can do anything you set your mind to,” Susan said. “Trust me.”


      Wren blushed at the compliment.


      “Now that everyone’s here,” Susan added casually, “what did you really want to talk to me about?”


      “What do you mean?” Wren said.


      “Coy isn’t your style. You invited me up here and fed me a scrumptious meal. I’m grateful, but I don’t think that was your sole purpose.”


      Wren blushed.


      “Don’t worry,” I told her. “She’s been doing the same to me for years. It’s like she’s telepathic.”


      “Not telepathic, dear. I just pay attention.” She smiled at Wren. “So, what do you want to talk to me about?”


      “I want to ask you about swinging,” Wren said at last. “I mean, I have so many questions.”


      “I thought it might be that.”


      “How’d…?”


      “Think about it,” I said. “She and my mom talk a couple of times a week. I’m sure she called when she knew we were coming and why.”


      “Oh, yeah. I didn’t think— I mean… yeah.”


      “They’ve been doing that to me for years too.” I grinned at Susan. “I’m starting to catch on.”


      “You are,” she said with a laugh. Then she turned to Wren. “About your questions. I don’t know if I have the answers, but I’ll try.”


      Wren marshaled her thoughts. “How did you become a swinger?” She hesitated a moment before the dam burst. “When did you start? Why? Well, the ‘why’ is obvious, but what prompted you? Did you have to convince people? What kind of rules do you have? How often do you do it?”


      “Slow down,” Susan said with a laugh, completely at ease. “One at a time. How did I become a swinger? The same way Paul and Leah did. My parents were, and I more or less followed in their footsteps.”


      “When was that?”


      “I started experimenting when I was a teenager. And some when I was in college. But times were different then. People were a lot more conservative, especially in the south. My parents and their friends were more open-minded, but not America in general.


      “I didn’t start swinging for real until after I was married with children. We met Beth and David,” she said with a nod in my direction, “when we were stationed in California. By then it was the Swinging Sixties, and you’d be surprised how many military couples were involved. I thought the Navy was a hotbed of swingers until we met some Air Force people.” She laughed. “They were even more open about it. They’d have key parties where a woman went home with the man whose keys she picked out of a basket. Those were fun years.”


      She smiled at the memory, but her expression slowly changed. “Then Jack was shot down. Missing in Action. I heard two different stories, but he didn’t come home in either.”


      “I’m so sorry.”


      “It’s all right. It happened a long time ago.” She took a deep breath and remembered. “I stopped swinging after that. And for a long time I stopped having sex altogether. I moved home, lost touch with my closest friends. I basically cut myself off from everything that reminded me of Jack.”


      “My dad did the same when my mom died,” Trip said quietly. “I thought he was angry at her. I guess he was, in a way. I didn’t understand at the time, but I do now.”


      Susan nodded. “It’s how people cope sometimes.” She drew another deep breath and smiled deliberately. “But then Beth and David got in touch. They… barged into my life. Didn’t take no for an answer. And a… special friend… reminded me that sex could be fun again.” She glanced at Wren and Trip to see if they understood.


      “They know,” I told her. “I trust them.”


      “Of course you do,” Susan said. “We wouldn’t be here otherwise, and especially not talking about swinging.”


      “Is that when you started again?” Wren asked. “Swinging, I mean. After you and Paul… um…”


      “Had sex?” Susan grinned. “Actually, it was more than sex. We were fucking. A lot. He was very horny.”


      “Still is,” Leah muttered, although she patted my leg affectionately.


      “Can you blame me?” I said. “I mean, you’re the sexiest girl I know. That includes your sister. And you,” I told Wren, “are just as horny as I am, and just as big a tease.” I turned to Susan. “You’re as beautiful today as the day I met you. So yeah, I may be horny all the time, but I have a pretty good reason. Each of you is basically an incitement to erection.”


      Trip laughed. “Couldn’t’ve said it better myself!”


      “See why I came out of my shell?” Susan said to Wren.


      “And why we’re all here,” Wren agreed. “I mean, Paul’s the one who got Trip into swinging. I couldn’t stop thinking about it when he told me. So I guess that’s why I have so many questions. Beth had some really good advice, but she also told me to talk to you.”


      “Well, then,” Susan said, “what else can I tell you?”


      “What kind of rules do you have?”


      “Personally? Or the group?”


      “The group.”


      “Well, we don’t allow single men, unless they’re widowers. Paul is sort of an exception, but he rarely joins us without a girlfriend.”


      “Girlfriends,” Leah said under her breath.


      “Hey,” I complained, “I don’t even have one at the moment.”


      “What about me?”


      “What about Mark?”


      “I’m not his girlfriend this weekend. I’m yours.”


      “And don’t you forget it,” Susan said in an attempt to lighten the mood.


      “I thought you knew?” Leah said to me, distraught. “I thought that’s what last night was about.”


      “I didn’t know. You didn’t tell me. Last night was about…” I let out a soft laugh when I realized the truth. “Last night was about someone I love. Very much.”


      Leah blinked back tears and gave me a sappy smile. She snuggled close when I pulled her against me.


      The others fell silent until Leah waved them on. “Don’t mind us,” she said, her mood a thousand times better. “Keep asking questions. I know all this stuff, so I’m just going to listen and enjoy my boyfriend.”


      I chuckled and hugged her tight. “You heard the lady.”


      Susan smiled with approval. “Where was I?” she said after a moment. “Oh, yes, the rules. We have others, like no pain, no force, et cetera, but the rest are mostly informal.”


      “Do you have any about men coming inside women?” Wren asked. She almost suppressed a grimace in Trip’s direction.


      “No,” Susan said judiciously, “but that isn’t unreasonable. I’ve known groups who have a rule like that.” She glanced at Trip and nodded to reassure him. “A lot of men don’t mind sharing their wives, but they’re still protective of their… ‘manly prerogatives,’ shall we say? Marriage, however, and especially swinging, should be about equality. Besides, it’s only semen.”


      She held up a hand to forestall Trip’s reaction. “I know it’s a bit more than that, especially to a lot of men. But think about it… What’s the difference between semen and saliva? Or semen and a woman’s juices?”


      “It’s different,” Trip said. “It’s about… intimacy.”


      “Then think about this: when a man comes in my mouth, it’s a lot more intimate than inside me.”


      My dick jerked to attention, along with my curiosity. “How do you mean?”


      Susan glanced at me, and her lips twitched with a wry grin when she saw my nascent erection. She moistened her lips and explained, “I don’t really have much choice when a man comes in my pussy. It doesn’t bother me, but I’m usually not in control. The man is, especially if he’s on top. But I’m in control when I give head.”


      Trip casually shifted in his seat. His half-hard dick sprang into view.


      I couldn’t help but smile.


      “And think about it,” Susan continued. “I talk with my mouth. I express my personality and thoughts by what I say. My brain may be the source, but my mouth is the outlet. Taking a man in my mouth is a gesture of intimacy, much more than spreading my legs. Swallowing is the ultimate expression of that, and it’s my choice, not the man’s.”


      “Makes sense,” I said. “Although I never thought about it like that.”


      “Me neither,” Wren said.


      Leah sat up. “I have. I mean, I like giving head. I like the taste more than the swallowing itself, but still…”


      “Runs in the family,” Susan said. “Your mom’s the same.”


      Leah nodded.


      “So if swallowing’s more intimate,” Wren pressed, “then coming inside a woman shouldn’t be such a big deal.”


      “I didn’t say that,” Susan said. “My preference is personal, and it works for me. Trip probably feels differently. There isn’t a one-size-fits-all rule for swinging.”


      “But it’s such a little thing,” Wren half-whined.


      “Not to him it isn’t,” Susan said. Her expression softened. “Which brings up a good point: a relationship is about compromise. You can’t have everything your way a hundred percent of the time. Swinging is the same, a series of compromises.”


      Wren wasn’t convinced. “This shouldn’t be such a big deal!”


      “‘Should’ and ‘shouldn’t’ don’t matter,” Susan said. “This is a big deal to Trip, or you wouldn’t have brought it up. He’s probably made some compromises along the way. Now it’s your turn.”


      “I’ve made compromises.”


      Susan heard the lie but didn’t call her on it. Instead, she waited.


      “Fine,” Wren said at last. “But I don’t see what the big deal is.”


      Susan chuckled and looked at Trip. “She doesn’t give in gracefully, does she?”


      Wren flushed with embarrassment.


      I knew how she felt. I’d been on the receiving end of some of Susan’s hard lessons. I appreciated them afterward, but seldom at the time.


      “It isn’t really her fault,” Trip said. “Well, not entirely. She usually gets her way, so this is new to her.”


      “I understand. Some of this is also new to you. Can you tell me what bothers you about another guy coming inside your girlfriend?”


      “Not really,” he admitted. “I mean, I don’t have a problem if it’s a different girl, but it’s a little scary when it’s Wren.”


      “Then look at it from another perspective,” Susan offered. “Most men can’t handle the idea of their wife or girlfriend having sex with someone else. They’re too insecure, too jealous. If you can handle it, it makes you a better man.”


      “That’s more or less what Paul said. Wren too, in her own way. And she wants this for us as much as herself.”


      Susan nodded for him to continue.


      “I don’t think she’d be happy with just me. Not long-term.”


      Wren winced but didn’t contradict him.


      “Some people aren’t made for monogamy,” Susan said.


      “I’m not,” I agreed.


      “Me neither,” Leah said.


      “I thought I was,” Trip said, “but Wren and Paul made me think about things a new way.”


      “That’s a good thing,” Susan said.


      “Still scary.”


      “It can be.”


      Trip reached out and touched Wren’s shoulder. “We’ll get through this together, though.”


      She touched his hand and smiled back at him.


      “Good answer,” Susan said. Then she deliberately lightened her tone. “Now, what else can I tell you?”


      Wren hadn’t regained her mental footing, so Trip picked up the thread.


      “Do you mind if I ask you something personal?” he said.


      Susan grinned. “You mean the rest wasn’t personal?”


      “I guess. But this is different.”


      “Then by all means, ask away.”


      “Well,” he said, a bit diffidently, “Wren decided to shave last night.”


      “I noticed. She looks good.”


      Wren smiled at the compliment.


      “She did it to support Leah,” Trip continued, “but… why do you do it?”


      “My husband asked me to.”


      “Okay, but why do you still do it?”


      “Ah. I see,” Susan said. “Is it really so hard to believe that a woman might do something sexual for her own reasons?”


      “No, of course not,” he said hastily. “That’s not what I meant.”


      “I think it is what you meant, even if you don’t realize it.” Her expression softened. “I took charge of my own sexuality a long time ago. Shaving is part of that. First of all, I like the way it looks. It makes me feel attractive.”


      “I get that part,” Trip said.


      “It’s also one of the few things I do for purely sexual reasons. In that regard, it’s a bit like masturbating.”


      Trip’s eyebrows flew up, and even Wren looked a little surprised.


      I took the opportunity to move Leah’s hand to my straining hard-on.


      “So I do it for my personal pleasure,” Susan continued. “I also do it to express my sexuality.”


      Trip wrinkled his brow. “How do you mean?”


      “I think I understand,” Wren said slowly. She turned to him to explain. “It’s like when I flash you in public. I do it ’cause it gives me a thrill, but also ’cause I want you to know that I’m thinking about sex. So I do it for myself as much as you.” She looked at Susan. “Is that how shaving is for you?”


      “Mmm hmm.”


      “She’s done her fair share of flashing too,” I said.


      “Because it makes me feel sexy,” Susan said. “And it certainly put you in the mood.”


      “Never said it didn’t.”


      Wren looked thoughtful once the chuckles died away. “I didn’t realize until just now, but I’ve always enjoyed styling my bush. I’ve done it since I first started swimming. At first it was just to keep it from poking out of my suit, but then some of us started experimenting.”


      “Experimenting?” I said. “Like… how?”


      “Trimming it into different shapes. You know. Like that time after my birthday. Remember? I shaved then.” She glanced at Trip and explained, “Last year, before you and I became a couple.”


      He nodded.


      “We always heard about older girls who shaved completely—they said it made them swim faster—but my friends and I never went that far. Till now.”


      “So, how do you like it?” Susan asked.


      “It felt a little weird at first, like I was… This is gonna sound funny, but like I was naked. I really enjoyed it last night, though.”


      “Oh?”


      “Yeah. Trip and I were having sex. It felt like we were really connected, like nothing was between us. And when he came, it was like I could feel every twitch, every spurt.”


      Trip blushed. He wasn’t used to how explicit women could be when they talked about sex among themselves.


      “And then afterward,” Wren continued. “I was still horny after Trip went to sleep, so I started playing with myself. I was extra-sensitive without any hair down there.”


      Susan nodded.


      “And now that I’m getting used to it, I can see what you like. I mean, I can show off my sexuality with my bush. Only to certain people, but still…”


      Susan agreed with a nod. Then she looked at Trip. “Does that answer your question?”


      “Yeah. And sorry about the way I asked it. I didn’t mean—”


      “It’s all right. You didn’t grow up with a feminist aunt. I’m not very traditional when it comes to certain things.”


      “Told you so,” I said.


      “Don’t let Paul fool you,” she told Trip. “He had some serious misconceptions about sex and relationships before we taught him some sense.”


      “Getting laid is a powerful incentive,” I said, only half joking.


      “Trip,” Susan asked, serious again, “do you mind if I ask you a personal question?”


      “I guess I can’t really object.”


      “You could,” I teased, “but she’ll look sad and disappointed till you give in.”


      Susan ignored me. “Why do you want to be a swinger? And don’t say it’s because Wren wants to. That’s a cop-out, and you probably shouldn’t do it if that’s your only reason.”


      Wren turned to look at him.


      “Well, the first reason is obvious,” he said after a moment. “I get to have sex with other women. I mean, I could do that anyway, if I wanted to be a jerk, but now I can do it with Wren’s blessing.”


      Susan nodded.


      “And part has to do with what I said before. Wren wouldn’t be happy with just me for the rest of her life. I want her to be happy, and I want her to be with me, so this is the compromise I’m willing to make.”


      “Thank you,” Wren said softly.


      “Paul thinks I’ll enjoy it. Watching her do it with other guys, I mean. But I’m not so sure. I’m willing to give it a try, but…” He shrugged.


      “That’s fair,” Susan said.


      “But also,” Trip finished, “I guess I wanna be a swinger ’cause it’s exciting. I mean, before I met you all, I never would’ve had a conversation like this. Not in a million years. But now it seems natural to sit here talking about shaved pussies and coming inside women.” He laughed. “It even seems natural to watch another guy get a handjob.”


      Everyone looked at me and Leah.


      Susan grinned. “It is natural, in the right setting.”


      “Heck,” Trip finished, “I’m not even worried about having a boner in front of everyone.”


      “Oh?” Susan said. “I didn’t know you had one.”


      Wren twitched in surprise. She hadn’t known either, since he was sitting behind her.


      “Do you feel like showing off?” Susan asked.


      “Call me crazy, but I do.” He tapped Wren. “Switch places with me.”


      She eyed his hard-on as he stood and moved to the spot she’d just vacated.


      Susan gave him a candid appraisal. “Very nice. I’ve always been partial to men who stand at attention.”


      We laughed, although Trip still seemed a little shy.


      “I don’t think I’ll ever get used to women looking at me like that,” he said.


      “Like how?”


      “With that hungry look in your eyes, like you wanna eat me.”


      “Well, I do like to swallow,” Susan teased. “Remember?”


      Wren glanced at me.


      I nodded and suggested to Susan, “Why don’t you show us what you mean?”


      “Excuse me?”


      Trip looked surprised but didn’t object.


      “Yeah,” Wren said. “That’d be fun.”


      “Go ahead,” I said with a smirk. “You know you want to.”


      “Et tu, Brute?” Susan accused.


      “When in Rome…”


      “When in Rome, what?”


      “Have a Roman orgy. Don’t act surprised. You were probably planning this all along.”


      “For the record,” Susan said primly, “I wasn’t. I came up here thinking I’d give you some advice and then let you do your own thing.”


      “But then you changed your mind.”


      “Of course I did!” She gestured at Trip’s and my erections. “I’m only human.”


      “Well, you’re the reason we’re hard.”


      Trip nodded enthusiastically.


      “You’re going to make me blush.”


      “I don’t think you’ve blushed since you were fifteen,” I teased.


      “Wren,” she said, pointedly ignoring me, “we normally arrange these things in advance. But since this is”—she shot me a glance—“so unexpected… do you mind?”


      “Mind? Are you kidding? This is what I was hoping would happen!”


      “Hey, Trip,” I said, “before we get started… let’s move the coffee table out of the way. Give us some fighting room, so to speak.”


      We set it behind the couch and then returned to the middle of the room.


      Susan eyed our hard-ons. “Decisions, decisions. Where should we start?”


      “On your knees?” I suggested.


      “Wouldn’t you like that!”


      “Well, duh.”


      “Just for that,” she teased, “I think we’ll start with Trip. What do you say, ladies?” To Trip, “Have you ever had a three-way blowjob?”


      He gulped. “Not yet?”


      “Good answer!”


      Leah gave me a quick kiss as she rose to join the others. Susan and Wren were already on their knees in front of Trip, who looked a little shell-shocked, like he couldn’t believe his luck.


      “Get used to it,” I told him. “Being a swinger has some amazing perks.”


      “No kidding.”


      Susan grinned up at him and kissed the tip of his cock. It jerked in response. She laughed and captured it with her mouth. Leah leaned in to lick his balls. Wren didn’t quite know what to do, so she rubbed his thigh and smiled up at him.


      I decided that the view was better on the opposite couch.


      Susan sucked Trip for a minute or so and then pulled back to offer him to Wren. The girls took turns sucking, and Wren quickly figured out how things worked. I stroked myself and enjoyed the show.


      “Show him how deep you can go,” I suggested to Susan.


      “Can you deep throat?” Wren asked.


      “Watch,” Susan said with a grin. Then she looked up at Trip and slowly engulfed his manhood. She had to close her eyes and focus as she neared the base. A moment later she tightened her lips around the root of his cock.


      He closed his eyes and breathed deep through his nose.


      Susan took him deep a few more times and then passed his dick to Wren, who looked into his eyes and sucked gently. She pulled back after a minute and pointed him at Leah. Wren tongued his balls while the other two took turns sucking him. They continued like that for several minutes.


      “I think he’s about ready,” Susan said at last.


      “You’re the guest of honor,” Wren said.


      “Do you mind?”


      “Not at all.”


      I caught Wren’s eye and gestured at Susan. “Play with her pussy while she sucks him off. She likes that.”


      Susan flashed me a quick smile before she swallowed Trip’s cock. She steadied herself with hands on his thighs and began sucking in earnest. She let out a soft groan when Wren reached between her legs and touched her pussy.


      “God, you’re so wet,” Wren whispered. “You really do like giving head.”


      Susan nodded and kept sucking.


      Leah was the odd woman out, so she tweaked Susan’s nipples.


      Trip watched the whole thing and did his best not to come. He lasted about thirty seconds.


      Susan moaned when the first spurt hit her tongue. She bobbed gently, caressing Trip with her lips as he filled her mouth. When he finished she sat back and swallowed.


      Wren looked up at him. “What do you think?”


      “About what?”


      She rolled her eyes indulgently. “About your first three-way blowjob?”


      He chuckled weakly. “Gonna need to eat more oysters or something.” He eyed the couch. “And maybe sit down for a sec.”


      Susan chuckled and then turned hungry eyes on me. “Next?”


      My erection led the way.


      “Howdy, stranger.”


      “I bet you say that to all the fellas.”


      “No, just the special ones. The ones I’m about to suck off.”


      I chuckled. “Reminds me of our first time.”


      “Less painful, I hope.”


      “I forgot about the pain. Too nervous.” I laughed again. “I was worried you wouldn’t let me come in your mouth.”


      “Ha! Fat chance of that.”


      “I know that… now.”


      “How long has it been?” she mused. She kissed the tip of my dick as I thought.


      “A couple of years. At least. I still think about you, though. A lot. Especially when I need to jerk off in a hurry.”


      She arched an eyebrow.


      “I come super-quick when you’re the fantasy.”


      “Boy,” Wren said to her, “he does say the sweetest things.”


      “Yes, he does,” Susan agreed, and began sucking without any more foreplay.


      She was worked up too, I realized. “Go deep,” I said, and grunted when the tip of my cock entered her throat.


      She adjusted and forced another couple of inches into her mouth. She stopped about an inch from the base and sucked gently. Then she pulled back and caught her breath. “Throat’s gonna be sore tomorrow,” she said. “Worth it, though.” She took me deep again.


      She wrapped her lips around the base of my cock. I grunted at the sensations as the muscles in her throat contracted. After a moment she pulled back. Her lips and tongue caressed my shaft and left it glistening with saliva. I guided her with a hand on her head, and she swallowed me a third time.


      “I’m being greedy,” she said at last, her breathing heavy. She offered my dick to Wren.


      “I can’t compete with that!”


      “None of us can,” Leah said.


      Except my mom, I thought, but kept it to myself.


      “Still,” Wren said, with a grin up at me, “it’d be a shame not to try.”


      “A shame— Oh, God, that’s nice.”


      Wren smiled as she bobbed gently and teased me with her tongue.


      “Let me try,” Leah said, and Wren relinquished my cock.


      The girls stopped talking and concentrated on sucking.


      I glanced around and spotted Trip, who was sitting in his original spot, almost behind me. “The view’s better from over there, dude.”


      He moved. Then he watched as Wren took her turn. Finally, he shook his head in disbelief. “Call me crazy, but you were right.”


      “Told you so.”


      Susan smiled when she realized what he meant. She brushed Wren’s hair back to give him a better view. Then she kissed her behind the ear and whispered something.


      Wren’s eyes closed and she moaned around my cock.


      “She likes you watching,” Susan told Trip. Then she reached between Wren’s legs and played with her pussy. “She’s so wet.”


      Trip started stroking himself.


      Wren finally released my dick, and Leah practically inhaled it.


      I teased and tweaked her nipple as she bobbed on my shaft. She couldn’t take me very deep, but she made up for it by knowing me better. She knew I liked to watch, so she always sucked with her face turned upward.


      Wren ducked under to lick my balls, while Susan moved in to kiss the base of my shaft.


      Their faces were very close, almost touching, and all of them had their eyes closed as they concentrated on my dick. I knew I wouldn’t last long, so I stopped trying.


      Susan was playing with herself as she sucked me. She moaned with growing arousal. By unspoken agreement, Leah and Wren decided to let her finish me.


      The pressure built in my balls, and my cock swelled with anticipation. Susan quickened her sucking. Her fingers went into high gear on her clit as well. She groaned around my shaft. I tried to hold back, to time my orgasm to hers, but I couldn’t. She was too good.


      I tensed as the first spurt surged up my shaft and over her tongue. She moaned and pumped me with her hand. The next spurt shot into her throat, but she kept going. I shuddered as she expertly drained me.


      “Keep sucking,” I panted at last. “Make yourself come.”


      She took me deep, almost into her throat.


      Wren watched in fascination as Susan’s face reddened with impending orgasm.


      All of a sudden she let out an explosive breath around my cock. I held her head and felt her shiver with a wave of pleasure. Her lips tightened around me, squeezing the final drops from my shaft.


      She let my cock slide from her mouth when her orgasm subsided. Then she sat back and caught her breath, her hands braced on her thighs. I thought she was completely out of it, but she smiled up at me when I caressed her hair.


      “That was so hot,” Wren said.


      “And that was only round one,” I said.


      Susan nodded. “Gimme a sec before round two.”


      “Of course.” I glanced at Wren. “You wanna help fix drinks?”


      She let me help her to her feet.


      I extended a hand to Susan as well, but she shook her head.


      Trip gave me a look that said he’d take care of her.


      Wren and I returned a few minutes later with glasses of ice water. Susan and Leah were sitting on the couch on either side of Trip. They accepted drinks with grateful smiles. Wren and I settled on the couch by the window, where Leah and I had been before.


      “So, what’s next?” I asked cheerfully.


      “R&R,” Susan said.


      “Sounds fun,” Trip said.


      I shared a grin with Susan. “He isn’t a military kid.”


      “Oh,” Trip said, chagrined. “I thought it was a sex thing, like B&B.”


      “No. Rest and Recuperation.”


      “Right. Got it.”


      “Sorry, dude,” I said. “Some of us aren’t as young as we used to be.”


      “Who’re you talking about?” Susan glowered.


      I hooked a thumb at Wren. “Her. Who’d you think?”


      Wren squawked.


      “Yeah, you. Now that you’re twenty-one, I figure you need a little more time between rounds.”


      “Speak for yourself!”


      “Hey, I’m ready to go, any time.”


      She gave my penis a pointed look. “Oh, really?”


      “Sure. Just say the word. But you’d better stand back. No telling how big it’s gonna get. Speaking of which…” I rose and grinned at Susan. “Do you mind if I borrow your towel?”


      I had everyone confused, including Susan, but she handed me her towel. It was warm from her body and a little damp with sweat.


      I spread it on the rug between the two couches.


      She arched an eyebrow.


      I extended a hand and said, very formally, “Will you do me the honor, ma’am?”


      She arched an eyebrow. “They say you can’t go home again.”


      “That’s okay.” I grinned. “I’m going to come home.”


      “Oh, God! You’re as bad as your mom.”


      “Worse,” I said, and grabbed my manhood. “I have one of these!”


      “And what do you plan to do with it?”


      “Tickle your tonsils.”


      Her eyes widened. “Again?”


      “Uh-uh. From below this time.”


      “Ha! Okay.”


      “Are they always like this?” Wren asked Leah.


      “Yeah, pretty much. My dad’s worse. Sometimes it’s funny. Most of the time it’s just corny.”


      “But it works,” I said.


      “It does,” Susan agreed as she sank to the towel. “How do you want me?”


      “On your back.”


      Trip suggested that Wren join us.


      “Sure.”


      “Besides,” he added with a grin, “it’ll give me a chance to put the moves on Leah.”


      “I like your moves already,” Leah said.


      Wren looked at me. “What should I do?”


      “Have a seat and watch for a minute.” I spread Susan’s legs and knelt between them. “Ladies and gentleman, the Holy Grail of shaved pussies, the one that started it all.”


      Susan smiled, amused and aroused at the same time.


      I fingered her gently as I stroked myself. When I was completely hard, I spread her open and lubricated the head of my cock.


      Wren watched in fascination as I sank into Susan’s warm pussy. I pushed deeper and watched her labia spread to accommodate me. My hips met her thighs, and I felt a moment of vertigo as the signals from my dick finally reached my brain.


      “God, that’s hot,” I rasped. “As good as the first time.”


      “Better.”


      “Oh?”


      “Mmm hmm. This time you know what you’re doing.”


      I braced myself and began moving within her. Then I realized that Wren was still watching.


      “Sit on her face,” I suggested.


      Wren’s eyes lit up.


      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Trip guide Leah to her back. She sighed as he kissed his way toward her pussy.


      I thrust slowly while Wren straddled Susan. She began licking, and Wren closed her eyes with a soft groan. I took the opportunity to admire her body. Her breasts were at the perfect height, so I captured one of her nipples. I swirled my tongue around the stiff little bud and then switched to the other.


      All the while I kept up a steady rhythm between Susan’s thighs. I wasn’t in danger of coming any time soon, but I slowed down anyway. I pulled back and paused, with only the tip of my cock still inside her. She noticed when I didn’t immediately bury myself again, but she couldn’t say anything with Wren sitting on her face.


      I smirked to myself and deliberately, oh so deliberately, eased into her. My shaft disappeared a quarter-inch at a time. It drove Susan mad, and I almost couldn’t stand it myself. I stopped when I finally hit bottom. Then I began the whole process in reverse, which earned a groan of frustration from Susan.


      I kept going for a dozen thrusts, each as slow as the first. Susan moaned in relief when I finally started fucking her faster. Wren had her eyes closed and was pinching her own nipples, so I turned to watch the others.


      Trip’s face was buried in Leah’s pussy, her thighs spread wide as he held them apart. I could tell from her breathing that she was close to orgasm, so I watched for a moment. Sure enough, Trip did something with his tongue that sent her over the edge. She tried to squirm, but he held her down and pressed his mouth into her.


      Wren started making sounds like she was going to come too, so I returned my attention to her. I captured one of her nipples and sucked gently. I switched a couple of times before she stopped moving and came with a soft cry. A gentle warmth spread over my cheeks as her chest flushed from the intensity of her climax.


      “Oh, God,” she panted as she collapsed sideways. “That was… awesome.”


      “Our pleasure,” I said.


      Susan nodded and wiped moisture from her cheeks.


      “You feel like sucking me?” I asked her.


      “Love to.”


      I caught Trip’s eye. “Wanna join us?”


      “Yeah, sure.”


      I withdrew from the heat and moisture of Susan’s pussy. “You’re in luck,” I told him. “There’s an opening.”


      “Oh, God,” Wren said, “that was worse than corny.”


      “Told you,” Leah said.


      I ignored them both and sighed in pleasure as Susan’s lips found my cock.


      Trip just laughed and knelt between her legs. He played with her pussy as he stroked himself to full erection. After a moment Susan reached down, found his cock, and wrapped her fingers around it. She guided it toward her pussy. Trip grinned at her eagerness. Then he braced himself and began thrusting.


      I glanced up at the girls, who were kissing and gently touching each other. I caught Trip’s eye and flicked my chin toward them.


      “Like our own personal porno,” I said.


      “No kidding. It’s hot.”


      “Yep. Just another benefit of being a swinger.”


      “Lot of those,” he grunted as he ground his hips into Susan.


      “Mmm hmm.” I paused to watch her suck me. Her whole body moved every time Trip thrust, but she expertly kept her lips around my shaft.


      Trip pulled out after several minutes. “I don’t wanna come yet. Mind if we switch?”


      “Sure.”


      I climbed between Susan’s legs and slid into her easily. I paused to enjoy the moist heat of her pussy. Trip fed his cock to her and closed his eyes as she began sucking.


      I played with Susan’s clit and glanced at the girls. They were on their sides in a sixty-nine, so I couldn’t see much, but they were enjoying themselves. Trip was watching too, and we shared a grin. After a moment we returned our attention to Susan. He held her head and urged her to swallow more of his cock, while I started fucking her in earnest.


      I alternated between watching Trip’s dick in her mouth and my own in her pussy. I was a little too worked up after several minutes, so I stopped thrusting and buried myself completely. Unfortunately, the sight of her blowing Trip was almost as arousing as fucking her myself.


      I gave it up as a lost cause. “I’m gonna come,” I told Trip. “Switch with me.”


      He heard the urgency and scooted out of the way.


      I squeezed the base of my shaft and practically leapt toward Susan’s open mouth. I didn’t make it. A jet of semen arced in a line across her cheek. She flinched, but quickly wrapped her lips around my swollen cock. I relaxed my grip, and a flood of semen shot down her throat. She let out a surprised moan.


      I closed my eyes so tight that I saw spots. When it was over I sagged to my heels and breathed hard through my nose.


      “Oh, my,” Susan panted.


      “I was a little worked up,” I said lamely.


      “You think?” She laughed and swallowed again. “Thought you were going to drown me.”


      “Woman dies in flood of semen,” Leah joked, “film at eleven.”


      She and Wren were watching from the couch. They were spooned together, each with a post-orgasmic glow. Wren had her arm draped over Leah in a friendly, possessive way.


      “You’re next,” Susan said to Trip.


      “For what?”


      “You haven’t come yet.”


      “Oh. Um… neither have you.”


      “Don’t worry. I will.”


      “I know,” he said with a grin as he moved between her legs. He gently spread them wider.


      “You’re in for a treat,” I told her. “Rumor has it that Trip gives the best head around.”


      “I dunno about the best,” he said. “But I can hold my own.”


      He lowered his face to her pussy. Her breathing grew heavy almost immediately. She closed her eyes and ran her fingers through his hair. A few minutes later she started humping his face. “The rumors might be true,” she said between shuddering breaths. “Oh, God. Right there! That’s it.”


      Part of me was annoyed. What did he do that I didn’t? But another part had to admire the guy. He was good, all right. Even I could see it.


      Leah must have been reading my mind. She caught my eye and winked to remind me that I had other talents.


      I blew her a kiss.


      Wren watched the whole exchange and then whispered something in Leah’s ear.


      Her dark eyes softened with affection and then she nodded.


      Wren smirked and whispered something else.


      “Oh, I know,” Leah answered.


      I rolled my eyes at their antics, but couldn’t really get upset. Besides, Trip picked that moment to drive Susan over the edge.


      She choked off a scream and held Trip’s head in place. Her face and neck reddened, and she let out a half-sobbing breath. Trip cupped her ass and held on as the force of her orgasm intensified.


      She finally came back to earth after more than a minute. Her nipples were so stiff that her areolae had contracted to half their normal size.


      Trip rose on hands and knees and planted a line of kisses up her stomach. He reached her breasts and sucked gently until she pulled his face up to hers. She kissed him full on the mouth, which surprised him. After a moment’s hesitation he relaxed and decided to enjoy it.


      She reached between them and stroked his hard-on. She urged him forward and guided him into her. He groaned and lowered his body to hers. She wrapped her legs around him. He began thrusting with a slow, gentle rocking motion. He gradually increased his pace until he was thrusting hard. Susan gazed up at him and silently urged him on.


      I caught Wren’s eye. Soon that’s going to be us, I thought at her.


      She nodded.


      But probably not tonight.


      She quirked an eyebrow at my sudden change in mood.


      I forced a smile. Tell you later, I said with a slight headshake.


      She nodded.


      We turned our attention to Susan and Trip. She had her legs spread as wide as possible. His cock looked like a shiny pink jackhammer, and her pussy lips were swollen from the pounding.


      “Where—?” Trip grunted at last.


      “Inside me.”


      He didn’t say anything. Instead, he concentrated on his impending orgasm. Finally he arched his back and rose on his toes. He strained with every muscle to bury his cock as deep as he could. A moment later his expression went slack from the pleasure of release.


      Eventually, Trip relaxed the muscles in his shoulders and back. His buttocks unclenched, and his knees sank to the floor. Susan drew him down and wrapped her legs around him.


      “I thought…,” he gulped after a moment. “I mean…”


      She stroked his hair and shushed him. “Sometimes it’s more intimate this way. And it was my choice. That always makes it better.”


      He swallowed hard and nodded.


      “Besides,” she added with a soft laugh, “a girl can only swallow so much before she needs to feel a guy come inside her.”


      “You can say that again,” Wren muttered. She was looking at yours truly.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      We were all a bit wobbly when we walked back down to the lake, nearly four hours after we’d left for lunch.


      “Wanna go for a swim?” I ventured.


      “Swim? No,” Trip said. “Float? Maybe tread water? Yeah, I can manage that.”


      “I’ll go,” Wren said.


      “Sure,” Leah added.


      “Just a quick dip,” Susan said.


      We waded into the cold water, and my testicles immediately migrated north. Susan actually hissed.


      “Sometimes I forget how cold it is,” she admitted.


      “It’s good for you,” I said. The water was cold, but it felt refreshing, especially after the heat of the late afternoon sun. Besides, it gave us a chance to rinse off the funk of sex.


      Susan sank beneath the surface. She emerged a moment later and slicked back her hair. I brazenly admired her breasts. She arched an eyebrow.


      “Nice scenery,” I said.


      “Uh-huh. Well, I have a nice warm chair, and my book is getting good. So…”


      “Enjoy,” I said with a nod. “We’re probably gonna swim for a while.”


      “Ah, the stamina of youth. Have fun.”


      She climbed the steps out of the lake, and I watched her from behind. She gave me a smile over her shoulder as she headed toward the row of lounge chairs.


      “I hope I’m half as cool when I’m her age,” Leah said wistfully.


      “No kidding,” Wren agreed.


      “You’re pretty cool now,” Trip said.


      “Me or Leah?”


      Trip played it up. “Both. Duh.”


      The girls laughed, and Leah rose on tip-toe to kiss his cheek. “Keep that up and you might get lucky.”


      “I get any luckier I might pass out. Right now I could use a nap. So the raft is looking pretty good.”


      “Totally,” Leah said.


      “Wren?”


      She shook her head. “I need to swim a couple of laps, work the kinks out.”


      “Don’t work ’em out completely,” I said. “Trip likes you kinky.”


      “Ha ha.”


      “What about you?” Trip asked me.


      “I like her kinky too. But that’s not what you meant.”


      He rolled his eyes.


      “Think I’ll swim a couple of laps.”


      “Good luck trying to keep up with her.”


      “Are we still talking about swimming?”


      “You think you’re funny,” he deadpanned. “But you’ll learn soon enough. She’ll wear you out. In the lake or in bed. I guarantee it.”


      “Can’t wait,” I said.


      Another eye-roll. “You’re as bad as she is.”


      “Yep.”


      “C’mon,” he said to Leah. “Let’s go relax and let the horn-dogs work off their excess energy.”


      Wren and I shared a grin and watched them swim away. Trip caught the edge of the raft and pulled himself onto it. I had to admit that he was an attractive guy, muscular and tall. He even tanned easily, the lousy so-and-so.


      “Penny for your thoughts,” Wren said, amused. Her eyes widened when I told her. “Seriously?”


      “What about it? He’s a good-looking guy.”


      “Yeah, but most guys’d never admit it. Not about another guy.”


      “I said he’s attractive, not that I’m attracted to him.”


      She gave me a thoughtful look. “You’re different than you used to be.”


      “I had a lot of time to myself this summer,” I said with a shrug. “I did a lot of thinking.” And I met some people who really opened my eyes.


      She cocked her head to the side and studied me. “I like the new you,” she said after a bit.


      “Thanks. I guess. I’m definitely not the same guy I used to be.”


      “Well, if anything, you’re even nicer now.”


      “Why’s that?”


      “I dunno. I still haven’t figured it out. But I will. And you know…”


      My eyes narrowed when I realized that her wheels were turning.


      “I’m not matchmaking,” she blurted. “I promise. Okay, maybe a little, but— Relax. God! I promise I’ll talk to you first. Okay?”


      “Okay,” I said slowly.


      “I don’t see what the big fuss is. I only want you to be happy.”


      “I’m pretty happy now.”


      “But you’d be happier with a girlfriend. A full-time girlfriend,” she amended.


      “Maybe. Maybe not. But it needs to be on my own terms.”


      “Fine. Okay. Your terms. Sheesh. You’d think I was trying to lock you up or something.”


      “Not lock me up,” I said, “but you definitely want things your way.”


      “Is that so bad? Besides, what if you like it my way?”


      “I’m not your boyfriend. And I’ll never be your husband. No offense, but I’m not like Trip. He’s happy to let you run the show. I wouldn’t be.”


      “You have to be in charge?” she flared. “Is that what you’re saying? All the time?”


      “Not at all. But we’re talking about my life, and especially my love life. I know what’s best for me. So I’m going to do things my way.”


      “Fine,” she said. In a sullen undertone, “Control freak.”


      “You really don’t give in gracefully.”


      “No, I don’t.”


      “Pouting doesn’t work. Not on me. It’s cute, though.”


      “You know, sometimes I wanna jump your bones so bad I can hardly stand it.”


      “Lemme guess,” I said dryly, “this isn’t one of those times?”


      She ignored me. “Other times I wanna wipe that stupid smirk off your face.”


      “Sorry,” I said, not really meaning it. “Love me or hate me, you can’t live without me.”


      She tried to scowl again. “I hate it when you’re right.”


      “Cheer up. Without me, you’d’ve never known what a great guy Trip is.”


      “I think I’d’ve figured it out.”


      “Probably. But I kinda put things in perspective for you.”


      “Maybe.”


      “Also, you’d’ve never known about swingers if it weren’t for me.”


      “I think I’d’ve figured that out too.”


      “But it would’ve taken a lot longer. Besides, you wouldn’t’ve had Susan or my mom to talk to. Or Leah and Erin.”


      “So you’re responsible for an entire network of swingers?”


      “Introducing you to them,” I said. “And boy, are you like them. Like us. Especially Susan.”


      That surprised her out of her pretend-sulk. “You really think so?”


      “Are you kidding? You’re so much like her. Makes me hard every time I think about it.”


      She rolled her eyes at the obvious ploy, but couldn’t hide a flicker of satisfaction.


      “You even look like her. You’re just as sexy too.”


      “Now you’re trying to butter me up.”


      “Yeah, but it’s working.”


      She eyed me sidelong.


      “Besides, I’m serious. You really do remind me of her, in all the right ways.”


      “We’d better go for that swim now.”


      “Need to cool off?”


      “What do you care? You couldn’t do anything about it if you wanted to.” She shot a pointed glance at the water hiding my nether parts.


      “Wanna bet?”


      “Have to catch me first!” She dived toward open water.


      I was quick enough to get a hand on her ankle, but it slipped through my grasp as she kicked away. I chased after her. She was too fast, even doing the backstroke. She laughed at me and rolled into a front crawl. I didn’t have a hope of catching her after that.


      She finally eased up and began treading water as we neared the deepest part of the lake. The sun had slid far enough toward the horizon that the big trees around the spillway cast lengthening shadows over the water.


      “That was exactly what I needed,” she panted as I swam up.


      “Bruised ego?” I accused. “Had to prove your superiority?”


      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


      “Can’t beat me in a war of words, so you beat me in a race instead.”


      “Whatever.”


      I grinned. “You’re right, we never would’ve worked as boyfriend-girlfriend. We’re too competitive.”


      “And don’t you forget it.”


      “Like you’d ever let me.”


      She stuck her nose in the air and pretended to ignore me.


      I felt a surge of lust so strong that I almost stopped treading water.


      Wren’s eyes widened. “What?”


      I pulled her against me and made sure she felt my erection. “You drive me crazy sometimes.”


      “I can tell.”


      “I’ve always had a thing for women like you, smart and independent,” I told her. “None of them has ever been as competitive, though.”


      “Is that a good thing?”


      “You tell me,” I said, and pressed my stiff cock into her. I was holding her around the middle, and we were both treading water with a single hand. My arm was longer and stronger, so we turned in a slow circle. My eyes swept past the people lounging on the shore. No one was staring at us, but it was only a matter of time.


      “What’re you going to do?” Wren whispered, her voice husky with desire and a hint of worry.


      “Fuck your brains out.”


      She squeaked. “Now?”


      I gave a firm yank on the reins of my libido. I wanted to do it then and there, damn the consequences, but the big head was in control.


      “We can’t,” she whispered urgently. “Not here.”


      I propelled us toward the steps.


      “Not there either! Everyone will see.”


      I actually laughed. “Relax. I’m not going to do it here.” We reached the steps and climbed two of them, till we could both stand with our heads above water. “I’m not even going to do it tonight.”


      Her expression went from anxious to confused.


      “Hear me out,” I said. “We’re all a bit worn out from earlier.”


      She started to object, but I gently cut her off.


      “We are. And chasing you around the lake hasn’t exactly helped. Besides,” I said after a moment to gather my thoughts, “think about this afternoon. It was about Trip.”


      She nodded slowly.


      “So anything tonight will change the focus. And to be completely honest, it’d be anticlimactic after Susan.”


      “Not necessarily.”


      “Yeah, it would. Trust me.”


      “Okay, so what—?”


      “I want it as much as you,” I assured her. For good measure, I pulled her hand toward my erection.


      She gripped it firmly, but without any urgency. Instead, she thought about what I’d said. “Yeah, I get it,” she said at last. Her expression fell. “I guess I knew all along, but…”


      I nodded. “Me too.”


      She released me. We fell silent for a long moment, until she smiled. “Thanks, though.”


      I quirked an eyebrow. “For what?”


      “For making today about Trip.”


      “Me?” I said. “It was you. And Susan.”


      “Especially her.”


      “No kidding. Did you think she’d join us when you invited her?”


      “No, but your mom did.”


      My eyebrows shot up.


      “It was her idea.”


      “She’s full of good advice.”


      We fell silent.


      “So,” I said at last, “are you upset?”


      “That we have to wait? Yeah, a little.”


      “But you can’t always get what you want.”


      Wren grimaced. “Don’t remind me.”


      “It builds character.”


      “I’m full of character,” she complained. “Up to my eyeballs!”


      “Well, now it’s up to your eyebrows.”


      “A war of words again?”


      “Cheer up,” I said with a laugh, “I’m pretty good with swords too.”


      Her eyes widened when she figured it out. “Oh, God, that was the worst!”


      “I dunno. I think you’re gonna like it.”


      “What?”


      “My sword.”


      “C’mon. Let’s join the others on the raft.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Later that evening we ate dinner and then relaxed with a bottle of wine on the front porch. Trip played guitar and sang. It was another thing he did that made me jealous. I had zero musical talent, but Trip was a natural. Wren and Leah turned into adoring groupies, and he enjoyed every bit of it.


      Worst of all, he was totally cool about it. A small part of me wanted to resent him for his talent—talents, I should say—but he wasn’t the kind of guy to brag or make fun of someone. Oh, he didn’t mind showing off, but he didn’t make me feel like a loser because I couldn’t play guitar or make a woman come in thirty seconds. Then again, I could do things he couldn’t, both in bed and out.


      Leah noticed my mood and immediately slid toward me. “What’s the matter?” she whispered.


      I forced a smile and shook off the question, but she knew me too well.


      She casually rested her hand on my inner thigh. “I think I need some extra attention tonight. Do you know anyone who can help?”


      I almost told her to ask Trip, but she hadn’t done anything to cause my irritation. Neither had Trip, really. He was just being himself, and he was a totally likable guy when I wasn’t in a funk. I laughed and corrected myself: he was a likable guy even when I was in a funk.


      Leah ducked under my arm and pressed herself against me. The evening hadn’t turned cool yet, but her warmth felt good against my skin. My dark mood evaporated as she silently worked her magic.


      Trip segued into Lynyrd Skynyrd. The twilight was fading to darkness, but I noticed other people on their cabin porches. Trip’s impromptu concert had an appreciative audience. He realized it too, so he played a Led Zeppelin song next. Then he played some Kansas, followed by the Eagles. The final chords faded to soft applause from the nearby cabins.


      Trip set the guitar aside and thanked the darkness.


      “God, I love you so much,” Wren said. She pulled him down for a kiss, which lengthened into something more urgent.


      “Are you ready for bed?” Leah asked me quietly. “I am.”


      Full night had fallen, and I had a sudden idea. “Maybe,” I told her, and then gestured to Trip and Wren. “Y’all up for an adventure?”


      “What d’you have in mind?”


      “Something Wren and I were talking about today.”


      He looked at her, but she didn’t have a clue either.


      “Let’s grab our towels,” I suggested. “And follow me.”


      Leah gave me a quizzical look as well, but she trusted me.


      We found our towels, turned out the cabin lights, and headed down the hill.


      The night was dark enough that we could barely make out the road, so we slowed down and moved by feel until we could navigate by the lights of the clubhouse. Darkness folded itself around us after we left that circle of light, but we made it to the lake without too much trouble.


      “We have to be quiet,” I whispered. “Sound carries at night. Especially across water.”


      Everyone nodded.


      “Does anyone see the raft?”


      The moon was out, but it was very new, so it didn’t really help.


      “There,” Leah said at last.


      It was floating near the spillway from the feeder lake.


      “Rock, paper, scissors?” I said to Trip. “Loser has to swim out and get it?”


      I won, so he handed his towel to Wren and walked around the curve of the lake. We followed until the raft was only eight or ten feet away.


      Trip looked, judged the distance, and then backed up a dozen feet. He took a running start and leapt across the gap. He landed on the raft and almost ran over the far side. He stopped himself with an impressive feat of balance.


      “No fair,” I called softly. “You cheated.”


      “Yeah, well, the joke’s on me,” he called back. “I can’t get back to you without swimming.”


      “Oh, please,” Wren said. She started walking toward the dam. We followed her around to the other side of the lake, where we waited. Sure enough, Trip and the raft bumped into the brick coping about a minute later.


      Trip gave me an “I knew it all along” shrug.


      “Yeah, right,” I muttered.


      “Leave our towels here,” Wren said. She stepped onto the raft.


      Leah and I followed, and I gave us a shove toward the middle of the lake.


      “So,” Wren asked, “are you thinking what I hope you are?”


      “Probably,” I said. “Our little chat this afternoon.”


      Trip looked from me to her.


      “It isn’t broad daylight,” she said.


      “Close as we’re gonna get without getting thrown out of camp.”


      Her white teeth flashed in a grin. “I knew you’d see it my way.”


      “What’re you talking about?” Trip asked. “I get the first part. That’s obvious. But what are you talking about, seeing things your way?” Things must have clicked into place, because he chuckled.


      “What’s funny?” Wren said.


      “You. You’re so eager,” he said gently, and pulled her into his arms. “Be patient. You’ll get your chance.”


      “But—”


      “No buts,” he said, and put a finger to her lips. “You and Paul can go wild tomorrow. But I’m not ready to share yet. Not after the way you were looking at me earlier. You were ready to jump me halfway through ‘Ain’t No Sunshine.’”


      “You kinda were,” Leah agreed.


      “But—”


      “No buts, remember? Now, if you don’t mind, I’d like to make love to you. I can’t imagine a more perfect place or people to have with us.”


      She swore softly.


      I chuckled. “You kiss your boyfriend with that mouth?”


      “Yes, I do,” she said tartly. “Suck and swallow too. I’ll do the same to you… if you’re lucky.” She looked back at Trip. “But not tonight.”


      “I knew you’d see it my way,” he said. Then he grinned and bent to kiss her. It was a reminder of earlier, and it heated up just as quickly.


      “And what did you have in mind?” Leah asked me in a suggestive voice.


      “Same thing. Make love to my girlfriend.”


      She beamed and tilted her head up for a kiss, which I happily gave her. I cupped her breast until she gently pushed me back. She grinned and sank to her knees.


      The sun-bleached canvas of the raft was light enough to make out Wren on her knees. Part of me wished that I could see well enough to watch her blow Trip, but then Leah captured my semi-hard shaft and made me forget about everything but her soft, warm mouth.


      “Turn around,” Trip said to Wren after a few minutes. He knelt behind her and slid into her from behind.


      Leah’s eyes flashed with a question.


      “Sounds good to me.”


      She released my hard-on and turned on her hands and knees.


      I felt for her opening and found her wet and ready. I slid into her with a soft groan. My hands gripped her hips as I scooted into position.


      “Wanna try synchronized sex?” Trip asked softly.


      “Sure.”


      We began to move our hips in unison. We kept our pace slow and deliberate, but it took an effort.


      “Switch to missionary?” I suggested at last.


      The raft rocked gently as we fucked the girls in a steady rhythm.


      Wren’s cries threatened to give us away, so Trip covered her mouth with his. He stopped trying to keep in sync and instead began thrusting harder. Wren crossed her ankles behind his back and urged him on with her body.


      He stiffened and came a minute later. She moaned into his shoulder as he shot his load. They eventually relaxed and caught their breath quietly.


      “I don’t care what Susan says,” Wren said. “That’s a lot more intimate.”


      Trip brushed back her hair and kissed her.


      I returned my attention to Leah. “Turn over,” I said softly.


      Her eyes flashed as she grinned up at me. She rolled to her stomach and moaned in anticipation when I spread her cheeks. I scooted forward and slid into her. The temperature in her pussy had already gone up, and I felt the first flutters of her orgasm.


      I bent over her and started thrusting. I could feel her climax building, and I steadily fucked her as mine approached too. Her pussy welcomed me when I rammed home a final time.


      My cock swelled and erupted inside her. She moaned, and her pussy tightened around me. I felt a rush of heat and moisture that was more than semen.


      We silently communed through shared orgasms. I collapsed over her back as soon I could move again, although her pussy still quivered with aftershocks. We panted together while my cock slowly went soft inside her.


      “This was”—she gasped as another aftershock quivered through her—“a really good idea.”


      “You can say that again,” Wren said languidly.


      “Think we woke the neighbors?”


      “Don’t really care,” I said. “If we did, I hope they’re jealous.”


      “Or screwing their brains out.”


      I chuckled. “Probably not. Most of them are really old.”


      “I wonder if they can still get it up,” Wren said.


      “Some of them can,” Leah said. “Mr. Nelson.”


      “Oh yeah! I forgot about him.”


      “Me too,” I said.


      “He’s just a friend,” Leah said. “But he’s really sweet. And he makes me feel special.”


      “You are special,” Trip said, which earned him a smile.


      “Thanks,” Leah said. Then she broke the mood with a huge yawn. “Sorry. I can barely keep my eyes open.


      “We’ve had a long day,” I said.


      “No kidding,” Trip said.


      “What time is it?” Wren asked.


      I looked at the luminous hands of my watch. “Only 11:15, but it feels like midnight.”


      It was Trip’s turn to yawn, which set off a chain reaction.


      “C’mon,” I said at last. “Let’s find the shore and get outta here.”


      “We’re near the shallow end,” Leah said.


      I couldn’t see past the edge of the raft. “How can you tell?”


      “I just felt the raft bump the floats.”


      “You don’t miss a thing, do you?”


      She smiled and shook her head.


      “Guess I’m gonna get wet after all,” Trip said in resignation.


      “I’ll join you,” I said. “In solidarity.”


      I actually felt Wren roll her eyes.


      “You guys really do keep your brains in your penises, don’t you?” She sat up and looked at Leah. “Where are the floats?”


      She silently pointed.


      Wren stretched over the side and paddled with her hands until she found the rope. Then she pulled us toward the shore.


      “You know,” I muttered, “for a swimmer, you sure don’t like getting wet.”


      “I don’t like my boyfriend getting wet either,” she said waspishly. “Or cold. It makes him grumpy.” Then she “accidentally” splashed me.


      All I could do was laugh.


      “You guys are always in a rush to be so manly,” Wren said.


      “I dunno,” Leah said, “I kinda like it.”


      “I do too, but not when it’s dumb.”


      “Point taken,” I said.


      We climbed off the raft and found our towels where we’d left them. Then we began walking up the hill. Trip gestured and we hung back until the girls pulled ahead of us.


      “Thanks,” he said, his voice pitched low.


      “For what? Not getting into an argument with Wren?”


      “Well, yeah, for that too.”


      “You know why she’s upset? I mean, for real?”


      “Yeah.” He fell silent, and I let him work through it. “I know a lot more than she realizes,” he said at last. Then he made sure the girls weren’t listening. “She likes to think she’s in control. It makes her happy, so I go along with it.”


      “You understand her, all right.”


      “I understand you too. A lot better than you think.”


      “Oh?”


      “Mmm hmm. So I wanna thank you for today. Like, all of it.”


      “Don’t know what you mean.”


      “Bullshit,” he said without heat. “I know what you did with Susan, and then with Wren tonight.”


      “Oh?”


      “Yeah. Today was about me. Don’t get me wrong, I’m grateful, but…”


      “But…?”


      “I’m kinda eager to see what happens tomorrow.”


      “For real?”


      “Yep. I feel like a kid on Christmas Eve.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧
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        Chapter 28

      


      I woke up before dawn and grumpily wondered if my internal clock ever took a vacation. I debated whether to go for a run or not. Then I thought about waking Leah. The little head immediately campaigned for that option. We compromised: if she was sound asleep, I’d leave her alone. If not, we’d see.


      I scooted toward her. She was sleeping on her side, facing away from me. I rubbed her hip and felt her stir. She let out a sigh when I cupped her breast. I eased forward until my erection touched her bare bottom.


      “Wha’ time izzit?” she mumbled.


      “Early.”


      “Mmm.”


      I teased her nipple. “You in the mood…?”


      “Mmm.”


      I kissed her neck.


      She moaned softly.


      I released her breast and walked my fingers down her stomach. I gently parted her dry outer lips and began teasing her clit. “Spread your legs,” I said at last.


      She turned a little and guided my hard-on to her opening. I slid into her with a low groan. We began moving together. I lubricated a finger and continued rubbing her clit. After several minutes she tensed with a quiet orgasm. I continued thrusting until my semen added to the heat and moisture of her own climax.


      We caught our breath in silence, still joined by my stiff cock.


      “That was nice,” she murmured at last. She was already drifting back to sleep.


      Her breathing slowed and grew regular. I planted another kiss and eased my hips back. She let out a sigh when my shaft slid free, but didn’t stir otherwise. My dick was still rock hard.


      Never satisfied, are you? I thought at it.


      It stayed silent.


      Smug too.


      Part of me wished I could go back to sleep, but that wasn’t how my body worked. Instead, I pulled the covers over Leah and slid out the other side of the bed. I found my socks and shoes by feel, put them on, and tiptoed out of the room.


      I did a few minutes of stretches on the front porch. The morning air was damp and surprisingly chilly, so I didn’t wait long before I set out for Bernie’s old homestead.


      The Pines Retreat, I reminded myself, and wondered how soon we could spend a weekend there. The extra privacy would be nice.


      I warmed up as I ran. The pale lines of sandy earth were easy to follow in the predawn darkness, so I stuck to the Retreat road and ran it several times.


      Rosy fingers of dawn finally began to caress the sky in the east. At the end of my circuit, I took a right and jogged down the main camp road. The clubhouse was already aglow with early risers, but I continued down the hill.


      Mist rose from the smooth surface of the lake. I enjoyed the quiet scene for a few minutes, until my breathing returned to normal. Then I tugged off my shoes and socks. Three quick strides brought me to the edge of the lake, where I launched myself into the air.


      My hands knifed through the surface, and the cold almost took my breath away. I flattened out and skimmed along the bottom, more felt than seen. I swam as far as I could, until my lungs ached. At last I surfaced and looked back the way I’d come. Ripples from my dive had already spread through most of the lake. They set up little eddies and currents in the mist.


      I treaded water and waited for the surface to grow calm again. Then I cleared my thoughts and simply floated. I watched the sky grow lighter. I listened to the spillway from the feeder lake. I breathed the scent of pine trees, damp grass, and a hint of cocoa butter.


      I felt more at peace than I could ever recall.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      “Where’ve you been?” Wren asked when I returned to the cabin. It wasn’t unfriendly or challenging, just curious.


      I glanced back the way I’d come.


      She arched an eyebrow.


      I smiled.


      “He does that,” Trip said as he blew on a cup of coffee. “Disappears before dawn, comes home quiet and disgustingly chipper.”


      My smile turned into a grin.


      “You don’t say,” Wren mused.


      Trip nodded. “It’s unnatural.” He sipped his coffee. “No one should be that happy in the morning.”


      I shrugged.


      “What do you do?” Wren asked me. “Just run?”


      I shook my head.


      “So…?”


      I shot her a lopsided smirk, but still didn’t speak. It was a little game I played sometimes.


      “You’re not going to tell me?”


      “Probably not,” Trip told her. “Like I said, he’s always like this after… whatever it is he does.”


      Wren wouldn’t let it go.


      “Just give up,” Trip said. “He’s more stubborn than you are. Quieter, too.”


      Leah emerged from the bedroom and saved him from a barbed comeback. She looked beautifully mussed.


      I greeted her with a kiss on the cheek and a cheerful “Morning.”


      “Oh,” Wren bristled, “so you’ll talk to her but not me?”


      I yanked her chain with a shrug.


      Trip sensed her temper rising. “He’s baiting you. Don’t fall for it.” He looked at Leah. “You want coffee?”


      “Yes, please.”


      “Cream and sugar?”


      She nodded.


      “Since when do you like coffee?” I asked her.


      “I drink it sometimes.”


      “Especially when someone fixes it for her,” Trip said over his shoulder. “You really didn’t know that?”


      “No.”


      “Maybe you should talk to her sometime,” he teased.


      “Now you’re giving relationship advice?”


      “That’s me,” he said. “Dear Trip.” He waved a coffee mug in my direction. “Want some?”


      I shuddered in mock revulsion.


      “He keeps trying to get me to drink it too,” Wren said. “Smells good but tastes awful.”


      “My sentiments exactly.” I poured and drained a glass of orange juice instead. I refilled the glass and slid into the chair between the two girls. “So, what’s the plan?”


      Wren opened her mouth to speak, but Trip beat her to it.


      “Thought we’d trade girlfriends for the day,” he said as he set coffee in front of Leah.


      My eyebrows rose. “Just like that?”


      “Yep.”


      Wren’s jaw dropped.


      “If it’s okay with them, that is.”


      Leah took a sip of her coffee. Her eyes smiled at Trip over the rim of the mug. “I’d like to freshen up a bit first, maybe take a shower.”


      “Fine by me,” he said. “Mind if I join you?”


      “I’d be delighted.”


      He stood, extended a hand, and led her into the bathroom. The door closed with a soft thump.


      Wren did her best fish-out-of-water impression.


      I hid a grin behind my orange juice.


      “What the heck just happened?” she said at last.


      “Seems obvious to me.”


      Her eyes narrowed dangerously.


      I couldn’t help but laugh. “You’re about to get what you want.”


      “And what is that?” she asked, still piqued.


      “I hope,” I said slowly, “you want to spend the day with me.”


      “What does that even mean?”


      “Oh, pipe down. You’re just upset ’cause you’re not running the show.”


      “Am not.”


      “Are too.”


      She glowered.


      I pushed back from the table and took her hand.


      She resisted at first but then let me pull her into my lap.


      “Relax,” I told her softly. “So it didn’t happen the way you thought it would. It’s still happening.”


      “He didn’t even talk to me about it.”


      “We’ve been talking about it since we got here. And Trip’s been ready the whole time. He just needed to do things his own way. Like someone else I could mention.”


      She gave me a sidelong glare, but without any real anger.


      “You two deserve each other. I really mean that. No regrets.”


      “You are disgustingly chipper.”


      “Mmm hmm. And horny.”


      She rolled her eyes but couldn’t hide the beginning of a smile.


      I leaned close. “I have plans.”


      “Oh? What kind of plans?”


      “You know, couples stuff. Go to the movies. Ride bikes. Shop for puppies.”


      Her eyes flashed. She tried to stand, but I was too strong for her. She continued to struggle, but it was mostly pro forma.


      “If you ask nicely…,” I said, and let the pause draw out until she couldn’t stand it anymore. “I’ll fuck you.”


      That got her attention.


      “Long and hard and often.”


      She wanted to glare, to regain control of the situation, but I could already feel the excitement building in her. I cupped her breast and teased her nipple.


      “I’m going to hold you down…,” I told her.


      She closed her eyes.


      “…spread your legs…”


      Her nostrils flared.


      “…and do some very naughty things to you.”


      She tilted her head and our lips met. We made out for several minutes, groping and sighing, until the bathroom door opened. Wren and I pulled apart and shared a guilty look.


      Leah darted around the table. Trip went the other way, to cut her off. They didn’t even acknowledge us. We might’ve been furniture for all they cared.


      Trip caught Leah easily and pulled her against him. He kissed her. Then she broke away and ran for the bedroom. He leapt after her, and they were gone as quickly as they’d come.


      I started to say something witty, but the mood had changed. We’d gone from a boil to a simmer.


      Wren felt it too.


      I nodded toward the bathroom. “You think they left us any hot water?”


      “I doubt it.”


      “Eh, we’ll survive.”


      “Besides,” she agreed, equally sanguine, “it’ll give us a chance to heat things up in the bedroom.”


      “Ha! True.” I fell silent for a double heartbeat. “So you aren’t upset? Not really?”


      “No. A little scared, actually. And excited.”


      “Me too. After all, you never forget your first time.”


      She rolled her eyes but couldn’t hide her eagerness.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      I hung my towel and moved behind Wren.


      She put her razor and shaving lotion on the shelf. Then she closed the medicine cabinet and looked at herself in the mirror.


      “Ready?” I said to her reflection.


      She nodded.


      We pulled open the bathroom door and instinctively looked at the front bedroom. The door was closed and silent.


      I followed Wren to the bedroom she shared with Trip. After a moment’s hesitation she gave me a come-hither look over her shoulder. Then she made a show of crawling onto the bed. I enjoyed the view of her ass before my gaze locked on her freshly shaved pussy. She rolled to her back and looked at me with a mixture of nerves and desire. The desire won.


      She grinned. “See anything you like?”


      “Mmm hmm. See anything you like?”


      Her eyes dropped to my manhood.


      “Oh, we’ll get to that,” I said. “Eventually.”


      “Hmm?”


      “I wanna taste you first.”


      Her eyes flashed and she spread her legs. Her smooth pussy lips parted. They glistened with more than just dampness from the shower.


      I climbed onto the bed and settled between her legs. Her pussy smelled faintly of soap and arousal. I kissed her thighs and slowly worked my way to her center. She gasped when I flicked my tongue over her half-hidden clit. Then she groaned louder as I cupped her ass and lifted her pussy to my face. I licked and sucked for several minutes before she ran her fingers through my hair.


      “I want you inside me.”


      She let out a little hiss of pleasure as I flicked her clit one last time. Then I planted kisses up her stomach. I stopped and sucked her nipples in turn. She held my head and moaned softly before she pulled me upward.


      I teased her and deliberately slid my erection over her pussy without entering her. Then I prolonged things by kissing her neck. She eventually realized what I was doing, so she wriggled her hips and tried to force my cock into her opening. It didn’t work. She finally pushed me away.


      “Stop it.”


      I feigned innocence. “What? Kissing you?”


      “You know what I mean.”


      “Yep.” I tried not to grin.


      “So? Are you going to—?”


      I kissed her. I also ground my hips into hers. The underside of my hard-on rubbed her clit and made her squirm.


      “Please,” she said at last, breathing heavily from the kiss. “I want it.”


      “Want what?”


      “Your dick. Inside me. Now.”


      “Your wish is my command.” I moved my hips, and the head of my cock nudged her thigh. I adjusted and entered her with a low groan of pleasure. “Jesus, that’s hot.” I sank into her until my hips met hers.


      “Oh, God,” she gasped, “now fuck me.”


      “Your wish is—”


      She pulled me into a kiss. Then she wrapped her legs around my thighs. “Less talking. More fucking.”


      “Your wish is my command.”


      “Stop saying that and fuck me!”


      “A little louder,” I teased. “I don’t think the neighbors heard you.”


      She rolled her eyes, so I chose that moment to start thrusting. She gasped at the suddenness of it. Her legs loosened their grip and fell open as I picked up speed. She gasped in time with my thrusts, and her heels bumped the backs of my thighs each time I slammed into her.


      I pounded her for several minutes without letup. Then I slowed to enjoy the sight of her breasts. Gravity naturally flattened them, and they moved with a steady rhythm as I fucked her. Eventually I bent to capture a nipple with my teeth. She moaned and twisted the other.


      I sucked for a few minutes before I pushed myself up. I threw her legs over my shoulders and held her waist for leverage. Then I started pounding again, hard enough that she had to brace herself against the headboard or be driven into it.


      Her pussy felt so good that I wanted to keep going, but I felt a familiar tingle behind my balls. I didn’t want to come too soon, so I slowed and fucked her at a normal tempo.


      Unfortunately, I had no idea how close she was to her own climax. I knew Leah so well that I didn’t even have to think about it. I simply did what she liked, when she liked it. Wren’s body wasn’t a complete mystery, but I didn’t know its secrets yet.


      “Ah well,” I said aloud, “practice makes perfect.”


      “What?”


      “Random thought.”


      She rolled her eyes, but smiled up at me. “Let me know when you’re ready to come.”


      “Getting close. Where do you want it?”


      “You like it when I swallow.”


      Those were the magic words. I pulled out and climbed over her hips. I caught one of her legs with my own, but ignored it as I straddled her chest and aimed my cock at her face. I stroked urgently and waited for her to open her mouth.


      It took me a moment to understand that her grimace wasn’t pleasure. At the same time I realized that I’d pinned her leg to her chest.


      “Um, do you mind?” she said, voice tight from the pressure. “Move over and I’ll suck you off.”


      “Ah. Right. Sorry!”


      I swung my leg over hers.


      She unfolded and immediately took a deep breath.


      “You okay?”


      “Yeah. I’m pretty flexible, but not a contortionist.”


      I sat back on my haunches. My hard-on stood straight up, shiny with our combined juices. Pre-come oozed from the tip.


      Wren massaged her hamstring. “You’re rough on a girl.”


      I apologized again.


      “It’s okay. Are you still ready to come?”


      “I… uh… guess not.”


      “Good. My turn to run the show.” She put a hand on my chest and pushed me back.


      I lay with my head at the foot of the bed and watched as she straddled my hips. She raised herself on one leg, reached between us, and steadied my rod. Then she lowered herself onto it with a sigh of pleasure. I almost came. I probably would have if she’d begun moving immediately. Just to be sure, I held her in place for a moment.


      “Okay,” I said at last. “Much better.”


      “Less chance of a strained muscle too.” She leaned forward and braced her hands on my shoulders. I played with her breasts, and she began rocking her hips. The temperature in her pussy shot up.


      “You like this position, don’t you?”


      She closed her eyes. “Mmm hmm.”


      “Is it ’cause you can rub your clit, or ’cause I’m playing with your nipples?”


      “Both.”


      “And you like being in charge.”


      “That too.” Her breathing grew heavier.


      “Fine by me.”


      She nodded.


      “For now.”


      She stopped moving and scowled down at me. “Can we do this without all the chit-chat?”


      “Your wi—”


      She put a finger to my lips. “Shush.”


      My eyes crinkled with amusement.


      She rolled hers and then closed them again. She started moving, and her expression sharpened with concentration.


      My impending orgasm had subsided, so I enjoyed the heat and moisture building in her pussy. At the same time I tweaked her nipples and silently urged her on.


      Her nostrils flared as her breathing steadily grew heavier. Then she stiffened, almost without warning. Her expression tightened with orgasmic pleasure, and I felt a warm trickle of juices running down my balls.


      She let out an explosive breath and collapsed on my chest. I caressed her ass and felt her shudder with an aftershock. She lay atop me for several minutes. Her breathing slowly returned to normal as she nuzzled my neck and planted light kisses.


      “Good?” I said softly.


      “Very. Gimme a minute and I’ll suck you off.”


      “Take your time.”


      “Mmm. Thanks.”


      A little while later I began moving my hips. I started slowly at first, in case she was too sensitive, but she moaned in approval. I picked up the pace, and my dick slid in and out of her well-lubricated pussy.


      “I wish you could come inside me.”


      “Me too.”


      “Tell me when you’re ready. You can come in my mouth.”


      “Now who’s doing all the talking?”


      “Sorry. I’ll be quiet.”


      “It’s okay,” I said. “I was just teasing. I don’t need to concentrate to come.” I breathed a soft laugh. “Usually I need to concentrate not to come.”


      “You aren’t concentrating now, are you?”


      “God, no.”


      She kissed my neck and whispered dirty sweet nothings in my ear.


      Thirty seconds later I grunted and released her. She practically leapt aside. I nearly came from the sensation as her pussy slid off my shaft, before a wave of cool air assaulted it.


      Wren’s warm hand and soft mouth enveloped me a moment later. She stroked once and my balls convulsed. She moaned and kept sucking.


      My vision went hazy as spurt after spurt erupted from deep within me. Wren let out a surprised little sound. When the geyser finally subsided, she released me and drew a shaky breath.


      “Oh my God, that was a lot.”


      I nodded and breathed hard through my nose.


      “I didn’t think I was gonna be able to swallow it all.” She wiped her lips and then licked semen from the back of her hand.


      “Double load,” I said at last.


      “Must’ve been.”


      I fell silent and caught my breath. “Let’s sit up,” I said at last. I moved to the head of the bed and draped my arm around her as she settled beside me. “So, what’d you think?”


      “Awesome.”


      I heard something in her voice. “Um, yeah…,” I said flatly, “I know what you mean.”


      “What?”


      “It was good, but… kinda anticlimactic.”


      “I didn’t wanna say it.”


      I chuckled, partly to allay her misgivings, but also because I’d just realized how I felt (and why). “Too much foreplay.”


      “Huh?”


      “We had months to build up to this. No sex in the world is ever gonna live up to that.”


      “I guess not.”


      “So it was good—awesome, even—but hardly earth-shattering.”


      She laughed uncertainly. “I didn’t wanna hurt your feelings…”


      “Nah. We just… set the bar way, way too high.” I squeezed her shoulder affectionately. “Round two’ll be better. Maybe not more emotional or anything, but a lot more realistic. Like, down-to-earth. Relaxed. You know?”


      “Friendly sex.”


      “Mmm hmm.”


      She kissed my chest. “That’s one of the things I like about you.”


      “Oh?”


      “We can talk about sex. I mean, yeah, I can talk about it with Trip, but it’s a lot more emotional with him.”


      “It’s emotional with us.”


      “Sure, but it’s different. You’re… more like me.”


      “Sex isn’t the same as love.”


      “Right.”


      I was about to say something else when the bed in the next room started creaking. The headboard thumped the wall once, twice, and then with an unmistakable rhythm. Wren and I shared a grin. We could faintly hear Leah’s moans as Trip plowed into her. Then, abruptly, the banging stopped. Trip’s orgasmic groan vibrated through the wall.


      “That sounded good,” I said at last.


      “Yeah. Trip’s had the hots for Leah since he met her.”


      I nodded.


      “I’m glad he finally seems okay with it. I mean, it’s a really big deal for him to do it without me.”


      “Is it the same for you? Having sex without him?”


      She grew introspective. “Yes and no.”


      I waited.


      “No, because I always knew it wasn’t a big deal. For me, at least. But yes, ’cause it is a big deal for Trip.”


      “It’s nice to know that he trusts you enough to ‘let’ you do it.”


      “I heard the quotes,” she said with a chuckle.


      “Hey,” I said, semi-defensively, “I know how… um… feisty… you are. That isn’t quite the right word, but you know what I mean.”


      She nodded.


      “No one—not even Trip—is going to tell you what to do.”


      “Especially with my own body.”


      “Mmm hmm. That’s one of the big ways you’re like Susan.”


      “And one of the reasons you like me?”


      “Of course. Although I didn’t realize it until I started comparing you to her.” I thought for a moment. “Is that why you decided to shave? To be more like her? For me?”


      “Part of it,” she admitted. “I really was annoyed at all the Moral Majority people who think Leah is some kind of weirdo because she shaves. But I also did it ’cause I knew you’d like it.”


      I nodded.


      “Speaking of which, why do you shave down there?”


      “Some of the same reasons Susan does.”


      “Then why not shave completely, like she does?”


      I shrugged. “No idea, really. I started shaving around my shaft ’cause it’s more sensitive. The same with my balls. I trim the rest with scissors ’cause…”


      “Because?”


      “You’re gonna laugh… It makes things look bigger.”


      She did laugh. “Seriously?”


      “I don’t like bushy pubes. So I cut ’em back.”


      “And you really think it makes your dick look bigger?”


      I nodded. “It isn’t half-hidden by hair, especially when it’s soft.”


      “What is it with guys and the size of their dicks? Most women don’t care.”


      “I know. But it’s a status thing with guys. ‘My dick is bigger than yours, so I’m a better lover.’”


      “Totally not true.”


      “Yeah, I know, but that’s still how it is. Granted, most guys never see another guy’s dick, so it’s a made-up competition anyway.”


      “Stupid.”


      “Maybe. But girls worry about the size of their boobs.”


      “That’s ’cause guys can actually see the difference! Girls with big tits get more attention.”


      “Yeah, that’s true.”


      “No one can tell the size of your dick just from a bulge in your pants.”


      “I didn’t say it made sense.”


      She laughed and shook her head. Then she casually lifted my penis and examined it. “I thought it was weird at first, like you were gay or something.”


      “What do you think now?”


      “Hmm…” She wiggled my flaccid manhood. “You might need to convince me.”


      “That I’m straight? Ha! Keep playing with it. Matter of fact…” I touched the back of her head and guided her toward my growing shaft. It rose to full height in no time.


      She pulled back. “Nope, not gay at all. So, what should we do with it?”


      “Sit on it.”


      Her grin widened. She climbed into position and sank onto my shaft with a low sigh.


      “Lean back,” I suggested. “Put your hands on my knees.”


      “Like this?”


      “Mmm hmm.” I teased her clit. “One thing I like about shaved women… I can see everything. It helps me find my target.”


      “Helpful,” she agreed, her voice tight with growing pleasure.


      I kept going until she sat forward.


      “My turn.” She steadied herself with hands on my shoulders and then rose several inches. She sat back with a soft groan.


      I watched her pussy move up and down on my shaft.


      She eventually interrupted my woolgathering. “Play with my tits.”


      I did. Enthusiastically.


      “Mmm, that’s nice.” She rode me for several languid minutes before she pulled off completely. “Do me from behind.” She turned on hands and knees.


      “Your wish is my command.”


      She glared back at me. “I swear to God, if you say that one more time, I’m going to— ah!”


      “I’m sorry… what was that?”


      She panted from the surprise of my sudden entry. “Forget I said anything. Just keep fucking me.”


      I grinned and pulled back. I held her hips and started thrusting for real. I fucked her hard at first, before I settled into a rhythm that I could keep up for a long time.


      “Turn over,” I said at last.


      She immediately rolled to her back and spread her legs. She reached out to welcome me between them.


      I teased her pussy a bit, but slid into her before she had time to complain. All of a sudden things clicked between us, and I felt a lot more relaxed.


      She felt it too.


      “Better this time?”


      “Definitely. You aren’t talking so much either, which helps.”


      I rolled my eyes facetiously.


      “Trip doesn’t talk,” she explained. “Not during. So I’m kinda used to the quiet.”


      “Ah. Well. I’m a talker.”


      “So I noticed.”


      “Does it really bother you?”


      She shook her head. “Just giving you a hard time.”


      I glanced down, to where my hard-on connected us. “Same here.”


      She blinked.


      “I’m giving you, ahem, a hard time.”


      “God, that was bad.”


      “I can stop if you want.”


      “Only the puns.”


      “Roger. Fewer puns, more fucking.”


      She rolled her eyes.


      I fell silent, and we moved together with a growing familiarity. Our eyes met, and I could tell she’d been thinking the same thing.


      “I don’t know why people think sex is magically awesome,” I said. “It takes work.”


      “You can say that again.” She panted as she said it.


      “Takes practice, too. Especially if you wanna be good at it.”


      “Mmm hmm. Speaking of which… Let’s switch to something I’m good at.”


      “Which is?”


      “You’ll see.” She put her hands on my hips and gently pushed until I withdrew. “Sit on the side of the bed.” She opened the nightstand and withdrew a small bottle of baby oil. Then she knelt before me and flipped the bottle’s cap.


      I casually glanced at the drawer and noticed the usual things—her watch, some hair bands, a paperback—along with a small gold vibrator and a jar of Vaseline. I didn’t say anything aloud, but my mind kicked into overdrive.


      The vibrator was obvious. But baby oil and Vaseline? Why both? I looked at her with dawning comprehension as a couple of half-remembered comments clicked into place. Then I lost the thread completely as I watched her squirt oil on her breasts.


      My hard-on twitched with interest.


      She grinned. “You know what’s coming.”


      “Mmm hmm.


      “Okay. So, I like tit-fucking. And I’m pretty good at it, if I do say so myself.”


      “Won’t hear me complain.” I leaned back to enjoy the show.


      Wren capped the bottle and set it aside. Then she met my eyes and made a production of spreading the oil over her breasts. She stroked my shaft with her oily hands and coated it as well. After a moment she sat forward, nestled my erection between her breasts, and pushed them together. Her soft cleavage enveloped me as she locked her fingers together.


      She began moving. My cock slid between her slippery breasts. The tip appeared and disappeared, the skin of the shaft pulled taut. The friction was incredible, even with the oil, and the temperature rose steadily.


      “I’m gonna come,” I gasped.


      She looked eager.


      “Ah, that’s right! You like come on your tits.”


      She didn’t have to wait long. The first spurt hit the hollow of her neck and ran down. The second did the same, although it didn’t reach as high. The rest coated her upper chest with pearly rivulets. She finally released her breasts and stroked the last gushes onto her nipples. Her face glowed with enjoyment as she spread my semen over her skin. She used the head of my cock, and I rewarded her with a few more drops.


      Without releasing me, she slid a hand between her legs and closed her eyes. I watched in fascination as she teased her nipples with the slippery head of my cock. Her unseen fingers worked her clit at the same time.


      After less than a minute, her breathing deepened and became more forced, until she threw her head back and let out a soft cry. She released my cock and twisted her nipple as pleasure washed over her.


      I grinned when her orgasm finally subsided. “Better?”


      “God, yes.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Wren and I showered again and used all the hot water ourselves. We were relaxing over the remains of toast when Trip and Leah emerged from the bedroom. She gave me a discreet wink, but he seemed a bit uncertain.


      “So,” I said nonchalantly, “how’s it feel? To be a swinger at last?”


      “Pretty good.”


      “Thought you’d like it.”


      He gave Leah a bashful smile.


      “What’s not to like?” she said. Then she nodded toward the bathroom and asked him, “Quick shower before we eat?”


      “Um, sure.”


      “I’ll fix you some breakfast,” Wren said.


      “Need to keep your strength up,” I added with a grin.


      Trip rolled his eyes, but followed Leah into the bathroom and shut the door behind them.


      “What do you think?” I asked Wren in a low voice. “He seems okay with it. You and me, I mean.”


      Her expression turned thoughtful. “I think he’s been fine with it for a while. Like you said. He just… needed to do things his own way.”


      I didn’t say anything aloud, but my expression spoke volumes.


      “Okay, you told me so!”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      We went down to the lake a little before midday. Susan joined us about half an hour later. She raised an eyebrow. I answered by patting Wren’s hand. Susan’s smile brightened an already sunny day.


      She spread her towel over the lounge chair and then settled next to us. We chatted amiably for a few minutes and then fell silent to soak up the sun. I rolled to my stomach and opened my book.


      Wren closed her own book. “You want more sunscreen on your back?”


      “Sure. Thanks.”


      She rubbed the cream into my skin and then gave my butt an affectionate swat.


      I laughed. “Lemme know when you want me to return the favor.”


      After another half-hour I rolled to my back and sat up. “Anyone feel like a swim?” I stood and tossed my sunglasses and book onto my towel.


      “Sure,” Wren said.


      Trip glanced at Leah, whose nose was buried in a textbook. She didn’t respond. He shrugged and shook his head.


      “I’m feeling a bit peckish,” Susan said. “Think I’ll go up and fix lunch. Would you like to join me after your swim?”


      “Yeah. Sure. Thanks.”


      Wren nodded as well.


      “Trip? Leah?”


      Leah raised her head at the mention of her name. “What? Oh, thanks, but…” She nodded at her textbook. “I need to read another chapter and define the important terms.”


      Susan nodded and glanced at Trip.


      “I’ll stay and keep her company,” he said. “Y’all go on.”


      “You sure?” I said.


      “Yeah. I’m still kinda full from breakfast.”


      And maybe a little worn out from the pre-breakfast fun? I grinned. “No prob. We’ll see you back here later.”


      “Sure.”


      Susan smiled at Wren and me. “See you in twenty minutes?”


      “Perfect.”


      I followed Wren into the lake. She didn’t want to get her hair wet, so we stopped at the bottom of the stairs. The sun was just past its zenith, and the big oak trees spread their shadows over the area. The morning mist was long gone, and the day had turned relatively dry. In other words, a perfect late-summer day in the south.


      I playfully groped Wren’s breast. She rolled her eyes but didn’t move my hand. Too many people could see us, though, so I didn’t do more than cop a feel. We talked about random things for a few minutes and then decided to head up to Susan’s.


      “See you in a bit,” I said to Trip and Leah as we picked up our sun-warmed towels.


      We walked up the hill in companionable silence. Susan waved us inside before we could knock.


      “Leftover fried chicken,” she said. “Nothing fancy. Hope you don’t mind.”


      “Not at all,” Wren said.


      “It probably isn’t up to your standards,” Susan said, “but it’s what I have.”


      Wren blushed. “My standards are pretty simple. I like anything someone goes out of their way to prepare for me.”


      “Couldn’t’ve said it better myself.”


      Wren handed me her towel. “Put this on a chair while I help.”


      I spread my own towel on the seat next to hers. Then I sat and watched them work. Wren wasn’t exactly a younger version of Susan, although they were similar. They certainly thought alike, and often anticipated one another. I couldn’t help but smile.


      “Drinks?” Susan asked. “I have tea or fresh lemonade.”


      “Lemonade, please,” Wren said over her shoulder as she set plates on the table.


      “Just water for me.”


      “I have some pineapple juice,” Susan said.


      I rolled my eyes. “Ha ha.”


      Wren didn’t understand.


      “It makes semen taste better,” Susan told her.


      Wren didn’t blush, but her eyes widened at the explanation.


      “No complaints this morning,” I said.


      “Except when you almost drowned me.”


      “Oh,” Susan said. “What happened?”


      “We had a little mishap with tangled limbs,” I explained. “Kinda put things on hold for a while. When we got started again, I’d sort of lost the immediate need. So I had extra pressure built up.”


      “And you shoot a lot anyway,” Susan agreed.


      “Wow,” Wren said, “I thought Paul and I had frank conversations about sex.”


      I chuckled.


      Susan slid into her seat. “Does it bother you?”


      “Not really. It’s just… new.”


      “I like sex,” Susan said without a hint of embarrassment. “And now that you and I know each other better, we can talk about it. Or not, if you prefer.”


      “No, it’s okay.”


      “So,” Susan said as she dug into her chicken, “I take it things are going well?”


      I gave her an abbreviated version of the morning’s events.


      “Do you have plans for tonight? Or just play it by ear?”


      “No clue,” I said. “Why? Do you wanna join us? We’d love to have you.”


      Wren nodded.


      “Thank you, but…” Susan’s eyes sparkled as she chose her words. “I have a date tonight.”


      “A date?”


      “A special friend.”


      “Special-special, or just special?”


      “What’s the difference?” she teased.


      “Special, like a ‘once in a while’ thing? Or special-special, like long-term relationship material?”


      “Who says it can’t be both?”


      I tried to wrap my head around that. “Okay,” I said slowly. “Then let me put it this way: do I get to meet him?”


      “How do you know it’s a man?”


      Wren grinned. Susan was one of the few people who could tie me in knots with words.


      “And,” she continued, “why do you think I need your approval?”


      “I don’t,” I half-squawked. Then I cleared my throat. “I do have strong feelings for you, though, and I want you to be happy.”


      “I know,” she said. “I’m just teasing you. He’s a man, a few years older. We’ve known each other for decades, although we’ve only been special friends for a year. He’s a professional, highly educated, and we enjoy each other’s company.”


      “What’s his name? What’s he do?”


      “More coleslaw?”


      “So you’re not going to tell me?”


      She gave Wren a conspiratorial grin. “Don’t believe him if he tells you he’s slow on the uptake.”


      “What if he’s a psycho killer?” I protested. “Does someone know where you’ll be? What if he—?”


      “He isn’t a psycho killer. I told you, he’s educated and professional. Very gentle, too, if it makes a difference.”


      “But…”


      “He’s a nice man, Paul. We’ve been friends a long time. I won’t reveal his identity, though. He has… a certain standing… in the community. I don’t want to tarnish that.”


      “Like you’re some ‘fallen woman’?” I said, irritated.


      She laughed with genuine amusement. “No, but he’s married.” She held up a hand to stop my next outburst. “His wife knows about us. She’s the one who suggested it. And no, I will not tell you why or how. That would reveal who he is. She can’t… enjoy his romantic attentions. Not anymore. But she loves him and wants him to be happy. She and I’ve been friends for years, so…”


      My eyes must have bugged.


      “Besides, you know how gossip starts, especially in small towns. So we’re very careful. We don’t even meet in town, as a matter of fact.”


      “Where are you meeting?”


      “At a nice little hotel near the interstate. I know the owner.” Her eyes sparkled again. “She’s a very discreet woman. Wanton, though. And completely unrepentant.”


      “Hold on… you own the hotel, don’t you?”


      She laughed. “I own half the county!”


      “Seriously?”


      “Of course,” she said. “I’m a regular land baron.”


      “You just changed the subject on me.”


      “Did I?” She smiled. “I’ll be fine, Paul. Thank you for your concern. But I’ve known this man since grammar school. He’s loving and very affectionate.” She threw a sidelong grin at Wren. “He’s also hung like a horse, with the stamina to match.”


      My eyes bugged again.


      Wren hid a giggle behind her hand.


      I turned on her, piqued more than genuinely upset. “I thought you said women don’t care about size!”


      “Some do, I guess.”


      “I don’t really care about size,” Susan admitted with a smile. “I was just baiting you.”


      I glared.


      “But he does have a beautiful cock. Long and thick and—”


      “You’re doing it again,” I said tersely. “Baiting me.”


      “I know. I can’t help it. You’re so cute when you’re overprotective.” She composed her expression. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t tease you, especially when you’re genuinely concerned.”


      “Darn right,” I muttered.


      She touched my hand.


      I resisted the urge to pull away.


      “Thank you for caring enough to get upset. I appreciate it. But it’s misplaced. I’m a grown woman. I can take care of myself.”


      I wanted to argue, but I knew I’d lose. Badly. So I gave in as gracefully as I could. “Okay. But if he hurts you…”


      “You can say ‘I told you so.’ Fair enough?”


      I glowered.


      “So,” she said with completely unaffected cheerfulness, “who wants pie?”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Wren and I decided to return to the cabin instead of the lake. I walked in brooding silence, until she reached out and took my hand.


      “She’s right, you know,” she said after a moment. “She can take care of herself.”


      “I know. But…”


      “You care about her.”


      “‘Love’ is more like it.”


      “The same way you feel about me?”


      I shot her a glance.


      “Thought so.”


      She smiled, and we walked the rest of the way in silence.


      The cabin was cool and quiet. We didn’t bother turning on the lights, since the sun filtered through the tall pines and gave us more than enough light to see by. Wren gently pushed me onto the sofa and straddled my hips. She tilted her head and kissed me.


      We made out for several minutes, tender at first, but with growing intensity. My dick reacted predictably. Wren reached between us to stroke it. Then she grinned at me.


      “I used to think nudism was invented by guys,” she said, “who just wanted to see women naked.” She used my dick to spread her growing moisture.


      “Maybe,” I admitted, unsure where she was going with the conversation. (I knew where she was going with the foreplay.)


      “But now I think it was horny people who didn’t want to waste time with clothes.”


      “That’s probably closer to the truth.”


      She lowered herself onto my erection.


      “God you’re wet!”


      She closed her eyes and nodded. After a moment she moistened her lips and leaned in for another kiss, which I eagerly returned. She cupped my face, and we started making out again. She began moving her hips.


      Her nipples brushed my chest, so I reached up to tweak them. She groaned into my mouth, and her pussy surged with heat and humidity.


      She sat back and rode me in complete silence for several minutes, her face a mask of concentration. She was so wet that her juices coated my shaft and ran down my balls. I continued playing with her nipples until she arched her back.


      Her pussy contracted around me, and I felt another wave of moisture at the base of my cock. She shuddered from the intensity of her orgasm. I twisted her nipples and felt the pleasure coursing through her. She eventually fell forward and panted to catch her breath.


      “I wish you could come inside me,” she said at last.


      “I know. But rules are rules.”


      “Rules are rules,” she agreed in resignation.


      “I can come on your chest.”


      She shook her head. “I have a better idea.”


      She swung her leg to the side and slid off me. Then she lay on the couch with her head in my lap. I groaned as she engulfed my cock with her soft lips. She began sucking. I rested my hand on her head and closed my eyes to enjoy the sensations. I didn’t last long after that, and came in her mouth with a low groan.


      She kissed my cock as it slowly deflated. I closed my eyes and enjoyed the quiet intimacy.


      “That was a lot less awkward,” she said at last.


      I stroked her hair. “So you had fun?”


      “Totally.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      We passed the rest of the afternoon in sun-warmed indolence by the lake. I finished my book and started another, a science fiction classic this time. Leah completed her homework and joined us for a swim, followed by more basking on the raft. It was crowded with four of us, but we managed. Around five o’clock Trip and Leah went for “a walk.” They returned flushed and grinning.


      We finally headed up the hill after most everyone else had gone. Susan had left about an hour earlier, to get ready for her date (I assumed). A small part of me still worried about her, but she was right, she could take care of herself.


      Trip’s stomach interrupted my musing.


      “Sorry,” he said. “Skipped lunch.” He glanced at Wren. “What’s for dinner?”


      “I was just thinking about that,” she said cheerfully. “I’m glad you asked. How about chicken with white wine pan sauce, herb-roasted red potatoes, and haricots verts?”


      “Airy co-whats?”


      “Green beans,” Leah said before Wren could.


      “More highfalutin that way,” I joked.


      “It’s called haute cuisine,” Wren said tartly, “and you don’t have to eat it.”


      “What? And risk your displeasure? No thank you.”


      She rolled her eyes but gave me a small, affectionate smile.


      “Want some help in the kitchen?” I asked by way of apology.


      “Be my sous? Sure.”


      “Um… Sue?”


      Leah shook her head. “You really stink at foreign languages, don’t you?”


      “I’m good at the language of looove.”


      Trip chuckled.


      “He kinda is,” Wren said to Leah. “You have to give him that.”


      “Oh, all right.” She shot me a sidelong grin.


      Wren put me straight to work, and I discovered that sous was French for “kitchen slave.” I was happy to leave the finesse to her, though. My idea of haute cuisine was anything that didn’t come from a can.


      Dinner was delicious. No surprise. We sat around the table for a while, replete and tipsy from two bottles of wine. Trip offered to serenade us, so we moved to the porch with a bottle of port.


      “This has been a pretty good day,” I said, and sipped the ruby liquid.


      Wren smiled up at me from where she was leaning against my leg.


      “Are you finished with school work?” I asked Leah.


      “Yes. Thank God.”


      “So you can relax and enjoy yourself tomorrow?”


      “I enjoyed myself today,” she said with a glance at Trip.


      He flubbed a chord.


      We chuckled at his expense.


      “So…,” I said into the silence, “what’s the plan for tomorrow?”


      Trip set the guitar aside. “I’ve been thinking about that…”


      “And?”


      “It’s a bit of a surprise. I’ll tell you when the girls go inside.”


      “Well, I know a hint when I hear one,” Wren said. She drained her glass and used her hand to hide a soft burp. “I guess we’ll be inside. Doing women’s work.”


      Trip completely missed her tone.


      “Hold on a sec,” I said. “Why don’t you let us do the dishes? We can talk while we do. You and Leah relax and finish the wine. Sound good?”


      Trip looked fit to burst.


      “You’re a good sous,” Wren said, and leaned over to pat my leg.


      “A good guy,” Leah corrected. She gave me a kiss that was full of port and promise. “Thank you,” she whispered.


      “Our pleasure.” I stood and gestured to Trip. “Come on. I’ll wash this time. You dry.”


      We headed inside.


      “You must have a thing for dishes,” he said, a bit sourly. He’d made sure we were out of earshot of the porch, though.


      “Not really. But it seems fair. Also, it makes the girls happy.”


      He shook his head in bewildered disbelief.


      “So,” I said as I filled the sink with hot water, “what’re you thinking?”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      Leah was buzzed and horny when we finally went to bed. I was too, especially after plenty of alcohol-fueled innuendo and a lot of accidental-on-purpose groping. I sat with my back against the headboard and invited her to straddle my lap. I kissed her when she did. She returned the kiss hungrily, her body practically vibrating against mine.


      I lifted her slightly and raised her nipples to my lips. She sighed and ran her fingers through my hair as I nibbled on the puffy little nubs. She didn’t get as turned on about her nipples as Wren did, but she definitely liked the attention. I spent several minutes taking turns between her lips and breasts until we heard the rhythmic sounds of sex from the next bedroom.


      I pulled back and looked at her. My eyes had adjusted to the darkness, and I could see her face clearly in the dim pink glow from the sodium light at the end of the row of cabins.


      “I missed you today,” I said.


      “I missed you too.”


      “And I realized something…”


      She raised an eyebrow.


      “I like Wren—love her, even—but it’s not the same.”


      “How d’you mean?”


      I explained about having to learn Wren’s reactions, her likes and dislikes. “I just know yours. Don’t even have to think about ’em.”


      “That’s because we’ve been together longer.”


      “Maybe. But… it’s deeper than that. And it isn’t physical.”


      She smiled and kissed me, more tender and affection than before, but just as hungry.


      We eventually pulled apart to breathe.


      “You know what I want?” I mused. “A long, slow blowjob.”


      She feigned a concerned look. “Poor baby. Didn’t Wren take care of you?”


      “Oh, she did,” I agreed. “But not like you do.”


      She smiled again and kissed me. Then she gave me exactly what I wanted.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      We all slept late the next day. I woke up first and slipped out for a run. As usual, I returned in a serene mood. Wren took one look at me and rolled her eyes. Leah grinned over her coffee at her reaction. I poured a glass of juice and joined them.


      “Morning.”


      “So you’re talking?” Wren said irritably.


      “Evidently. So, everyone ready for today?”


      “Trip still won’t tell me what we’re doing.”


      I grinned and kept my mouth shut. She was surly because she wasn’t in control. I knew better than to beard the lioness.


      “I thought we’d hike to the clearing at the boulder,” Trip said mildly. “Will you pack us a lunch? I’ll help.”


      My eyebrows shot up. He was learning.


      Wren smiled at the peace offering. “Sure. That’d be nice.”


      We ate a light breakfast and set off with loaded packs about midmorning. On a whim Leah suggested a quick detour.


      I frowned. “Mr. Nelson? Why? Oh! Never mind.”


      He was surprised to see us, especially with packs and hiking shoes, but he invited us in.


      “I know it’s last-minute,” Leah said, “but do you mind if we borrow some jewelry?”


      He beamed. “The outfits, like before? Or…?”


      “Maybe just the nipple jewelry,” Wren said. She grinned as he grew a bit flustered.


      The poor guy probably hadn’t been laid in years, I thought.


      “Of course,” he said. He left and returned a minute later with a black roll. He spread it on the kitchen table and stood back.


      Trip’s jaw dropped at the variety. “Are they all for…?”


      “Nipples,” Wren said distractedly, eyes aglow. She and Leah pored over them and held up choices for the other’s opinion.


      “Do you mind if we put them on now?” Wren asked when they’d chosen their favorites.


      She’d selected daisy-like flowers, with colored beads at the base of the petals. She pinched them into place over each nipple. Her breasts were larger than Leah’s, and the loopy silver complemented them nicely.


      “Beautiful,” Mr. Nelson said. He wasn’t talking about the craftsmanship.


      Wren was uncharacteristically demure, “Thank you.”


      Leah made less of a spectacle. She’d picked out a pair that reminded me of a Spirograph design, with a teardrop pearl hanging from each. Her areolae were small and dark, and the luster of the pearls really stood out.


      “Perfect,” Mr. Nelson agreed.


      Wren gave him a sultry look. She could be a horrible tease sometimes, even if she had no intention of making good.


      By contrast, Leah gave him an affectionate hug. “Thank you,” she said. “We’ll take good care of them.”


      “Sorry I didn’t bring my camera,” I added, a bit lamely.


      He shook his head and gestured at the girls. “Seeing them happy is enough.”


      We thanked him again and took our leave.


      People noticed the girls’ new accessories as we hiked past the lake, but no one said anything. Maybe they’d been shocked too much already, first by shaved pussies and then nipple jewelry.


      What would we think of next, I mused with a chuckle, an orgy on the raft?


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      We hiked and chatted until conversation died as the route grew steeper.


      “Man,” Trip panted when we reached the small plateau, “I’m seriously outta shape.”


      Wren silently nursed a stitch in her side.


      I decided not to point out that I wasn’t breathing heavy at all. Score one for my morning routine.


      After a moment I shucked my pack and started pulling things out. I handed the wine to the girls to dunk in the stream. Then Trip and I spread the blankets. While he unpacked the food, I took off my shoes and socks.


      “I dunno ’bout you all,” I said, “but I’m gonna cool off.”


      The others joined me as I waded into the pool. I splashed water on myself and then playfully splashed Leah, who shied away. Wren didn’t mind getting splashed, but she paid me back with interest. Trip made it two against one.


      “Okay, okay! I give!”


      They relented.


      Eventually.


      I wiped water from my eyes. “Note to self: never pick a splash-fight with a swimmer.”


      “Darn right.”


      I decided that discretion was the better part of valor. The others joined me at the blankets a few moments later.


      “So,” Wren said as she dried herself, “when’re you going to tell me what you have planned?”


      Trip gestured to me.


      “So I get to take one for the team?” I grumbled. “Some friend you are.” I turned to Wren. “To be honest, we don’t really have a plan. Just… a couple of general ideas. A couple of specifics too, but I can’t tell you.” I held up a hand to stop her protest. “It’s sort of a grand finale. And it’s a surprise. Live with it.”


      “Why did I ever like you?” she asked tartly.


      Trip beat me to the answer. “Because he doesn’t play by your rules.”


      She snorted.


      “Tell me I’m wrong.”


      “And why do I like you?” she shot back.


      “I still haven’t figured that out,” he said with aplomb. “But I’m the luckiest guy in the world, I’ll tell you that.”


      Pique completely failed her, and I had to stifle a laugh. She stretched upward to give him a kiss.


      I knew an opportunity when I saw one, so I pulled Leah toward me. She molded herself to my body as my lips found hers. Her mouth was soft and eager, and the kiss lasted until we finally had to come up for air.


      She sighed and rested her forehead on my chin. “Moments like this make me question my sanity.”


      “Oh?”


      “Choosing Mark instead of you.”


      “Nah. I’ve seen how you are with him. He’s good for you.”


      She looked up. “You really think so?”


      “Yeah. And I’m not just sayin’ that. I want you to be happy, even if it’s with someone else.”


      “Still, you and I… We’d’ve been good together.”


      “Isn’t it pretty to think so?”


      She realized it was a quote but couldn’t place it.


      I decided not to explain. I kissed her instead, and then cupped her breast. She gasped when I pulled off the silver ring. I dropped it to the blanket and guided her hand to my cock. She moaned softly as I pulled the other nipple ring and tossed it after the first.


      I guided her to her knees, and she kissed my semi-hard shaft. Then she lifted it out of the way and planted a kiss on my balls. They were still tight from the cold water, but her warm breath and soft lips worked wonders. Once my cock grew to full size, she began sucking gently.


      I glanced at Trip. “Care to join me?”


      He looked a question at Wren.


      She smiled and half-shoved him toward us. Then she stood for a moment, uncertain what to do next.


      I nodded for her to join me. I slipped an arm around her when she did. Then I bent to whisper, “Relax. This is part of the plan. Just go with it. Kiss me.”


      She tilted her face up.


      Trip had seen us kiss before—seen a lot more, in fact—but he still pretended not to notice.


      This was his final test, he’d told me the night before. He wasn’t completely sure he could watch another guy have sex with Wren. It was fine to know it was happening in another room, he’d said, but entirely different when it was right in front of him.


      I understood. It was a visceral thing for most men. But I’d been a swinger long enough to understand the difference between sex and love. Trip still had to remind himself, and it took effort. Most guys couldn’t do it, no matter how much their girlfriends wanted it. Trip was a lot more flexible than most, but he still had a ways to go.


      Leah must have felt the change in my posture and realized what was happening. She turned toward Trip and put her hands on his hips. Then she guided his cock into her mouth.


      “That’s our cue,” I said softly to Wren. I led her to the other blanket. It was only a few feet away, but it might’ve been another room as far as Trip was concerned. I checked just to be sure. Sure enough, he had his head tilted back and his eyes closed. I grinned at Wren and pulled her hand to my hard-on. “Fancy a ride?”


      “You read my mind.”


      “Your wi—” I gasped as she locked my pride and joy in a death grip.


      “Finish that sentence and you’ll regret it.”


      “Got it,” I wheezed.


      “Good.” She released me. “Now lie down and be quiet.”


      “Yes, ma’am.” I was halfway mocking, but I still did what she wanted.


      She straddled my hips and sat on my cock. “See how much better it is when you do things my way?”


      “Yes’m.”


      She rolled her eyes but began moving atop me.


      I laced my fingers behind my head and watched the hypnotic movements of her nipple ornaments. Then I let my eyes wander down her body, to her shaved pussy. Her labia spread open to accommodate my shaft, which was already shiny with her juices.


      On the other blanket, Trip and Leah had moved from upright to horizontal. He had her legs over his shoulders and was fucking her slowly. I decided to speed things up on our blanket. I gripped Wren’s hips and started thrusting into her.


      She gasped at my sudden jackhammer pace.


      I fucked her hard and fast for several minutes. The small clearing filled with the sound of slapping flesh. I finally relented when she stiffened with a sudden orgasm. I smiled to myself as a trickle of juices ran down my balls. She collapsed against me, breathing hard.


      I let her recover for couple of minutes before I cupped her ass and began rocking my hips. My cock moved inside her and made her moan, but she didn’t pull away.


      “If you’re a good girl,” I said quietly, “I’ll tell you the plan.”


      She purred and kissed my neck.


      I concentrated on fucking her very warm, very wet pussy. I wasn’t ready to come yet, so I eventually slowed and held her in place, with my cock buried deep inside her.


      “Is that the plan?” she asked. “Distract me with your dick and hope I’ll forget the rest?”


      “Ha ha. I thought you enjoyed my dick.”


      “I do. But I wanna know the plan.”


      “I can’t tell the whole thing. The last part is a surprise. But the first is about Leah.”


      “And?”


      “Trip wants to focus on her for round one. It’s a good way to break the ice.”


      “I think we’ve broken the ice already. And maybe my cervix.” She winced. “You really know how to pound a girl.”


      “Your wish is my— Ow! Hey, you bit me.”


      “Susan was right. You aren’t slow at all.”


      “Everything okay over there?” Trip asked from the next blanket.


      Wren turned to look at him.


      I blew her hair out of my face and muttered something rude, which she ignored.


      “We’re fine,” she told him. “Just a little disagreement.”


      He chuckled and went back to whatever he’d been doing before.


      “I warned you,” Wren said to me, her voice soft in my ear again. “Your dick is safe for the moment. But you’ll lose an earlobe if you say that phrase again.”


      I was still a little irked. “I dare you.”


      She closed her teeth on my ear.


      “Ow. Okay. I get it. Ix-nay on the ase-phray.”


      “Good. Now… I’ll suck your dick if you tell me.”


      “That’s more like it.”


      “Talk first.” She planted open-mouthed kisses down my neck, a preview of what I really wanted.


      “Round one is just to get the ball rolling,” I said at last.


      “You said that already.”


      “Right, but the whole day is really a test.” I explained why.


      “I thought we’d settled that,” she said. “We were together all day yesterday.” She nipped my ear again, but it was a love-bite.


      “Yeah, but that was behind closed doors. Today is in his face, so to speak.”


      “Ah. Okay. You’re getting closer to that blowjob.” She climbed off. My cock hit my stomach with a wet slap. She lay beside me and wrapped her fingers around it. Then she pitched her voice low so Trip wouldn’t hear. “What’s the plan for me, for round two?”


      “It’s a secret.” I thought she might squeeze me again.


      She whispered instead, “You want me to suck your dick?”


      “You know I do.”


      “Put it in the back of my throat?”


      “Uh-huh.”


      “Swallow your come?”


      “Yes.”


      “Then tell…,” she said, soft and oh-so-persuasive.


      I gritted my teeth and shook my head.


      “Tell me…”


      She was torturing me. That was the only word for it.


      I rolled on top of her.


      She half-squealed, half-laughed.


      My hard-on pressed into her stomach.


      She reached for it and began spreading pre-come with her thumb.


      I tried my best to ignore the intense pleasure. “You won’t get what you want.”


      “Yes I will.”


      “Not this time.”


      Her eyes flashed at the challenge. She started stroking me in earnest. My cock was aimed at her breasts, of course.


      “I have incredible control,” I said through gritted teeth.


      “We’ll just see about that.” Her breasts bounced as she jerked me off.


      I searched for a distraction and realized that Trip and Leah were watching us.


      “Dude, give it up,” he said. “She’s gonna win.”


      “Not— If I— Can help it.”


      He laughed. “Good luck.” He shook his head and kissed his way up Leah’s body.


      She lay back and guided him between her legs.


      He began thrusting without another glance our way.


      Wren looked up at me. Her eyes were bright with triumph. It was only a matter of time. I held back as long as I could, more out of sheer cussedness than anything else.


      To my credit, I lasted longer than I thought I would. But then the little head took over and that was all she wrote. The first blast of semen hit Wren square in the forehead. She quickly recovered and pointed my dick directly at her chest. A pearly flood filled the valley between her breasts. She stroked and aimed the final spurts at one breast and then the other.


      When I finished shooting, she used a finger to languidly spread my semen over her tan skin. The little silver flowers shone like they’d been polished.


      “See?” Wren said after she finished. “I always get what I want.”


      I couldn’t really argue.


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      We made Leah the center of attention for the next hour. After a couple of orgasms on her part, and a few on ours, we took a break and relaxed in the pool. The cool water flowed around us and washed away all the fluids and dust from the morning. We made small talk for a while, but then lapsed into silence and simply enjoyed the post-orgasmic lull.


      “I think you’ll have to carry me back to camp,” Leah said eventually.


      “Your wish is my command.”


      “Hit him,” Wren said.


      “Can’t,” Leah said. “Too tired.”


      Wren glared at me.


      “What’s gotten into you?” Trip asked her.


      “Him. He keeps saying that. He’s mocking me.”


      “Guilty as charged,” I said.


      “Is that why you bit him?” he asked.


      “You bet it is.”


      He laughed and gave me a “serves you right” look.


      I decided to change the subject. “I’m starving. Who’s ready for lunch?”


      Leah moaned weakly.


      “You’d better eat,” I told her. “You’ll need your strength for round two.” Still, I decided to carry her to the blankets.


      She wrapped her arms around my neck. “Thank you.”


      “My pleasure.”


      We dried off and unpacked lunch. Wren had barely put the finishing touches on things before we started eating. We weren’t quite a pack of ravening wolves, but we polished off every morsel and drank every drop of wine.


      Afterward we fell into a companionable silence and simply enjoyed the late-summer afternoon. Leah lay with her head on my leg. She even managed to doze a bit. I couldn’t blame her. She’d had several orgasms already, the last one strong enough to leave her gasping and barely conscious.


      Wren sat with her back against Trip’s chest. She played with one of the cloth napkins, folding and refolding it in different shapes. It was her way of biding time. I could almost feel her vibrating with desire, but she held it in check. It couldn’t have been easy, especially since she’d been waiting so long. I was impressed.


      Trip interrupted my woolgathering. “Penny for your thoughts?”


      “Huh?”


      He repeated the question.


      “He does that at the weirdest times,” Wren said. “Just zones out.”


      “He’s a philosopher.”


      I shrugged. “Still waters run deep.”


      “True,” Trip said. “So, what were you thinking about? Just now, I mean.”


      “You.” It was a half-truth, but close enough that I didn’t feel guilty.


      “Oh?”


      “Yeah. About how you’re ready.”


      “For this?” He gestured at the clearing, but we all knew what he meant.


      “Mmm.”


      “Yeah, I think I am. It’s been a long time coming, but…” He shrugged.


      “Sometimes the journey is more important than the destination.”


      “See?” he said to Wren. “A philosopher.”


      “Nah,” I said. “I read it in a fortune cookie.”


      Wren snorted. “He’s a lousy liar.”


      “Not enough practice.”


      “He has other talents,” Leah said. She opened her eyes and smiled up at me.


      “I thought you were asleep.”


      “No. Just resting.”


      “Well, since you’re awake…” I gestured at my penis. “Interested?”


      She rolled her eyes, but turned on her side and moved toward my flaccid manhood. She kissed the tip and then began playing with it.


      “Thanks. That’s more like it.” I grinned at Trip and Wren. “You know one of the biggest reasons I like being a swinger?”


      “The blowjobs?” Wren said archly.


      “Of course. But also ’cause I can have sex in front of other people.”


      “You like an audience.”


      “Of course. You do too.”


      She started to deny it, more out of social custom than anything else.


      Trip wasn’t having it. “You do too.”


      “Do not!” Even she didn’t believe it. “Oh, all right. I do. What’s wrong with that?”


      “Nothing at all,” he said. “As long as it’s the right audience.”


      “Good thing we’re the right audience,” I said.


      Leah nodded and put her lips on my growing manhood.


      “And speaking of an audience…” I teased her nipple, which made her wriggle in pleasure. “Spread your legs. Play with yourself.”


      Wren and Trip watched as she put on a show.


      I caught Wren’s eye. “Ready for round two? Ever done a daisy chain?”


      Her eyes lit up, and Trip grinned as she moved toward us. She positioned herself in front of me and spread her legs.


      “You’re next,” I told Trip. “The final link in the chain.”


      He waited for Wren to scoot into place before he completed the circle, although it was really more of a square. But I digress.


      I turned my attention to Wren’s pussy. She was already wet, so I used my fingers to spread her moisture. She moaned softly as I parted her outer lips and teased the hidden button of her clit. She started sucking Trip, who spread Leah’s legs and buried his face.


      We licked and sucked until Leah moaned with the first signs of another orgasm. She let my cock slide from her lips. I tried not to imagine the smug look on Trip’s face.


      Leah was so caught up in pleasure that she completely ignored my dick. I didn’t take it personally. Instead, I rose to my knees and straddled Wren’s thigh. She spread her legs to give me room. I teased her pussy with my swollen glans. After a moment I pushed into her.


      She groaned around Trip’s cock. I glanced at him to see if he was paying attention, but he went right on sucking Leah’s clit. I gave him another moment and then started fucking Wren with slow strokes.


      I wasn’t in a hurry to come, so I watched her suck his dick. For whatever reason, I enjoyed watching a blowjob almost as much as receiving one. And I wasn’t squeamish about looking at another guy’s dick. I was actually fascinated by them, although looking was enough.


      Leah shivered with pleasure as Trip started licking her again. After several minutes she added another orgasm to her total. He buried his face in her pussy and did something that made her arch and cry out. She clutched the blanket and writhed under his gentle assault.


      She finally collapsed to the ground and panted with spent emotion. Trip lifted his face and made sure she was all right. Then he grinned at me. His cheeks glistened with her juices. I rolled my eyes at his goofy expression.


      He shifted his attention and saw that I was fucking Wren. He’d known all along, of course, but seeing my dick inside her was still a bit of a shock. He recovered quickly, though.


      I raised an eyebrow.


      He gave a sort of shrug and then looked back at Leah.


      She was semi-coherent, still recovering from her climax. I reached down to brush the hair out of her face. She touched my hand and smiled at me.


      “You okay?”


      “Dreamy.”


      “I have that effect on women,” Trip bragged.


      “Evidently,” I said dryly. “You’ll have to teach me the trick sometime.”


      “No trick. Just natural talent. Some guys have it, some guys don’t.”


      I huffed in disbelief.


      “Seriously, I don’t know what it is. I just… do what I do.”


      “And we love it,” Wren said.


      Leah added semi-coherent agreement.


      Trip laughed and sat up. It was a sign for us to take a break, so I withdrew from Wren and rested on my heels. My dick glistened where it lay on her thigh.


      “Shaved is kinda growing on me,” Trip said with a gesture at Wren’s pussy. “You can see everything.” It was his way of saying he was cool with us having sex, without actually saying it.


      I nodded.


      “I still like a bit more hair, though. Something to tickle my nose.”


      “To each his own, I guess.”


      He nodded.


      “Speaking of which…,” I said. “You ready to join us while Leah recovers?”


      “I’ll be fine,” she said with a vague gesture. “Just give me a couple of days.”


      Trip and I shared a grin.


      I patted Wren’s thigh and moved out of the way. “Turn around,” I told her. “On all fours.”


      Trip moved behind her. He caressed her ass and then set his cock at her opening. He entered her slowly. “God, she’s hot.”


      “I warmed her up for you.”


      “Mmm.” He closed his eyes and began thrusting.


      I moved forward and aimed my dick at her mouth. She captured it on the second attempt. Trip wasn’t pounding her very hard, but she still had trouble keeping it in her mouth.


      I gripped the base of my shaft and used the other hand to guide her head toward it. She did her best, but my dick escaped her mouth several times. I gave up completely when Trip started thrusting harder.


      “Let’s roll her over,” I suggested. “Onto her back.”


      He opened his eyes and looked at me blankly. Then he registered. “Oh. Yeah. Sure.”


      We let Wren get situated. She spread her legs for Trip and then reached for my cock. Since Trip was fucking her missionary, she had a much easier time sucking me.


      I took the opportunity to play with her nipples.


      “Yeah, keep doing that,” Trip said.


      “Temperature just shot up in her pussy?”


      He nodded. “She gets really wet when she’s about to come.” He began pounding her a little harder. “Almost there. God, that’s hot.”


      He had a perfect view of Wren’s lips around my cock, so I didn’t know if he was talking about that or the temperature in her pussy. It didn’t really matter.


      A moment later she groaned around my shaft and urged Trip to fuck her harder.


      “Twist her nipples,” he said in between thrusts.


      I did, and she groaned even louder.


      He kept fucking through her orgasm. It was the long, drawn-out kind, rather than the earth-shattering variety.


      She eventually pulled her mouth off my dick and panted to catch her breath. She put a hand out to stop Trip as well.


      “You okay?”


      She nodded.


      “That was a good one, wasn’t it?” He glanced at where their bodies connected. “Like a sauna.”


      I searched for Leah. She was watching from the other blanket. She smiled when our eyes met, so I nodded for her to join us. She crawled over and gave Wren a kiss.


      I decided to get in on the action, so I eased forward until my dick nudged Leah’s cheek.


      She laughed. “Fancy meeting you here.”


      “Insistent, isn’t he?” Wren said.


      “He can’t help it,” Leah said. “He’s a guy.”


      “Thinks with his dick.”


      “Exactly.”


      “Right now,” I said, “it wants some attention.”


      “Oh, you poor baby,” Leah mocked, but she moved enough to let me slide my dick between them.


      They began kissing it and each other.


      “Damn, that’s hot,” Trip said.


      “Wanna trade places?”


      “Not on your life.” He looked at where his dick disappeared into Wren. “You have no idea how good this feels.”


      “Oh, I think I do.”


      He laughed. “Yeah, I guess you do. Still, I’m not ready to trade.”


      “Fine by me. I’m getting a double blowjob.”


      “Hard to argue with that.”


      “Less talking,” Wren said in mock irritation. “More fucking.”


      Trip grinned at a sudden thought. “Your wish is my command.”


      “I’ll— Get you— For this,” Wren threatened.


      I taunted her in falsetto, “And your little dog too!”


      “I’m ser— Oh, God!” she gasped. “Right there. Keep doing that.”


      Trip was grinding his hips into her, rubbing her clit with his pubic bone.


      We all fell silent, and each of us concentrated on what we were doing. I wasn’t ready to come, even after several blissful minutes, but then Wren started licking my balls while Leah sucked my dick. I wouldn’t last long if they kept that up, so I gestured for Trip’s attention.


      “Ready?”


      His forehead wrinkled.


      I tried to pantomime two guys screwing Wren at the same time.


      He finally got it. “Yeah. Right.”


      I gently lifted Leah and gave her a quick kiss on the cheek. “This is it,” I whispered, “what I told you about.”


      Her dark eyes danced with excitement.


      I cleared my throat and looked at Trip. “Ready?”


      “Let’s do it.”


      “You feel like going for a ride?” I said to Wren.


      “Why does this sound like a setup?”


      “Because it is.”


      “What’re y’all up to?”


      “Something you’ll enjoy.”


      “Seriously, babe,” Trip said. “Just go with it.”


      I rolled to my back and steadied my dick for her to mount. “Ride ’em cowgirl.”


      Wren had other ideas. She loomed over me and gripped my shaft. “Your wish… is my command.”


      “Ow, ow, ow! Okay. Uncle!”


      “Told you I’d get you back.”


      “Got it,” I said, my breathing labored. “But if you break my dick, it’s your loss too.”


      “No,” she said sweetly, “I still have Trip. And he has a very nice dick.”


      “Fair enough. But sometimes two is better than one.”


      “It’d be a shame to hurt him,” Leah said. “Maybe you can let him off the hook, just this once?”


      “Okay,” Wren said at last. “But only ’cause she asked.” Her grip went from painful to gentle, and she began stroking instead of squeezing.


      “You always get what you want,” I said, only half-mocking.


      “Always.” She bent forward to kiss me. Then she nipped my lip for good measure. “Don’t forget it.”


      “I won’t.” I raised my lips to kiss her again.


      She thrust her tongue into my mouth and straddled my hips without breaking the kiss. Then she sat back on my cock with a low moan. She began moving in a sinuous rhythm.


      Trip grinned and headed for his backpack. He returned a moment later.


      Wren grew silent with concentration as she rode me. After a moment I managed to tear my attention away from the pleasure spreading outward from my groin. I glanced at Trip. He was ready. I grabbed Wren’s ass and gently convinced her to stop moving. She gave me a curious look that slowly turned into recognition when I spread her cheeks.


      She moaned softly when she felt Trip’s Vaseline-covered fingers.


      He eased one into her.


      “Is this the surprise?” she said, her voice tight with pleasure.


      “Mmm hmm. Are you okay with it?”


      “God, yes.” She shuddered. “One of my… mmm… fantasies.”


      “That’s what Trip said.”


      Her breathing grew heavier. Trip slowly lubed and stretched her ass. After a couple of minutes, he withdrew his fingers. He used more Vaseline to coat his dick.


      “Ready?” he said at last, more to me than Wren.


      I nodded and spread my legs, which felt weird, especially when he climbed between them.


      His knees touched my thighs as he eased forward. Then his dick hit my balls. “Whoa! Sorry ’bout that.”


      “No problem,” I said, as calmly as I could. “It happens.”


      “Yeah.” He eased forward and aimed his dick at Wren’s back door.


      “I always hate this part,” she whispered, too low for him to hear.


      I murmured encouragement and caressed her back.


      She tensed when Trip tested her sphincter. All of a sudden the head slipped inside her. She groaned.


      Trip stopped immediately.


      Wren caught her breath and nodded for him to continue.


      He held her hips and eased forward.


      I felt him through the thin wall that separated us. His dick felt like a pressure on the underside of mine.


      Wren’s breathing grew heavier. “It gets better after this,” she said at last, her voice taut with stress. “I really like it—” She groaned softly. “Once I get used to it.”


      Trip took nearly a minute to work his cock into her ass, one inch at a time.


      My emotions swung between excited and uncertain. The little head didn’t care who or what was rubbing it. It only cared that it felt good. The big head, on the other hand, knew that I enjoyed the feeling of another guy’s dick.


      I wondered if that was how gay guys felt, right and wrong at the same time. I shook my head with annoyance. “Wrong” wasn’t the right word. After all, swinging was wrong to most of the world. Was that any different than what gays and lesbians did? Who was I to decide what was wrong and what was simply different?


      Wren snapped me out of it with low laugh. “Even now?”


      I blinked in confusion. “What?”


      “You.” She smiled. “You zoned out again.”


      My guilty expression said it all.


      She started to say something else, but then shivered with pleasure.


      Trip had started fucking her slowly.


      My inner conflict didn’t go away. I finally gave up and listened to what the little head was telling me, not the big head. My dick was simple, I reasoned. It liked what felt good. My brain was full of contradictions and prejudices.


      When in doubt, I thought, go with what feels good. I almost smiled at that. If only life’s other quandaries were as simple.


      “You’re still doing it,” Wren accused, “aren’t you?” Her eyes smiled with affection. “I’ll never figure you out.”


      “What can I say? I’m a philosopher.”


      “Can you philosophize about fucking me?” Her eyes flared. “Don’t say it.”


      I grinned guiltily. “My pleasure.”


      “Better.”


      I paused for a moment to time my thrusts with Trip’s. When he slid out, I rocked my hips upward. My dick didn’t move much, but it was enough to make Wren moan. Trip eased into her, while I lowered my hips. He figured out what I was doing, and we fell into a rhythm.


      “Oh, God,” she gasped.


      We fucked her for several minutes before he started thrusting faster. I picked up the pace as well. Wren moaned every time one of us slammed into her. Soon it turned into one long, low groan of pleasure.


      Trip reached the point where he was pounding her pretty hard, so I stopped and simply held on. At last he slammed into her and held still. I felt his cock expand and then pulse as he filled her bowels.


      Wren groaned into my shoulder.


      Trip’s dick began to soften as soon as his orgasm subsided. He eased back and withdrew. He panted for a moment. Then he gave Wren an affectionate swat. He steadied himself and stood on shaky legs.


      “Your turn.”


      “Right,” I said.


      Now I had to make a decision. This was the real grand finale, and Trip had left it up to me. Should I tell Wren so she wouldn’t freak out? Or should I keep it a surprise until the very last moment?


      Wren must have felt my indecision. “What’s the matter?”


      “Nothing. Sorry. Just thinking.”


      “Again?”


      “It’s serious this time. Not philosophizing. Well, not really.”


      She pushed herself up. Her full breasts and round nipples were a tempting distraction. Some poor, rational, distracted part of my brain wondered when she’d lost her nipple flowers. I shook off the thought and took a deep breath.


      “Trip wants to change the rules,” I said.


      “What? Now? Why?”


      “Think about it. About you and me. About…” I glanced at where our bodies joined.


      Her eyes grew wide. “You mean…?”


      “Yeah. He doesn’t have any… um… limitations. But you do. Er, did.”


      She craned her neck to look back at him. “You really mean it?”


      “Call me crazy,” he said, “but I think I do.”


      Her eyes flashed. All of a sudden she grabbed me and rolled us over. She was a lot stronger than I realized. A judo black belt would have been impressed.


      She laughed at my expression. “Well? What’re you waiting for?”


      I grinned.


      Her eyebrows shot up. “Seriously?”


      “Seriously. You owe me this one.”


      “Oh, all right. Go ahead and say it.”


      “Promise you won’t bite?”


      “Promise.”


      “Your wish,” I said grandly, “is my command.”


      She rolled her eyes, but then closed them as I began thrusting. I didn’t bother with a slow buildup, since we both knew what was coming. Literally. Instead, I fucked her hard and deep.


      She squeezed and twisted her nipples. Her pussy turned molten.


      I wanted to time our climaxes, but she wasn’t even close. Somehow I knew. I pounded away and let the pressure mount.


      When I couldn’t hold back any longer, I rammed home and arched my back. Then I closed my eyes and felt a tidal wave of pleasure as white-hot semen filled her. My semen, what felt like gallons. Time stretched into orgasmic eons.


      I eventually returned to my senses. My balls felt drained. Every muscle trembled. My chest heaved, and I fought to catch my breath. I finally mustered the energy to open my eyes.


      “Happy?”


      Wren was breathing hard too, but she nodded.


      “God, that was hot,” someone said.


      I couldn’t tell if it was Trip or Leah. It didn’t really matter. They joined us a moment later.


      “You mind?” he asked.


      I wanted to giggle. She was his girlfriend. I fought down the urge and nodded. Way too many pleasure hormones flooding my brain, I thought.


      My cock had begun to soften after the intense climax, but it still filled Wren’s sopping pussy. I pushed myself upright and pulled my knees under me.


      Trip lay next to her and kissed her gently. Then his hand moved to her breast. He pinched her nipple.


      Leah knelt beside me and gave me a quick kiss. Then she turned her attention to Wren. She reached down and began rubbing her clit.


      Wren’s pussy contracted. Semen and her own juices oozed around my shaft. Leah used it as lubrication. I was mostly superfluous at that point, so I pulled out to give her room to play.


      Wren came almost immediately. Leah kept rubbing her clit until she finally sagged to the blanket, completely spent.


      Trip slid an arm under her head and gazed down at her. They were in their own little world, so I gathered Leah with my eyes and nodded toward the other blanket.


      We lay together in silence for a moment. Then I smiled down at her and brushed an errant wisp of dark hair from her cheek.


      “Thanks for today,” I said quietly. “For everything. For the whole weekend.”


      “I enjoyed it.”


      “Me too. And I was thinking… Later tonight, how do you feel about round three?”


      “Lemme guess,” she said with a smile, “you want a long, slow blowjob.”


      “Maybe at first, but…”


      “Oh?”


      “Well, since it’s our last night together… I want to make love to you.”


      “I’d like that,” she said. “Very much.”


      ✧ ✧ ✧


      The End


      If you enjoyed this free book, please take 30 seconds

      to send me a quick thank-you note. Scroll down.


      Then you can read the next part of the story in

      Summer Camp Swingers: Christy Series.


      And if you want even more Summer Camp Swingers, you can

      join my Patreon for regular updates, including

      new chapters, character pics, and more.
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      AUTHOR’S AFTERWORD


      Wow! Just… wow. Sometimes I still can’t believe that I started Series 4 more than ten years ago. So much has happened since then. Where do I begin? Well, I parted ways with my former business partner, went back to school full time, earned a couple of degrees, started another company with new partners, and worked my butt off with them for several years. I kept writing Summer Camp the whole time, but at a much slower pace.


      To be completely honest, I wasn’t having fun anymore. A small but vocal group of “fans” were consistent assholes about my posting schedule. It’s free dessert, people! You get it when you get it. Most readers didn’t mind, but they were the (very) silent majority. A diehard group of real fans said thanks for every new chapter, which made things semi-bearable. I definitely appreciate it, and you know who you are. But still, each new chapter felt like I was rewarding the assholes and freeloaders at the expense of the nice people.


      That all changed this past May. I decided to leave my startup and focus on writing instead. My attitude changed almost overnight. I made plans for a Patreon, but I told myself I wouldn’t pull the trigger until I had a least six months of chapters in my buffer. I wrote more than 50,000 words in May alone. For comparison, that’s about three times my output for any year since 2009, and I did it in a single month. It’s amazing what a positive attitude can do.


      I launched my Patreon on June 15 and soon had a dedicated group of patrons who love the story as much as I do. I was having fun again and so were they. I kept writing at the new pace and banged out 48,000 words in June. In addition to new chapters, I posted hints and teases and sneak peeks for my patrons. I was back to my TERBish self and loving it, although I also had to address a growing problem.


      I was only about halfway through the story I wanted to tell in Series 4, but it was nearly the size of my earlier books. At that point a mega-fan suggested I split the book after Chapter 28. He also suggested a new title for the erstwhile Wren Series. It isn’t very clever, as titles go, but I hadn’t thought of it. Still, I know a good idea when I see one, so Series 5 was born.


      Once again, I’m probably a little too fond of my own writing, but it’s such a fun story that I never want it to end! However, Series 5 will be the end of Paul’s story. You’ll learn who dies and who he marries, and I’ll set the stage for the next story. I’m tentatively calling it Summer Camp: The Next Generation. Once again, it isn’t very clever as titles go, but none of you are reading this for the title.


      I started my Patreon a little more than six months ago, and more people have joined every day. This morning we reached 1,000. I post a new chapter update every week, along with plenty of other Summer Camp goodies. And I’m still writing and enjoying myself. I can’t tell you how good it feels to be rewarded for all my hard work.


      I understand that not everyone can afford to pay a few dollars a month for quality writing. And some people simply refuse to pay for something they once got for free. That’s fine. I don’t mind. You’ll eventually be able to read Series 5 for free, as long as you’re willing to wait. It’s free dessert, remember? But if you want to get the latest chapters and a whole lot more, you need to join my Patreon. No hard feelings if you can’t (or won’t). You’re still a fan if you’ve read this far, and I appreciate it.


      I feel a great sense of accomplishment now that I’ve wrapped up Series 4. I’ve spent more than fifteen years on Summer Camp and written nearly two million words. Two. Million. Words. Wow! Just… wow. I couldn’t have done it without the help of my all-volunteer team and especially Big Ed Magusson. He’s been my friend, alpha reader, and official source of motivation for many years.


      Last but not least, I’d like to thank you. Whether you’re a fan who’s now a patron, one of the silent majority of free readers, or even one of the assholes, you’re still reading my stories, and that’s pretty cool. I wouldn’t be writing them without you.


      So thanks again, and thanks for reading.


      Nick Scipio

      November 20, 2017

      Southeastern US
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