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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      
        
        Nick Scipio

        August 1, 2020

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

      And when you get to the end of the series, the Epilogue will wrap up the whole saga and answer the two big questions from the very beginning—who’s the wife and who died?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Book 6

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 29

          

        

      

    

    
      The next morning Christy and I left a note for my parents and roused a very hungover Erin to drive us to the airport. I knew exactly how she felt, so I fetched her a cup of coffee instead of giving her a hard time. It was only Folgers Crystals, but she accepted it with relief that bordered on religious ecstasy.

      “The best part of wakin’ up…,” I joked.

      She wasn’t ready for humor. She shook her head, winced at the pain, and closed her eyes instead. Christy glanced at our garment bag and I took the hint.

      “Right. Take your time, Er. I’ll load the car.”

      She eventually finished her coffee and grabbed her car keys. She drove us to the airport in silence but climbed out to hug us goodbye. Then she collapsed into the driver’s seat and looked miserable until she mustered the willpower to start the car and drive off.

      Christy and I talked about everything and nothing during the flight back to Knoxville. I wanted to talk about her decision to “do something” with a guy, but she changed the subject when I steered the conversation toward it.

      Lily had left us a message on the answering machine at home. She gave us the phone number and directions to the cabin in Gatlinburg, which actually included the words, “leave the paved road.” I had a good chuckle at that. I was a city boy, through and through.

      Christy and I packed a duffel bag with the things we’d need for the rest of the weekend. My eyebrows rose when she added a zippered cloth bag and gave me a “wouldn’t you like to know” smile. As far as I was concerned, the whole weekend fell into that category.

      At least we didn’t have to explain to Trip and Wren. They were at his parents’ in Franklin, and we’d let them assume we were spending the whole weekend in Atlanta with my family. I felt a little guilty that Christy didn’t want to try swinging with Trip first, but he still irritated her when he wasn’t thinking.

      “Are you sure you’re ready for this?” I asked as we headed downstairs.

      “I think so,” she said. “I know you wanted to talk about it,” she added. “Thank you for not insisting. You always know when to force me and when not to. That’s why I trust you.”

      “Well, I feel like I’m flying blind,” I admitted, “but I trust you too.”

      “I’m glad one of us does,” she said under her breath.

      My eyebrows rose, but I kept my thoughts to myself as we buckled our seatbelts and backed out of the driveway. I bided my time and let her work up the courage to say what she was thinking.

      “I know you hate it,” she said at last. “Flying blind, I mean.”

      “It’s a good way to get hurt.”

      “You can say that again. I’m sort of flying blind too. Only, I don’t know how to fly in the first place.”

      “You want some advice?” I asked.

      “No. I want you to take over. But this is what I’m supposed to do, right?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I’m supposed to plan the swinging. I don’t know what I’m doing, though.”

      “We don’t have to do this, you know. Lily, Will, any of it.”

      “But I want to. And not just ’cause I wanna sleep with Lily.” She looked at me sideways. “I don’t think you understand how hard I try to keep you happy. And that means being a swinger. Like Gina. She’s my competition. I know what you’re going to say.” She mimicked me perfectly, “It isn’t a competition.”

      “It isn’t.”

      “Only, it is. Maybe not between me and Gina, but between me and myself. You want me to be a swinger…” She sighed in exasperation. “I’m trying, Paul. I really am.”

      “I know you are, and I appreciate it. But you don’t have to rush into it. Or do it alone.”

      “Easy for you to say,” she grumped, but it wasn’t really an objection.

      “Tell me why you’re scared.”

      “I don’t know what I’m doing! I’ve never planned a swinging party. Erin says—”

      “Hold on. You talked to Erin? When? Last night?”

      “No, a while ago. I don’t remember. A couple of weeks. She said I’m supposed to plan everything. It’s the woman’s job— What’s so funny?”

      “Forget ‘woman’s job’ and ‘man’s job,’” I said. “You and I decide whose job it is. We can even take turns if we want. Besides, Erin grew up with this stuff, so it’s second nature to her.”

      “I can do it,” Christy said defiantly.

      I arched an eyebrow and waited.

      “Only, I don’t know how. But I can learn!”

      “True, but not in a single weekend. And not without guidance.”

      She fell silent and then looked up guiltily. “What’re we going to do?”

      “That depends,” I said. “How much do you want to sleep with Lily?”

      “A lot.”

      “What about Will?”

      “No! Oh my gosh. I barely know him!”

      “No,” I laughed. “Not to sleep with him. Do you think he’ll go along with it? With you and Lily?”

      “Oh,” she said, a bit sheepishly. “Sorry. I thought you meant— Well, you know what I thought.”

      “Yeah. It was pretty obvious. So, let’s try this again. What about Will? Do you think he’ll go along?”

      “Lily does. We have a plan.”

      “Lemme guess,” I chuckled, “it involves lots of alcohol.”

      “Yes, Mr. Smug, it does.” Her determination turned into doubt. “Promise you won’t laugh.”

      “Cross my heart. What’s the plan?”

      “Drink a lot, play naughty games, and get naked.”

      I waited to hear the rest, but the silence turned uncomfortable.

      “You think it’s stupid,” she said.

      “No! It isn’t the worst plan ever, but…”

      “It isn’t very good either.” Her shoulders fell. “What should we do?”

      “I’m not sure. But now that I think about it, the plan might actually work. It depends on Will. A lot depends on Lily too,” I cautioned. “Did you talk to her about sex? In front of each other? Swapping partners? Threesomes? Foursomes?”

      “Oh my gosh, no!”

      “Right. Okay. So… the plan still isn’t bad, but we shouldn’t get our hopes up.”

      “Erin said it was easy,” she sulked.

      “It is, but only if you’re talking about swingers who know what’s going on. Lily and Will are regular people.”

      “Can’t you just seduce her or something? Then Will could join in. That’s how they do it in movies.”

      “Porn movies? Ha!” My reaction stung her, so I changed my tone and explained calmly, “Guys in the real world don’t think it’s cool when another guy seduces their girlfriend, much less in front of them. Real women don’t hop into bed for a threesome when they walk in on their boyfriend with another woman.”

      “I know,” she said sullenly. “Only, I thought…”

      “Erin made it seem easy. Right. But she was probably thinking in terms of Leah and Mark, or Wren and Trip.” I was hinting, and Christy picked up on it.

      “No. Absolutely not. I know you want me to do it with them, but I’m not ready. Not with Trip, especially. So we have to do this my way.”

      “Fair enough,” I said. “So, let’s talk about how you want to do it.”

      “I don’t know! That’s why it’s so frustrating.”

      “Well, the Lily part is easy. We already know she’s interested.”

      “Oh my gosh, Paul, my radar goes off like crazy when we’re together.”

      I chuckled. “We’ll make it happen.”

      “You’ll benefit too. And not just ’cause you get to sleep with her. My libido sort of goes into overdrive, especially when I think about all the things I wanna do.”

      “Speaking of which,” I said. “What do you mean by ‘do something’ with a guy?”

      “What do I always want?”

      I grinned.

      “Seriously? You’re going to make me say it? Fine. I wanna suck him. Only, I feel like such a tramp when I say it. Out loud, I mean.”

      “You aren’t.”

      “I know, but I still feel like it. Sometimes I think I should just be happy with you and only you, but—”

      “People don’t work like that,” I said.

      “I don’t,” she grumped. “No matter how much I wish I did.”

      “I don’t either. So it’s good that we’re together.”

      “You can say that again.”

      “But you still managed to change the subject.”

      “Oh my gosh, I did! I didn’t even notice. I didn’t mean to, I swear.”

      “That’s okay,” I chuckled. Then I glanced at her sideways. “So… you want to suck Will’s dick. Nothing else?”

      “No! What kind of girl do you think I am?” She blinked in surprise. “I can’t believe I just said that.”

      “Habit. Some part of you still wants to be the good Catholic girl.”

      “I don’t know if that girl ever existed,” she admitted. “Outside of my imagination, I mean.”

      “I’m glad she doesn’t, especially in bed.”

      “And in the bath… on the kitchen table… up against the wall… bent over the sink… in the car…” She grinned playfully. “Did I miss anywhere?”

      “No,” I laughed, “I think you covered the major ones.”

      “Sometimes I still can’t believe it. That we’re together, I mean. And we can have sex whenever we want. It feels like a dream. I want to pinch myself.”

      “Oh, it’s real, all right.”

      “I know. I think it finally sank in when my mother told me to get on the pill.” She sighed. “Never in a million years…”

      “No kidding.”

      “I did it again,” she said out of the blue. “Changed the subject.”

      “It’s what you do.”

      “Yeah, sorry. I don’t even need to ask where we were. You’re still going to make me say it, though, aren’t you?”

      I nodded.

      “I want to suck Will’s dick. I don’t want to do anything else with him, though. Is that okay?”

      “Of course. But we still don’t know how he’ll react to any of this. Lily either, for that matter. Yeah, she’s a party girl and a flirt, but—”

      “Oh, no! She’s pretty serious,” Christy said. “We didn’t talk about sex stuff, but we talked about other things, like taking our clothes off and showing off.”

      My eyebrows rose.

      “Yeah. She likes doing it. Showing off, I mean. Her breasts, especially. She’s done wet T-shirt contests. And she likes skinny dipping and stuff.”

      “Oh. Okay. In that case…”

      “She asked if I minded. If you see her, I mean. That’s when we started talking about naughty games and all. I didn’t tell her we were nudists or anything, but I said we like to fool around. Then she asked about you.”

      “What about me?”

      “What you’re like. In bed. How often we do it, if I get off, stuff like that. Will doesn’t take his time, she said. He’s, like, ‘wham, bam, done.’ Then he isn’t interested anymore. And he doesn’t pay attention to her the rest of the time, either.”

      I nodded.

      “That’s why she likes you,” Christy continued. “You do. Pay attention, I mean. And she likes flirting and getting guys worked up. She isn’t a tease, though. I think she really wants to do it with you. She didn’t come right out and say it, but I could tell.”

      “And you’re okay with that?”

      “Oh my gosh, yes! You know me. I like to watch. And I know it’s just sex with her.”

      I nodded.

      “See? I’m learning.” Her smile faded. “I still don’t know what I’m doing, though. Erin says—”

      “Forget what Erin says. She isn’t here. Ask me next time.”

      “Yes, sir. Only, I wanted to surprise you.”

      “I know. But surprises have a way of backfiring, especially…”

      “If you don’t know what you’re doing,” she finished. She sighed and turned thoughtful. Then she sighed again, but it was different, less frustrated.

      I glanced at her sideways.

      “Sometimes I hate that you can read me so easily,” she said.

      “Is now one of those times?”

      “No.”

      “Do you need some attention before we get there? Should I find somewhere to pull over?”

      “Yes, please.”
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        * * *

      

      “Mmm, thank you,” Christy said languidly. “You always know what I need.” She kissed the tip of my softening cock. “And thank you, Mr. Big. You’re the best pacifier in the world.”

      “He says you’re welcome.”

      “I can hear him too, you know.” She smiled fondly but then rolled her eyes. “I still can’t believe he thought a threesome with Gina was a good idea.”

      “He’s an optimist.”

      “Sorry, Mr. Big. You’ll have to settle for Lily.”

      “He’s fine with that.”

      “Do you really think it’ll happen?”

      “I think it’s possible. Depends on Will.”

      She nodded, and her expression slowly turned thoughtful. “I owe you an apology.”

      “For what?”

      “I know you think I’m bad with money, that I don’t pay attention, but I really try. Only, I get excited and forget.”

      “Are you talking about this weekend?”

      “I’m sorry I said we’d pay for it. I should’ve asked you first.”

      “Eh, I’ll survive,” I said. “It’s only money.”

      She nodded, and I couldn’t help but compare her reaction to Sara’s. In many ways, Christy was a little princess. She wasn’t haughty or difficult, but she’d never had to worry about money, time, or anything else. Her parents and brothers had always taken care of her.

      At least she understood that other people worked hard to pay for the things she took for granted. She was genuinely grateful, too. And maybe she understood, at least subconsciously, that she needed someone like me to take care of her. Just like I needed her.

      She studied me quietly, curious but content. “What’re you thinking?”

      “Nothing,” I said automatically. “Just… I can’t imagine life without you.”

      “Me either.” She smiled but then turned introspective. “Does it ever seem weird? Swinging. Like, for real. Not just as a concept.”

      “What about it?”

      “For the record, I still don’t think it’s swinging with other girls. It isn’t really cheating, either. Not as far as I’m concerned. It’s just… having fun. I don’t have to hide it anymore—not from you, I mean—but still…” She shrugged. “It’s different now that we’re talking about other guys. At least you don’t get upset about it. Most guys would, you know.”

      I nodded. “It’s only fair. I want to have sex with other women.”

      “But you’re a man. You’re supposed to. Women aren’t supposed to want the same thing. I know, Mr. Equal Rights, it’s a double standard. But it still seems weird. To think that it’s okay for me too.”

      She thought of something and grinned. “Brooke and I used to talk about how we’d like a whole harem of guys. Like Fantasy Island or something. We could do anything we wanted and no one would know. She went crazy in hers. Like, three guys at a time. I only gave blowjobs in mine.”

      “Hold on,” I said. “You like sex, right?”

      “Oh my gosh, yes! I love it. But blowjobs aren’t the same. I know you keep telling me they are.” She imitated me perfectly, “Oral sex is still sex,” but then rolled her eyes. “Oh, please. Oral sex can’t make a baby.”

      “No, but—”

      “Only penis in vagina can do that.”

      I had a sudden revelation. “Is that why you think sex with other girls isn’t cheating?”

      “Of course. It’s just fun, like a blowjob.” She grinned up at me. “You don’t mind if I do it with Will? If he comes in my mouth? And if I swallow?”

      “I don’t mind a bit. As a matter of fact…”

      She grinned and turned her attention to my resurgent erection. “Don’t worry, Mr. Big,” she said, “you can come in my mouth any time you want. Now? Oh, all right. If you insist.”
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        * * *

      

      We eventually quit fooling around, although not before Christy fingered herself to an orgasm while I teased and twisted her nipples.

      “Oh my gosh,” she panted. “We have to stop.”

      I chuckled.

      “I’m serious. We’ll never get there at this rate.”

      “I’m not in a hurry.”

      “I told you, my libido goes into overdrive.”

      “Give me twenty minutes,” I suggested, “and I’ll fuck you.”

      “No! It’s bad enough that we’re on the side of the road—”

      We were actually parked behind an old furniture store that was being used as a church, of all things.

      “—but I’d never get cleaned up if we had sex-sex.”

      “Why not?” I teased.

      “Ugh. It’s easy for you. You just shoot and go. I—”

      “Relax,” I said. “I’m kidding.”

      “Oh, okay. Still… all you have to do is put your penis away and you’re ready to go. I have to fix my hair, my makeup, my clothes… everything! See?” She pulled her bra into place and adjusted it. She did the same to her shirt before she smoothed her skirt over her thighs. Then she sat up and commandeered the rearview mirror. “Oh my gosh! I’m a mess.”

      “But a beautiful one.”

      She muttered to herself, “No lipstick. Wild hair. Where’s my other earring?”

      “No clue. Wait a sec. Here it is.” I plucked it from the seat between my legs.

      She stuck the gold hook through her earlobe and checked the other one for good measure. Then she reached for her purse and pulled out a hairbrush.

      I watched in amused silence as she fixed her hair, reapplied her lipstick, and touched up the rest of her face. Then she opened a small bottle of perfume and dabbed her wrists and neck. Finally, she found her panties in the footwell and pulled them on.

      “Much better,” she pronounced. She even tried to readjust the mirror for me.

      I started the engine. “Ready for our misadventures in swinging?”

      “What happened to Mr. Positive?”

      “He’s here. He’s just taking a break while Mr. Realist runs things.”

      “Go away, Mr. Realist. You too, Mr. Skeptical. And take Mr. Spoilsport with you. Mr. Positive and I are going to have fun. And if it doesn’t work out, then you can all say ‘I told you so.’ But until then, keep quiet, please.” She scowled. “What’s so funny?”

      “I just had a chorus of ‘yes, ma’ams’ in my head.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      We followed Lily’s directions and eventually reached the end of the paved road. Three driveways cut through a small clearing and disappeared into the trees. Two of them were gravel and well-tended, while the third looked like an old logging trail.

      We tried the first and realized our mistake as soon as we saw the cabin. It was large, well-kept, and had four cars parked beside it. I turned around and drove back to the clearing, where we tried the second driveway. It was a bust too. The cabin was about right, but the car wasn’t, unless Will sold Mary Kay cosmetics and drove a pink Cadillac.

      The third driveway was overgrown, and I had to edge past a fallen tree that had only been cut back a few days earlier. The cabin itself looked okay, but the clearing had seen better days. Brush and rusted-out appliances filled half of it, along with an old satellite dish and a broken trampoline. The car was right, though, a light blue Chevette with a UT parking tag.

      I parked next to it and peered at the cabin. It had clearly been off the rental market for a while, and I wasn’t impressed, even for the bargain price.

      “I hope your tetanus shots are up to date,” I said.

      “I’m sure it’s fine,” Christy said.

      “Let’s hope so. It’s too late to sneak away and say we got lost.”

      Her eyes followed mine, and she automatically smiled at Lily and Will, who waved to us from the front porch.

      “Hey, you made it,” Will said as he approached the Cruiser. “Can we help with anything?”

      “No, thanks. I got it. Just a single bag.”

      “Sorry about the cabin,” he said as we climbed the stairs. “It’s a lot nicer on the inside.”

      “I’m sure it’s fine,” I lied.

      “Y’all’re in the bigger bedroom,” he said as we followed them inside.

      The “bigger bedroom” was the only actual bedroom. The other was just a sleeping alcove with a curtain for privacy.

      “You didn’t have to do that,” I lied again.

      “Nah,” he said. “It’s all yours. It even has a TV. The sound doesn’t work, but you can watch all you want.”

      “The TV in the living room works,” Lily added. “It even has a VCR.” She glanced at Christy.

      I didn’t need to be quick on the uptake to connect the dots to the little zippered bag she’d brought. It was about the right size for a VHS tape.

      “The hot tub’s busted,” Will said. He shrugged and added philosophically, “We can use it anyway. Enough beer and you won’t even notice the dirt and bugs.”

      I laughed. “I think we’ll pass.”
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        * * *

      

      The bedroom was a far cry from the inn in West Virginia. The furniture was old and scarred, and the bed squeaked when Christy sat on it. But it had a door, which Will had thoughtfully closed to give us some privacy.

      “What do you think?” I asked Christy in a low voice.

      “I could use a little reassurance about now. You’ll never let me plan things if this is what it’s like.”

      “We aren’t here for the accommodations. We’re here to have fun.”

      “It seems so easy when you say it.”

      “It is easy,” I said, “when you have a positive attitude.”

      “I love you so much right now.”

      “I love you too. Are we ready to get this party started?”

      “I think so.”
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        * * *

      

      Will and Lily had enough food and drinks for a half-dozen people, and enough alcohol for twice that many. Lily had misremembered that Christy didn’t eat meat, but the result was more or less the same—they’d bought plenty of bunny-type food as well.

      “I tried to think of all the things in those little baggies you gave me,” Lily said proudly.

      “You did a great job,” I told her.

      “Thank you so much,” Christy added.

      Lily beamed. “I know it’s kinda early, but we waited for you to start drinking.”

      “It’s five o’clock somewhere,” I said. “Want me to do the honors?”

      Will answered for her. “Be my guest. I’m drinkin’ beer, but y’all go ahead and start on the hard stuff.”

      I mixed three rum and Cokes, although I made mine weaker than the girls’. I wanted to be clear-headed in case things went wrong. Besides, I knew better than to try to keep up with Christy.

      The television in the living room actually had a working satellite box, and Will turned it to MTV. The time passed quickly as we drank and talked and occasionally watched a video.

      Will turned out to be an okay guy. He was still a preacher’s kid and a dyed-in-the-wool chauvinist, but he had an outgoing personality and a decent sense of humor. He also told entertaining stories about things he’d done in high school. Most of them sounded farfetched, but mine would’ve too.

      Later, he and I grilled hamburgers for dinner, while the girls cooked French fries and cut up raw veggies for Christy. We sat on the front porch after we ate, but the bugs finally drove us inside. I mixed fresh drinks for three of us, and Will opened another beer for himself. He’d already made a serious dent in the case, but at least he was a fun drunk.

      We relaxed in the living room and enjoyed the evening as the heat of the day faded and MTV played in the background. Will told a couple of stories, including one about a church camp that sounded like a teen soap opera, complete with sneaking around, pranks, and even some bed-hopping. Most of it sounded exaggerated, especially since Will was the star of every episode. I waited for a decent break and then interrupted.

      “It’s too bad the hot tub isn’t working.”

      Lily sighed with relief and jumped on the bandwagon. “Yeah, I brought a killer bikini.”

      “I brought mine too,” Christy said.

      “Why don’t you put ’em on anyway?” I suggested.

      “Yeah!” Will said. “Show us some skin, Lil.”

      She blushed with excitement.

      “Use our room to change,” I said.

      She and Christy glanced at each other and grinned. They retrieved Lily’s outfit from the alcove and then disappeared into the bedroom.

      “You ready for a refill?” Will asked. “Think I’ll switch to what y’all’re drinkin’.”

      He went to the kitchen and left the girls’ half-empty drinks right where they were.

      “And they say chivalry’s dead,” I muttered to myself. I cut him some slack because he was drunk, but I made a point to pick up their cups and bring them with me.

      Will grabbed a fresh cup for himself, added ice, and upended the bottle of rum. The little plastic spout kept him from making a mess, but the bottle gurgled steadily as he filled his cup.

      “Whoa there, Will,” I said in alarm.

      “Wha’s’a matter?” He set the big bottle on the counter with a thunk.

      “I’m just saying… maybe save some for later.”

      “Why? There’s more’n enough.” He seemed to notice his cup, which was full of straight rum. “Oh, yeah. Here, have some. Which’n’s yours?”

      I slid my cup toward him, and he emptied his into it. The extra sloshed over my hand and onto the counter.

      “Party foul!” Will said without apologizing.

      I shook off the dripping mess. “Why don’t I tend bar,” I said as calmly as I could.

      “You’re better at it anyway.” He launched into a story from another church trip, while I cleaned up the mess and washed my hands. I listened with half my attention as I mixed drinks that wouldn’t send anyone to the hospital.

      I had to fight the urge to roll my eyes when Will reached the point of the story. A couple of girls had gotten drunk and started fingering each other in the back of the bus, which sounded like a teenage boy’s fantasy more than reality. He wanted me to think he was cool, and in his mind, that meant “stud.”

      “What about you?” he asked. “What kind of stuff did you pull in high school? I bet it was epic.”

      “You wouldn’t believe it if I told you,” I said with deadpan candor.

      “Girls? Lots of ’em?”

      “Two, sometimes three at a time.”

      He couldn’t tell if I was serious or joking, so he reverted to bragging. “Like those two on the bus. I did it with them.”

      I nodded politely and didn’t believe a word, so he changed the subject.

      “Wait till you see Lil in a bikini. She’s got the most bodacious set of—”

      She emerged from the bedroom. She was a normal-sized girl, but curved and padded in all the places Christy wasn’t. Her lime green bikini top was at least a D-cup, but her breasts filled it to capacity and then some.

      “What’d I tell ya?” Will said. “Have you ever seen a pair like that?”

      “They’re pretty amazing.”

      “Who cares if she can cook or clean? Doesn’t matter. Not with ta-tas like those.”

      I offered a tight smile and kept my opinion to myself.

      Christy joined Lily and seemed tiny by comparison—small breasts, flat stomach, and narrow hips. She wore the white two-piece she’d worn at Brooke’s house.

      “Wow, y’all look totally awesome,” Will said.

      “Totally,” I agreed.

      Will grabbed his drink and left Lily’s on the counter. I tried to hide my annoyance, but the girls saw. I scooted all three cups together and picked them up with both hands. Lily made a point to thank me. I handed the other cup to Christy and bent to kiss her cheek.

      “You look beautiful,” I said softly. “Lily too, but I’d choose you any day of the week and twice on Sunday.”

      “Thank you.”

      Will gestured to Lily from the couch. He patted his leg, but she sat beside him instead. He put his arm around her and casually groped her left breast. She fended him off, but not before he laughed and told her to relax.

      I returned to my spot on the love seat and guided Christy onto my lap. She stretched up and kissed my cheek. Then she nuzzled my neck for good measure.

      “Hey, y’all, none of that,” Will joked.

      I ignored him and drew Christy closer. She wriggled into a comfortable spot and then relaxed against my chest as I wrapped an arm around her possessively.

      “What should we do now?” Lily asked.

      “Play a drinking game?” I suggested. “Truth or Dare?”

      “Nah, that’s boring,” Will said without thinking. “Let’s play Never Have I Ever.”

      Annoyance flickered across Lily’s face, although she hid it almost as soon as it appeared.

      “Sure,” I said. “You start.”

      Will thought for a moment. “Okay, never have I ever… done it during church.”

      “Oh my gosh,” Christy murmured.

      No one drank, until Will smirked and raised his cup.

      “Your turn, hon,” he said to Lily.

      “Hmm. Never have I ever… kissed a girl.”

      “No fair,” he complained. He and I took a drink, although he sputtered when she and Christy did too. “What the hey? For real?”

      Christy smiled enigmatically and then glanced at Lily.

      Will laughed. “You got a wild one there, Paul.”

      “Exactly how I like her.” I kissed her cheek to prove it and said, “Your turn, Little Bit.”

      “Never have I ever… um… stolen something and been caught.”

      Lily, Will, and I drank. Christy didn’t.

      “You stole my wrestling T-shirt,” I accused.

      “I only borrowed it.”

      “You steal my socks all the time. My shirts too.”

      “Your socks’re comfy and your shirts smell like you. But it isn’t stealing if I give them back.”

      “Whatever,” I chuckled. “My turn. Never have I ever… fooled around on a church trip.”

      “Ya got me there!” Will laughed. He took a big drink.

      Christy and Lily took smaller ones.

      “Seriously?” Will said when I didn’t.

      “I’ve never been on a church trip,” I said.

      “Paul isn’t like the rest of us,” Christy explained. “His parents never took him to church.”

      “How’d you meet friends?” Will asked.

      “The old-fashioned way.”

      Christy grinned up at me. “Church is the old-fashioned way, dear.”

      “You can say that again,” I said under my breath. Louder, “Let’s keep going. Your turn, Will. Never have I ever…?”

      The next couple of rounds followed the same pattern.

      Will made boasts about “doing it” in different places. He drank each time, and I suspected that “doing it” meant anything from making out to full sex. Lily’s questions had to do with girls. She was trying to find out how much Christy had done, but Will didn’t pick up on it.

      “You’re jus’ tryin’ to get me drunk,” he accused. “For all the things I done with other girls.”

      Christy’s questions were laughably mundane, like falling asleep in class or smoking cigarettes. I had to get creative with mine. I wanted to stick to sex but didn’t want to drink. So I asked about pretending to be someone else and cheating on my girlfriend. “Or boyfriend,” I added for the girls. Lily hesitated but raised her cup. Will drank straight away. The ice clunked in the bottom of his cup.

      “I’m ready for another,” he said. “Fix it for me, hon?”

      Lily took his cup and went to the kitchen. When she returned, we played a few more rounds. The questions were fun, although Will’s double standards were on full display. He drank at nearly every question but was shocked at Lily for some of the things she drank to. And when he emptied his cup again, he asked her for a refill.

      “I could use another one too,” Christy hinted. “Paul, do you mind?”

      “Sure, no problem. Here, Lily, I’ll make ’em.”

      She handed me Will’s cup.

      “You want one too?” I asked.

      “I’m fine, thanks,” she said, but her smile lingered.

      I decided to move things along. “Hey, Will, did you bring swim trunks?”

      “Yeah, why?”

      “Well, the girls are in bikinis. Maybe they’d like us to join them.”

      “Yeah!” Lily said immediately.

      “Uh-oh,” I said, as if I’d just thought of it.

      Lily took the bait and asked, “What?”

      “Someone forgot to tell me about the hot tub. No names mentioned, but she’s small, blonde, and looking very guilty right now. Anyway, I didn’t bring my trunks.”

      “Shorts’re fine,” Will said.

      “I might just wear my boxers,” I suggested.

      “Yeah, whatever. It’s totally cool. I’ll be right back, hon.” He swayed to his feet, bumped into Lily’s, and lurched toward the cabin’s single bathroom. “Gotta take a leak first.”

      “Are you sure you don’t want another?” I asked Lily.

      She took the hint and rose to join me. She set her half-full cup on the counter and stood close enough that I could feel the heat of her bare skin where it nearly touched mine.

      “Are you okay with this?” I asked. “What we’re doing?”

      She feigned innocence.

      “Christy told me,” I said. “Everything. Drink a lot, play naughty games, get naked. We’ve done the first two. Are you ready for the last one?”

      Her eyes flashed with excitement.

      “Tell me now if you don’t want to. We’ll have a nice little party and that’s all.”

      “No,” she said immediately. “I want to.”

      “Okay, if you’re sure. But you realize that getting naked usually leads to other things, like fooling around?”

      She swallowed hard, but her eyes never lost their enthusiasm.

      I chuckled, low and suggestive.

      She shot a glance at the bathroom door. Then she threw caution to the wind and moved in for a kiss. I pulled her toward me. Her large, firm breasts pressed into my side, and her breathing grew heavy as the kiss heated up. I casually cupped her bikini-clad ass. She moaned and thrust her hips toward me.

      We pulled apart when the bathroom door rattled in its frame. It came unstuck and banged open.

      “Sorry,” Will said absently. He leaned on the furniture for balance as he crossed to the alcove. He disappeared behind the curtain, and the bed springs squeaked under his weight.

      Lily started breathing again. “I can’t believe it’s really happening.”

      “Are you sure about Will?” I wasn’t, but I wanted to stick to the plan if I could.

      “You heard his stories. He’s done just about everything else.”

      I had my doubts but didn’t voice them.

      “Besides,” she added, “he’ll do anything when he’s drunk.”

      “Yeah, but will he regret it in the morning?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      It sounded like wishful thinking, but I kept those doubts to myself too.

      “What about you?” I asked instead. “What if things go further than just getting naked?”

      “I want them to.”

      Will yanked the curtain aside and emerged in a pair of swim trunks and no shirt. My eyes widened. He looked like a Calvin Klein model, with a sculpted chest and washboard abs. Christy took one look and then did a double take.

      “Holy crap,” I said without thinking. “Do you work out, Will?”

      “What?” he said blearily. “No. Why?”

      “Just… you have a really nice body.”

      “What’re you, a fag or somethin’? Jus’ kiddin’.” He stumbled to the kitchen and said, “Which’n’s mine?”

      I pointed, and he took a long drink. Then he grabbed the handle of the rum bottle and unscrewed the top.

      “Go easy,” I warned as politely as I could.

      He waved vaguely and filled his cup to the top. He didn’t add any Coke. Then he lurched to the couch and took a longer drink.

      “Crap,” Lily whispered. “I was afraid he’d do this.” She sighed again as she watched him stare vacantly at MTV. “Now he’s going to ignore me.”

      I glanced at Christy. She was watching him too, and I could almost see her come to the same conclusion I just had.

      “I don’t think anything’s going to happen tonight,” I said to Lily in a low voice.

      She glared at Will.

      “Sorry,” I added.

      “I don’t know why I even bothered,” she said. “He isn’t going to change. I thought maybe this weekend…” She sipped her drink and glared some more. “If I’m lucky, he’ll pass out soon.”
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        * * *

      

      Will did indeed pass out. He came around, sort of, when I hoisted him from the couch and supported him under his arm. I half-carried, half-dragged him to the sleeping alcove and dumped him in bed. Lily was so annoyed that she didn’t even wait around to make sure he was okay. I was tempted to leave him where he was, but I swung his legs onto the bed and covered him with the sheet. He started snoring softly, so I returned to the living room.

      Lily was on the couch. “Is he out?” she asked over her shoulder.

      “Like a light.”

      She huffed dismissively and went back to sulking. Christy moved to her side and put her arm around her.

      “Paul,” she asked, “will you…?”

      “I’m on it,” I said. I grabbed their cups and returned to the kitchen. “Do we want ‘lights out’ drinks or ‘all night long’?”

      That roused Lily from her funk. “Huh?”

      “You and your words,” Christy said fondly.

      Lily actually smiled when she figured it out. “All night long would be awesome.”

      “Careful what you wish for,” I said with a grin.

      She blushed and glanced at Christy, who gave me a speculative look.

      “Might as well have fun,” I said. “Now that Prince Charming’s asleep.”

      “Prince Charming,” Lily snorted. “Ha! That loser?”

      “Eh, he’s only nineteen.”

      “And doesn’t respect women,” Christy added.

      “Let’s change the subject.” I delivered the girls’ drinks. “Something more fun.”

      “Getting naked is fun,” Lily suggested.

      My eyebrows shot up.

      “Yeah,” Christy added, “you were supposed to take your clothes off when Will did. You promised.”

      “Sorry. I didn’t see the point.”

      “What about now?” Lily said. “I will if you will.”

      “Sure. I’m fine with that. But… what about Sleeping Beauty? What if he gets up to go to the bathroom or something?”

      “We could move to the bedroom,” Christy suggested. “Oh my gosh, I didn’t mean it like that!”

      “I will if you will,” Lily said again.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      We left the television on in the living room, just in case. I closed the bedroom door and set my drink on the dresser. I lifted the hem of my polo, but Lily beat me to it. She popped the catch on her bikini and freed one of the nicest pairs of breasts I’d ever seen. They were the size of cantaloupes and just as round, with medium-sized nipples and faint tan lines.

      She shrugged and let the top fall. “What do you think?”

      “I think you’re quicker’n I am,” I chuckled.

      “Huh?”

      “He’s weird about nudity,” Christy explained. “But I think you’re beautiful.”

      “Thank you,” Lily said. “You are too.”

      I took off my shirt and unbuttoned my shorts.

      Lily hesitated and then asked Christy, “Have you really done all those things? With other girls?”

      Christy nodded.

      Lily glanced toward me as I finished undressing. Her glance turned into a stare. “What happened to your—?” She swallowed hard. “To your hair?”

      “I shave,” I said simply.

      “I like him smooth,” Christy added. “I like how it looks. And how it feels.”

      “Inside you?” Lily said.

      “And in my mouth.”

      “Besides,” I added, “it’s only fair.”

      Lily looked confused, so I glanced at Christy.

      “Didn’t she see? Earlier?” I asked.

      “See what?” Lily said.

      “No,” Christy said to me. She shrugged a little guilty.

      “That’s okay,” I chuckled. “Show her now.”

      Christy didn’t say “yes, sir” aloud, but her eyes did. She unfastened her bikini top and it popped free. She caught it automatically with her other hand. Her breasts didn’t sag at all, but she still hesitated and glanced at Lily’s.

      “Keep going,” I told her.

      She lowered the bottoms and kicked them off.

      Lily’s jaw dropped.

      “Yeah,” I agreed. “I like her shaved too.”

      “You’re even more twisted than I thought,” Lily said.

      “It isn’t twisted,” I chuckled. “It’s just the way we are. Ready to show yours?”

      “What—? Oh, right!” She lowered her bottoms and stepped out of them. “Ta-da!”

      She’d trimmed her bush along her bikini line, so it was more of a wedge than a full triangle. The dark hair curled in soft little whorls.

      Lily glanced at my dick and realized it was only semi-hard. She frowned for a moment and then surprised me.

      “You’ve done this before,” she said.

      Christy’s eyes widened, although she recovered quickly and shot me a look. I told you so.

      “Yeah,” I agreed to both.

      “How come you didn’t speak up?” Lily asked. “When Will was telling all those stories?”

      I cleared my throat delicately, and Christy answered for me.

      “He doesn’t like to brag.”

      Lily surprised me again when she caught the subtext. “You mean he won’t tell anyone? About… us?”

      “It’s none of their business,” I agreed. “Have you ever done anything like this before?”

      “I’ve done… things.”

      “A threesome?”

      “Maybe.”

      I waited.

      “Only twice,” she said in a rush. “And I was pretty drunk.”

      “In high school?”

      “You’re lucky you didn’t get a reputation,” Christy added.

      “No, at the beach. On vacation,” Lily explained. “With college guys.”

      My eyebrows flew up, although I controlled them just as quickly. She was a lot more of a party girl than I’d realized.

      Her confidence faltered at that point, so I moved behind her and put my hands on her shoulders. Her skin was smooth and warm, and she shivered in anticipation at my touch. I ran my hands down her arms and kissed her shoulder. She sighed, and her breathing grew heavier, so I planted kisses up her neck. Then I moved her hand to my stiff cock. Her fingers tightened around it.

      Christy sank to her knees and kissed her thighs, and Lily gasped. She moaned softly when I cupped her breasts and hefted them. Their weight surprised me. They were firm, too, and barely sagged when I released them. I played with her nipples, and she sighed with pleasure as Christy began kissing her pussy.

      “Let’s move to the bed,” I suggested after a couple of minutes.

      Lily nodded silently, and Christy stood. They kissed, and Lily tasted herself for the first time on another girl’s lips.

      “My turn,” she whispered.

      Christy scooted to the center of the bed, and Lily made a beeline for her pussy. She kissed her clit and then slid a finger inside.

      “She’s so wet,” she murmured. Then she tasted the dew on her finger. “And sweet.”

      I knelt on the bed and offered my hard-on to Christy. She began sucking and then squirmed as Lily tongued her clit. I pinched her nipples and watched Lily explore. She didn’t waste any time. After only a few experimental licks and kisses, she buried her face between Christy’s thighs.

      Christy was already worked up, and she didn’t last long after that. She stopped sucking and simply held my cock in her mouth. Then she stiffened and arched her back with a little orgasm.

      Lily looked at me as Christy relaxed and lay panting. “Did she just…?”

      I bit my lip and fought not to laugh as Lily realized what she’d just done.

      “Is it always like that,” she wondered, “so quiet?”

      “Sometimes. Sometimes she cries out. It depends.”

      “Can she do it again?” she asked.

      “Can you?” I challenged.

      She grinned. “I… kinda like it.”

      “I kinda figured,” I said dryly.

      She looked at my hard-on and then back to Christy’s pussy. “She’s so small. How do you fit?”

      “I’ll show you.”

      Her eyes lit up, and she moved out of the way so I could climb between Christy’s legs. Then she watched, entranced, as I rubbed my glans through Christy’s slick channel. I parted her folds, and the head of my cock disappeared inside her.

      “You can see everything,” Lily said.

      “Mmm hmm. One of the reasons I like her shaved. You like it too?”

      “Yeah. It’s cool.”

      “Kinda hot, actually.” I grinned and slid another couple of inches into her. Then I glanced at Lily. “What about you?” I caressed her thigh, and she parted her legs for me.

      Her pubic hair was damp with arousal, and I could feel her heat before I even touched her. She sighed as I teased her lips and spread her moisture. Then I flicked her clit, and she gasped.

      “Sensitive?”

      She nodded.

      I slid a finger inside her. “Hot, too.”

      She swallowed hard, and her nostrils flared with her breathing. I finger-fucked her slowly, while I did the same to Christy with my cock.

      “Suck her nipples,” I told Lily. “Bite them. She likes it.”

      Christy hissed and arched her back. The temperature in her pussy shot up a couple of degrees, and my shaft glistened with fresh moisture. Lily’s pussy was almost as hot and even wetter.

      I started to ask if she was ready for me to fuck her, but something made me hesitate. Her boyfriend was passed out in the other room. He was a chauvinist and a bit of a jerk, and he wasn’t really my friend, but it still felt like cheating.

      “Slide up,” I told Lily instead. “Let Christy get between your legs.” I pulled out and patted Christy’s thigh. “Roll over, Little Bit. I’ll fuck you from behind.”

      We all moved into position, and Lily moaned as Christy began licking her pussy. I slid into Christy and held her hips for leverage. Then I buried my cock and felt it hit something firm. Christy stiffened in surprise, and her pussy contracted around my shaft. I flirted with the idea of fucking her slow and deep, but decided to save it for later. I didn’t want to scare Lily or embarrass Christy by making her pass out.

      Instead, I began thrusting at a steady tempo, one I could keep up all night. The bed squeaked in rhythm, and some distracted part of me worried that Will might wake up and discover us.

      Lily saved me from going down that rabbit hole. Her nostrils flared, and her chest rose and fell with her breathing. Her breasts were impressive, full and firm, even as she lay back against the pillows. She pinched one of her nipples. Then she moistened her lips and began moaning softly.

      I wanted Christy to come again, so I began playing with her clit as I fucked her. Then I grabbed a handful of hair. I tightened my grip, and she moaned into Lily’s pussy.

      I picked up the pace, and my hips slapped Christy’s ass. The bedsprings squeaked even louder. Lily gasped and moaned, and not softly. We sounded like a porn movie. Then Lily came with a long, rising moan that would’ve woken the neighbors if we’d had any. I hunched my shoulders and waited for Will to burst in.

      Christy’s pussy grew hotter and wetter as her own orgasm approached. I forgot about Will and concentrated on her instead. I pounded into her and felt my own floodgates begin to weaken. She arched her back as I pulled her hair and slammed into her, and the dam burst for both of us.

      The walls of her pussy gripped my dick and held it in place, and my shaft swelled as semen backed up. Pleasure mingled with pain until white-hot ecstasy exploded behind my eyes and surged through my cock.

      When my brain finally started working again, I realized I’d collapsed over Christy’s back, and she lay pinned beneath me. Her chest heaved and her skin felt hot next to mine. The room was eerily quiet without the sounds of sex.

      I released Christy’s hair and pushed myself upright. She whimpered when my cock slipped out of her. I sat back on my heels, and Lily gazed at me with heavy eyelids. We traded smiles and caught our breath in silence.

      “I should go,” she said.

      I swallowed to moisten my mouth. I thought about arguing with her, but she seemed determined. Besides, I knew Catholic guilt when I saw it.

      “I’ll sleep on the couch,” she said.

      I found my voice and said, “Not with Will?”

      She shook her head.

      “Okay.” I climbed off the bed and told Christy, “Stay here. I’ll be back in a few.”

      “I had fun,” Lily insisted.

      “Us too,” Christy said. “Sorry about Will.”

      “I’m over him. I thought this weekend might fix things, but…” She shrugged indifferently. “He’s history.”

      “I’m so sorry,” Christy said.

      “I’m not.” Lily pulled on her bikini bottoms and then rotated the top to untangle the straps.

      “Why bother?” I said. “Unless you’re going to sleep in it. Besides, you look better without it.” I gestured toward the door. “Ready when you are.”

      “Aren’t you going to put on some clothes?”

      “I told you,” Christy said, “he’s weird about nudity.”

      “You’ve seen me already,” I added, “and Will is out like a light.”

      “Yeah, I guess you’re right.”

      “Mmm. Now, let’s find sheets and blankets.”
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        * * *

      

      I returned to the bedroom to find that Christy had moved under the sheet but was bright-eyed and very much awake.

      “Are you upset?” she asked as I slid in beside her. “About Will?”

      I shrugged. “He’s young. And a product of his upbringing.”

      “I can’t believe I wanted to do something with him.”

      “You didn’t know what he was like.”

      “Maybe Trip isn’t so bad after all,” she said after a moment. “He still takes me for granted and says stupid things, but he isn’t like Will. Not at all.”

      “No.”

      She sighed. “I think about other guys all the time. Not having sex with them,” she added quickly, “but sucking them off.”

      I nodded.

      “I think about doing it with girls too. Like, all the time. I told you, my libido goes into overdrive sometimes.”

      I moved her hand to my dick. It swelled and began to grow as she stroked it gently.

      “I’m glad you understand,” she said softly. “I was always too afraid to tell anyone. Even Wren. Brooke knows, but… she’s like me.” She fell silent and then asked, “What did you think of Lily?”

      “She’s fun,” I said.

      “She really likes attention, doesn’t she. How come you didn’t have sex with her? She wanted you to.”

      “It’s… hard to explain.”

      “I think I understand.”

      “You do?”

      “Oh, Paul,” she sighed affectionately. “I grew up with five brothers. Remember? I know about ‘guy code,’ or whatever you call it. I think you hurt her feelings, though.”

      “I didn’t mean to.”

      “That’s why she left so quickly.”

      “Yeah. She… um… tried again,” I said, “while we were making up the couch.”

      “What happened?”

      “We started kissing. She asked if I liked her breasts.”

      Christy nodded. “She did the same to me, the first night we fooled around. What’d you do?”

      “Reminded her you were waiting for me. She felt guilty at that point—”

      “Girls don’t really have a code, but… um… you might be right. About Catholic guilt.”

      “I know I’m right,” I chuckled.

      “Fine, Mr. Smug. Back to Lily. What happened then?”

      “I kissed her goodnight, told her to sleep tight, and said we’d see her in the morning.”

      Christy nodded and sighed. After a moment she asked, “What’s going to happen? With Will, I mean.”

      “No clue. He’ll have the mother of all hangovers. Then we’ll see.”

      “He’s such a jerk to her. I can’t believe I didn’t see it before. And… I never thought I’d say this, but I don’t like Baptists. Well, not the Southern kind.”

      “What’s not to like?” I said with acid sarcasm. “They’re judgmental, hypocritical, sanctimonious—”

      “Be nice. I said I don’t like them. I’m not going to trash them just because they’re different. They’re still Christians, even if they don’t think we are. Catholics, I mean.”

      “Yeah, you’re right.”

      “You don’t like them ’cause of the one you dated, before me. What was her name?” she asked, faux-sweetly.

      “I don’t remember,” I lied.

      “Paige.”

      “How’d—?”

      “Wren told me. About the Catholic one too. I even know about that waitress at the Old College Inn.” I stiffened in surprise, and she laughed with genuine affection. “Oh, Paul, you should’ve seen your face when Lily suggested it.” She sighed and enjoyed the memory. Then she kissed my chest. “I know about most of the notches on your bedpost. Not the ones from before I met you, but all of them since. Want me to name them?”

      “No,” I rasped, “that’s o—”

      “Gina, Kendall, Wren, Leah, Susan, your mother, Erin, those swingers at camp— Elaine and the other two. I don’t know their names. Trip couldn’t remember, but I know there were two of them. Want me to continue?”

      “Please don’t.”

      “Why not? It’s a short list after that. Daphne, of course. And for a while I thought Sara, but you didn’t sleep with her. Well, she didn’t. You probably would’ve if she’d wanted to.”

      I didn’t trust myself to reply.

      “She loves you, but not like that, I’m afraid. Let’s see, who else? Mmm, there’s Paige and Tracy, but not Kimberly. You said she was only a tease. But then there’s Gracie. Ugh. I still can’t believe you slept with her.”

      “It was a year ago. Longer, in my heart.”

      “Mmm,” Christy agreed. “And I’m giving you credit for all the ones you didn’t sleep with. Last summer, I mean, when Wren was throwing them at you.”

      “Thanks?”

      “You’re welcome. Oh, and I need to update the list. There’s Brooke, of course. And Lily, although she doesn’t really count. Not yet. You didn’t have sex-sex with her. I’m sure I’m missing some, ones I can’t possibly know about—”

      I reminded myself that discretion was the better part of valor.

      “—but that’s most of them. Oh, I almost forgot… Leah’s mother. I knew from the way she looked at you. I think it’d been a while with her, though. And Kara, but not since I met you. I like her and Victor, by the way,” she added. “I wouldn’t mind doing it with them.”

      “Good to know.” I’d begun to recover my composure, so I said, “You forgot one name, the most important.”

      “No,” she said, “I was saving myself for last.”

      “To make a point?”

      “I suppose.”

      “Which is…?”

      She thought about it and then shrugged. “I don’t know. Only, I know about your past and don’t mind. I’m not jealous or anything. Well,” she admitted, “maybe I’m a little jealous of Gracie. She tried to take you from me. But you’re mine.”

      “With a capital M,” I agreed.

      “And… I suppose I told you ’cause I know there’ll be more. Women, I mean. Notches on your bedpost.”

      “I don’t really think of them like that,” I said. “They’re people.”

      “Real people with real lives,” she said in a near-perfect imitation of Wren.

      I blinked in surprise.

      “I know,” she added. “And I don’t mind that you slept with them. ’Cause I’m in charge of the bedpost now. That’s how Erin said it works. The women decide. I like that part of it.”

      “Which part don’t you like?”

      “The planning and being responsible and not knowing what I’m doing. Tonight could’ve been such a disaster. If you hadn’t taken over, I mean.” She thought about it and added, “I was watching you tonight, with Will. You were so cool when he was telling all those made-up stories about things he’d done. And then with Lily. You practically seduced her right in front of him.”

      “I didn’t mean to.”

      “You can’t help it,” she said. “It was the way you treated her. And me. You paid attention. You took care of us. Even later, in bed. You made sure we came first.”

      “That’s just being a good lover.”

      “Mmm, it is. But I don’t think you understand what it’s like. For most women, I mean.”

      “I understand a little,” I said defensively.

      “You do. But you’re a man. You’ll never understand. Not for real. But tonight makes me love you even more.”

      I felt my usual sense of whiplash when she changed directions in the middle of a conversation. She even called me on it.

      “I know you think I’m all over the place tonight,” she said, “but I can’t help it. I have a million thoughts when I’m with you.” She changed direction again. “And I see how you are with Lily and Brooke and even Gina, last night. Do you know why I was so upset when Mr. Big wanted a threesome with her?”

      “No, why?”

      “Because she wanted it too.”

      “No, she didn’t.”

      “Yes, Paul, she did. She hid it from you, but I could tell. She knew I knew, too.”

      “Why didn’t you say anything?”

      “Like what? Excuse me,” she mocked, “I know you want to have sex with my boyfriend, but it isn’t going to happen?”

      “Yeah, I guess you’re right.”

      “I know I’m right,” she said with finality. “I love you, Paul, and I’ll do anything for you, but not with Gina.”

      “I wouldn’t ask you to. I didn’t. That was the whole point. The little head thought of it, but the big head said no.”

      “I know. And I love you both because of it. Him for thinking of it, and you for not going along.”

      “Okay…,” I said slowly.

      “I know you think I’m being silly,” she added, “and I’m probably not making sense, but I don’t have your way with words.”

      “I think I understand.”

      “I don’t think you do,” she said fondly, “but I’m glad you try. That’s more than most men do.” She hugged me tight and then sighed. “I love you so much right now.”

      “I love you too.”

      “But Mr. Big probably thinks I’ve forgotten about him. That’s a good thing, though. He’s easier to get in my throat before he gets all stiff and insistent. And then… You’ll be proud of me,” she said as an aside. “I’m just going to tell you what I want.”

      “I like that.”

      “I know. That’s why I do it. Anyway, where was I? Oh, right! Do you remember that time with Brooke? When I came and she thought I’d had a seizure?”

      I chuckled.

      “What’s so funny?” she demanded semi-indignantly.

      “Nothing. I was thinking the same thing myself, though.”

      “What?”

      “Fucking you deep and making you come like that.”

      “Oh my gosh, you were? See? You always know what I need.”

      “I do.”

      “Mmm, my two favorite words.”

      I chuckled and kissed the top of her head.

      She pulled back the sheet. “Oh, Mr. Big? I need you. I have this spot deep in my throat. It’s like a clitoris, and only you can reach it. Then I need you to reach a spot deep in my vagina. What do you think? Can you handle it?”

      “He says yes.”

      “Mmm, I know.”
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        * * *

      

      Christy woke me sometime early in the morning, well before dawn. As usual, she did it with a handjob.

      “Oh, thank goodness,” she said when she felt me stir.

      I rubbed her back and mumbled something unintelligible.

      “I thought I was going to have to start before you were awake.”

      “I’d’ve woken up eventually,” I said.

      “Maybe.”

      I chuckled. “Have I ever slept through a blowjob?”

      “Um… yes?”

      “For real? When?”

      “All the time. You wake up, sort of, but then you go right back to sleep and don’t remember anything in the morning.”

      “That explains some of the dreams I have,” I said.

      “They aren’t dreams. You get hard at night. Like, a lot. You don’t expect me to ignore that, do you?”

      “No, dear,” I teased. “How could you?”

      “Exactly. And for the record,” she added, “I know you’re making fun of me, but I don’t care. I’ll be done in ten or fifteen minutes. Then you can go back to sleep.”

      “Yes, dear.”

      She took longer than fifteen minutes, but I wasn’t about to complain, even when she kept sucking after I came. She played with herself until she had a quiet orgasm. Then she lay with her head on my thigh as she recovered.

      “Better?”

      She nodded. “I think so. Now I can go back to sleep.”

      “Me too?”

      She settled by my side. Then she let out a sigh, and I felt her breathing begin to slow.

      “My very own nymphomaniac,” I said fondly.

      “And don’t you forget it.” She yawned and snuggled closer. “Night night.”
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        * * *

      

      I woke her a couple of hours later. The little head started it, of course. Christy moaned softly as I played with her pussy and spread her growing moisture. Then she guided my cock between her legs. We made love slowly, but the bed still squeaked and gave us away.

      “Tell me when you’re ready,” she said at last.

      “I’m close.”

      “Come in my mouth.” She felt my surprise. “I didn’t get enough last night.”

      I smiled and kissed her ear. “My little semen monster.”

      “Mmm, semen.”

      I pulled out a couple of minutes later, and she disappeared under the covers. She moaned when she tasted herself on my cock and then again when I filled her mouth with salty warmth. She reappeared and drew a breath of fresh air.

      “Oh my gosh, I don’t know why I love that so much, but I do.”

      “Me too.”

      She planted kisses up my stomach until she reached my chest. Then she straddled my hips and lay atop me. “I could go back to sleep right here.”

      I chuckled and rubbed her back. “Only one problem with that.”

      “You have to go to the bathroom.”

      “Yeah, sorry. Do you need to go first?”

      “Yes, please.” She kissed my chest and then hopped off. “You know me so well. Be right back.” She found my polo on the floor and pulled it on. Then she lifted the collar to her face. She closed her eyes and inhaled. “See? They smell like you. I’m not stealing, though. I’ll give it back. I promise.”

      “It’s fine,” I said. “I was just teasing. I like when you wear my clothes.”

      “You like it more when I don’t.” She flashed her bare pussy. Then she flipped the tail and showed me her cute little butt. “Be right back.”

      I heard the toilet flush a minute later, and I reluctantly climbed out of bed. At least I wouldn’t have to wait for my hard-on to go away before I could pee. I didn’t bother with shorts or boxers. If Will saw, he could call me a fag all he liked.

      Christy returned, and I slid past her on the way out. Lily was still asleep on the couch, and Will was presumably still passed out behind the curtain. I used the bathroom and then had to yank the door to get it unstuck.

      Lily stirred and asked, “What time is it?”

      “A little after eight.”

      She nodded and pushed the blanket down as she rolled to her back. She wore a man’s T-shirt with the sleeves cut off. It was too large for her, and the sides were open to the hem. She yawned and stretched, and her left breast popped out. She didn’t move to cover it.

      “Did you sleep okay?” I asked.

      “Yeah. I kept waking up, but…” She shrugged.

      “Hangover?”

      “Not bad.” Then she tasted her mouth and grimaced.

      “The bathroom’s free if you want it.”

      She nodded and sat up and still didn’t cover her breast, although she blinked in surprise when she saw that I was nude.

      I shrugged. “Like Christy said, I’m weird about nudity.”

      “It’s really cool. I’ve never met a guy who likes to show off.”

      “Like you do?”

      “Yeah.” She grinned and made sure to draw my eyes to her exposed breast. “Will doesn’t like when I do,” she added. “Unless he’s drunk. Then he does. I wish he’d make up his mind.” She rolled her eyes. “Who cares? I’m so over him.”

      “I understand,” I said neutrally. “Anyway, the bathroom’s all yours.” I smiled and retreated to the bedroom.

      “Is she okay?” Christy asked.

      “Yeah. Still not too thrilled with Will, though.”

      “Who would be?”

      I made a sarcastic guess, “Baptist girls who don’t know any better ’cause their fathers, brothers, and pastors are all chauvinists?”

      “Be nice,” Christy said. “Aren’t you the one who said they’re real people with real feelings?”

      “Remind me to wring Wren’s neck.”

      “Yes, dear,” she said insincerely.

      I couldn’t help but grin.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “Nothing. You ready for breakfast?”

      “Yes, please.”

      “In bed?”

      “Only if you want to feed me semen.”

      “That’s pretty tempting,” I said, “but you probably need food-food first.”

      “And then semen?”

      “Oh, boy,” I sighed theatrically. “It’s going to be one of those mornings?”

      “Yes. But I’ll be a good girl and obey if you promise to do naughty things to me later.”

      “I promise. Now, let’s go. Breakfast. Chop-chop.”

      “Yes, sir.”
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        * * *

      

      Christy kept my polo and pulled on her panties. The shirt covered her to mid-thigh, although her braless nipples were obvious through the knit fabric. I slipped on my boxers and went shirtless, since I didn’t want to wear a clean one before I’d showered.

      Lily joined us in the kitchen after she finished in the bathroom, and I got a good look at her “shirt.” It was little more than two panels of faded cotton joined at the top and bottom. It left her sides and the outer curve of her breasts completely exposed, and I knew from experience that it would slip to reveal her entire breast any time she turned too far in either direction.

      So, a double whammy, I thought. One nymphomaniac, check. One exhibitionist, check.

      I like her, the little head said.

      Mmm. I bet you do.

      If you’ve got it, flaunt it. Speaking of which…

      Don’t you dare! My boxers had a button fly, but they had an annoying habit of popping open when I least expected it. I made sure the button was secure.

      Christy pursed her lips and tried not to grin. Then she arched an eyebrow. Is he being naughty?

      What do you think?

      I like him.

      Not you too?

      So sue me. Or use me. Or—

      “So, what’s for breakfast?” I wondered aloud.

      “Cereal and Pop-Tarts,” Lily said.

      “Sounds yummy,” Christy said.

      She ate two bowls of Count Chocula, two packs of Pop-Tarts, and an extra that Lily didn’t want. Then she went looking in the refrigerator for more. She came back with carrot sticks from the night before. I shook my head in silent awe.

      Christy nibbled contentedly as we lingered at the table, and Lily started telling us about things to do in Gatlinburg. She and her parents spent a week there every summer. The little resort town had plenty to do, from Hillbilly Golf to flapjack restaurants to ice cream parlors on every corner.

      I had no idea what I’d been missing. And Lily’s breasts had no idea how to stay in her shirt, especially as she talked and gestured. She usually covered herself after a quick apology, but not every time. Sometimes she pretended not to notice until I gave her a friendly reminder.

      As we talked and laughed, we forgot about Will entirely, until he stumped from behind the curtain and glared at us. His hangover must’ve been a doozy, and I felt sorry for him. At least, I did until he opened his mouth.

      “Will y’all keep it down. Some of us were tryin’ to sleep.”

      “Sorry,” I said coolly, “some of us have been up a while.”

      “I was talking to Lily.”

      “That’s okay. I was talking to you.” I faked a smile, if only to keep the peace. “We’ll try to keep it down,” I added, “if you wanna go back to sleep.”

      “Too late. I’m awake now.”

      I decided to extend an olive branch. “You want some cereal?”

      “Gah, no.”

      “Pop-Tarts? Carrot sticks?”

      Christy looked mortally offended that I might give away her food.

      “A cold hamburger?” I continued. “You’re on your own after that.”

      Will seemed to notice my bare chest for the first time. Then he glanced at Lily and scowled. “Put some clothes on.”

      I deliberately misunderstood. “Excuse me?”

      “Sorry,” he said immediately. “I didn’t mean you. I meant Lily.”

      She looked embarrassed and automatically started to rise. Then she thought better of it.

      “Well?” he said impatiently. “Did you hear me?”

      “How ’bout some breakfast?” I said. “What can I fix you?”

      “I don’t want breakfast.” He heard his tone and immediately changed it. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to snap at you.”

      “It’s okay,” I said patiently. “I get surly too, especially when I’m hungover.”

      He nodded, still deferential.

      “Do you wanna go for a run?” I asked. “I’ll join you. It’s pure hell for the first mile or so, but it usually sweats the alcohol out of your system. Just drink some water before we go.”

      He shook his head and immediately regretted it.

      “Start with water anyway,” I said. “That always helps.”

      He nodded, so I went to the sink and filled a cup from the tap.

      “Thanks,” he said. He took a sip and forced a smile. Then his eyes found Lily again, and his smile disappeared.

      Lily felt the heat of his displeasure. She turned and looked at him. Her expression was apologetic at first, but then she found her nerve.

      He didn’t like that, although he didn’t want to argue in front of semi-total strangers.

      “Can I talk to you?” he said tersely. “In here?”

      Lily took a deep breath. Then she stood and went into the little sleeping alcove. Will yanked the curtain into place and started berating her in a low voice.

      Christy and I strained to hear, but we only caught snatches here and there. Lily’s first replies were meek, but she grew more defensive as he grew more insistent. He never asked her to do anything; all he did was tell, tell, tell. In other words, the patriarchy at its finest, with an extra helping of Southern Baptist charm.

      I stood to intervene when Lily finally lost her cool. She told him he wasn’t her father, didn’t own her, and couldn’t tell her what to do. He said he could and would. She disagreed, loudly. I moved toward the curtain, but Lily thrust it aside and stormed out.

      “Get back here!” Will shouted. Then he saw me and changed his tone. “Tell her to get back here.”

      “Not me, friend. I don’t take orders.”

      “I’m sorry,” he said immediately. “I wasn’t trying to order you.”

      “Maybe let’s take a moment and calm down,” I suggested.

      “I don’t want to calm down,” Lily spat. She turned to Will. “We’re through, you and me!”

      “You’re breaking up with me?” he said incredulously.

      “What was your first clue?”

      “You’re breaking up with me?” he repeated. “You can’t! I’m breaking up with you!”

      They bickered about who was breaking up with whom until I moved between them and shouted, “Enough!”

      Will couldn’t resist a final shot. “You’re a whore anyway!”

      She puffed up with outrage, but I rounded on him first. He automatically took a step back, and his eyes went saucer-shaped.

      I lowered my fist and said in a flat voice, “Apologize.”

      “Why? She’s the one— Okay, okay! Gah! Sorry! Sorry.”

      “Not to me, you—!” I visibly controlled my temper. “To her.”

      “Whatever. I don’t care. Sorry, Lily, I didn’t mean to call you a whore.”

      It was completely insincere. Worse, it was simply another chance to say what he thought of her. I toyed with the idea of giving him a good beating. Unfortunately, it wouldn’t do any good, no matter how much he deserved it. Nineteen years of indoctrination was simply too much. Damn you, Glen.

      “I think it’s time for you to go,” I said instead.

      “I don’t need this bullcrap anyway.” Will knew whose side I was on. He also knew I’d kick his ass to kingdom come if he started anything physical. Instead, he returned to the alcove, found his duffel bag, and began cramming things into it. It didn’t take him long. Then he stuffed his feet into his shoes and snatched up his car keys.

      He ignored me and said to Lily, “I’m leaving.”

      “Fine. Go. I don’t care.”

      At that point he realized he was about to strand her without a ride back to school. To his credit, he stopped and said to me, “Will you make sure she gets home?”

      “Of course.”

      “Thank you.” He opened the front door, and I decided to follow him out. He stopped at the top of the steps and looked back at me. “I’m sorry about what I said in there.”

      My eyebrows went up, but I didn’t interrupt.

      “I knew I shouldn’t’ve come. This weekend. I thought she might come around, but…” He took a deep breath and let it out. “You’ll make sure she gets home?”

      I nodded.

      “She isn’t a bad person. She just doesn’t know any better.” His unspoken message was clear: she’s only a woman. “And… you won’t tell anyone, will you? About this weekend?”

      “No.”

      “Thanks.” He actually held out his hand. “It was nice meeting you. I’m sorry it ended like this. We might’ve been friends.”

      I doubted it, but I shook his hand anyway. “Take care, Will.”

      He bounded down the steps and climbed into his car. Then he backed out and drove down the overgrown driveway. I gazed after him and wondered if I’d been wrong about him. I decided I hadn’t, but he’d still managed to surprise me.
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        * * *

      

      Lily was already ranting by the time I returned. She relived the argument and thought of all the nasty things she wished she’d said, cruel little barbs about Will’s failings in bed and as a boyfriend. She was a lot braver after the fact, but most people were. She also blamed him for everything, although that was pretty typical too. She was mostly venting, so Christy and I listened and nodded and told her she was right.

      Her breasts added a few comments of their own. I did my best not to stare when lefty popped out, but I gave it up when righty joined the party. The shirt bunched between them and stayed there. She’d already begun to repeat herself at that point, so I took the opportunity to wind her down for good.

      “Listen,” I said, “I agree completely. Will was a selfish jerk, bad in bed, and a bad boyfriend all around. But I really can’t take you seriously with your boobs like that.”

      She glanced down and yanked the shirt free of her cleavage.

      “You’re welcome to keep going,” I invited, “but take it off or put something over it.”

      “It is kind of distracting,” Christy agreed.

      Lily turned self-conscious when she realized how silly she looked.

      “Do you feel better?” I said into the silence. “Now that you’ve had a chance to vent?”

      “No. Well, kinda.”

      “Things haven’t been good with Will for a while,” I said. “This weekend was the final straw. You’re over him, you broke up, and you’re ready to move on.”

      “Yeah,” she agreed.

      “So, let’s find something fun to do instead of brooding about the past. I don’t know about you,” I added, “but I’m sure Miss Metabolism here would love some ice cream.”

      “Oh my gosh, that sounds awesome.”

      “It does,” Lily said with a reluctant smile.

      “Let’s go to Gatlinburg,” I suggested. “We can play billygoat golf—”

      “Hillbilly Golf,” she corrected.

      “Whatever. Your boobs kept popping out when you were telling us, so I wasn’t paying attention then, either. Sorry.”

      “Paul’s right,” Christy added. “Let’s do something to take your mind off Will.”

      “Yeah,” Lily said. Then she managed a smile. “Thanks for being here and listening and all.”

      “That’s what friends are for,” I said, and Christy agreed with an emphatic nod. “Now go. Shower.”

      “Yes, sir,” Lily said. She stood and made a point to adjust her shirt so it covered her. Then she gave Christy a long hug. She did the same to me and whispered, “Thank you.”

      I felt very paternal at that point, although the little head tried to spoil the moment. I told him to cool it and gave Lily a platonic squeeze.

      She eventually released me and went to the alcove to get her things. Christy slid under my arm and put her own around my waist. Lily emerged and stopped when she saw us together.

      “Aw, you’re cute.” An idea flickered behind her smile. She sized me up and glanced at Christy.

      You know what this means? the little head said. She wants it. And guy code doesn’t apply.

      Seriously? That’s the first thing you think of?

      I’m telling you, he insisted, she wants it.

      Lily gave me one more look before she disappeared into the bathroom, and Christy laughed softly.

      “What?” I said.

      “She doesn’t waste any time.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Mmm hmm. She wants to pick up where we left off last night. Mr. Big already figured it out, didn’t he?”

      “Um… maybe.”

      “Should I ask him directly?”

      “You’re as bad as Lily.”

      “Oh, no. I’m much, much worse.”
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        * * *

      

      We spent the afternoon having fun in Gatlinburg. We started with Lily’s favorite ice cream parlor, where she and I shared a banana split. Christy ordered and then ate a seven-scoop sundae by herself. It took her a while, but she eventually cleaned the bowl. After a pause to let her digest, we played a couple of rounds of Hillbilly Golf. I thought it would be basic and boring, like Putt-Putt, but the course was on the side of a mountain and had an incline railway as part of the attraction.

      Afterward we browsed some of the souvenir and T-shirt shops before we rode the elevator up the Space Needle. The view of the Smokies was nice, but the rest was fairly humdrum. Lily enjoyed it, though, and that was the whole point. Finally, we ate dinner at her favorite flapjack restaurant.

      “Thanks,” she said as we drove back to the cabin. “I’ve had a really good day. I haven’t thought about whatshisface once.”

      “Good,” I said. “Time to move on.”

      “Already done it,” she said breezily.

      “So, what’s the plan for tonight?” I asked.

      The girls shared a look, and I realized they’d been talking behind my back.

      “The same as last night?” Lily suggested.

      “Only, without the party pooper,” Christy added.

      “Totally!”

      “So,” I said, “drink a lot, play naughty games, and get naked?”

      “We thought you’d never ask!” Lily laughed.

      I turned onto the road that led to the cabin. “Why wait? Get naked now.”

      Lily glanced at Christy. “I will if you will.”

      “I can’t believe I’m doing this,” Christy said under her breath.

      “Come on, it’ll be fun,” Lily said. “Haven’t you ever ridden around topless before?”

      “No,” Christy lied. “I was a good girl growing up, remember?”

      “I wasn’t,” Lily said. She peeled off her T-shirt and unfastened her bra. Her breasts barely sagged without it, which was an impressive feat of youth and genetics.

      Christy hesitated. I started to say something to encourage her, but Lily beat me to it.

      “Come on, show us,” she said to her.

      “I feel so inadequate.”

      “Why? Yours are nice.”

      “But they’re so small.”

      “So?” Lily said. “Have you ever known a guy who didn’t like them?”

      “Well, no.”

      “Paul does. Don’t you?”

      “I love ’em!”

      “See? It’s unanimous,” Lily said. She shot me a grin over Christy’s head and started chanting, “Show your tits! Show your tits!”

      I joined in, and Christy blinked in surprise at the stereo assault.

      “Oh my gosh, stop! Okay, I’ll show you.” She shrugged out of her shirt and then opened the front catch on her bra. “There. Are you happy?”

      “Uh-huh,” Lily said. “What about you, Paul?”

      “Are you kidding? I have the sexiest girlfriend—”

      “With the smallest chest,” she mumbled.

      “No, don’t say that,” Lily told her. “They’re really cute and perky.”

      “You know what I think,” I said.

      “What’s that?” Lily asked.

      “You tell her,” I told Christy.

      She parroted, “Big or small, round or flat, perky or saggy. The only thing he cares about is can he touch ’em?”

      “Ooh,” Lily said, “can I touch ’em?”

      “Good answer!” I said. “But hold that thought.” I parked next to the cabin, killed the engine, and clicked the latch on my seatbelt. “Listen,” I said to Christy, “you’re the sexiest, prettiest, most amazing girl I’ve ever met. No offense to Lily,” I continued, “but I wouldn’t trade a dozen of her for one of you.”

      “Not even two dozen,” Lily agreed.

      “That’s a lot of Lily,” Christy said feebly.

      “Way too much for anyone,” Lily said. Then she surprised me with her insight. Again. “I’m like a day in Gatlinburg—ice cream for lunch and flapjacks for supper, but you can’t do it all the time. Besides,” she added, “I’ve seen the way Paul treats you. He’s having fun with me, but he loves you.”

      “He does,” Christy agreed.

      “And that’s what so cool about you. We can have fun, but it doesn’t have to be too serious. I’m not going to break you up or anything. I just wanna party and get drunk and maybe get laid occasionally. What’s the matter with that?”

      “Nothing,” I said, although I had to hide my amusement at how she’d turned things around and made them about her.

      “See?” she said to Christy. Then she grinned. “Now… can I touch ’em?”

      Christy relaxed and nodded, although she squeaked in surprise when Lily practically attacked her.

      “They’re so soft,” Lily said as she fondled them. “No wonder Paul wants to touch ’em all the time. Mmm, but I like this better.” She surprised Christy again when she kissed her.

      The girls made out for a minute before I cleared my throat.

      “C’mon,” I said. “Let’s head inside and get this party started for real.”

      “Let’s do it,” Lily agreed wholeheartedly. She opened her door and hopped to the ground.

      Christy slid toward me as I opened my own door. “Thank you,” she said quietly. “For everything.”

      I lifted her out and set her on the ground.

      “I’m sorry I get scared,” she added. “I’m just so scrawny compared to her. But you know exactly what to say, what to do.”

      “It’s because I love you.”

      “I know. Thank you. I love you too. And I’ll relax once I have a drink.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah. And… you know what else relaxes me?”

      “Hmm, lemme think.”

      She rolled her eyes but then hugged me tight around the middle.

      Lily watched us over the hood of the Cruiser.

      “Come on, Little Bit,” I said softly. “Let’s get some alcohol in you. Then we’ll talk about the other thing.”

      “Yes, please.”

      Lily relaxed when she saw that Christy was okay. Then she jogged up the porch stairs, and my eyes tried to short-circuit my brain. Her bouncing breasts were only part of the spectacle. She was wearing a pair of Daisy Dukes, so her round ass and firm thighs looked just as good.

      “For the record,” Christy said in a low voice over her shoulder, “I can’t compete with that either.”

      “You don’t have to,” I said. “But if you did, you’d win.”

      She wasn’t convinced.

      “Ice cream and flapjacks,” I reminded her. “You’re a lifetime supply of anything I want.”

      “Almost anything.”

      “Okay, a lifetime supply of everything I want. Better?”

      “Much. Thank you.” She flung her arms around my neck, and her bra whipped around and almost caught her in the face. We shared a wide-eyed look, but then she laughed and tilted her face up for a kiss. I picked her up, and she automatically wrapped her legs around my waist as the kiss deepened.

      We eventually came up for air and remembered that Lily was waiting for us. I looked up at her, while Christy rested her head on my shoulder and kissed my neck.

      “Never mind us,” I joked.

      “No, I think it’s cool,” Lily said.

      I climbed the stairs and set Christy on her feet.

      “Sorry,” she said to Lily.

      “Why? ’Cause you love your boyfriend? That’s a good thing.”

      “Exactly,” I agreed. “Now, inside. Both of you.”

      The girls tossed their shirts and bras on the couch, while I headed straight for the kitchen.

      “Who’s ready for shots?”

      “Oh my gosh, yes.” “Me!”

      I pulled fresh cups off the stack and poured the rum. I slid two of them across the counter and raised my own.

      “Cheers.”

      The girls echoed the toast and drank. Christy relaxed almost immediately, although it was psychological more than physical.

      I poured another round. “Bottoms up.”

      We drank again.

      “Speaking of bottoms,” I added, “let’s see ’em, ladies.”

      “Yes, sir!” Lily said playfully.

      Christy unbuttoned her shorts, while Lily turned toward the couch and kicked off her shoes. Then she unbuttoned her cutoffs and bent forward to slide them and her panties over her ass. A professional stripper couldn’t have held my attention better.

      I glanced at Christy and raised an eyebrow.

      Be nice, she said with a look. Yes, she’s a showoff, but she wants to have sex with you.

      With us, I reminded her.

      She nodded and finished removing her own shorts and panties.

      Lily turned, and my eyes immediately went to her gravity-defying breasts. She gave them a little shake for my benefit.

      “What about you?” she said.

      “What about me?” I teased.

      “Are you going to take off yours too?”

      “Yeah, you promised,” Christy added.

      Lily started chanting, “Show your dick! Show your dick!”

      Christy joined in immediately.

      I stripped in record time, and the girls’ chants turned into laughter.

      “Much better,” Christy said.

      “Thanks. Now, do we want another shot? Or switch to rum and Coke?”

      “Switch.” “Shots.”

      They looked at each other and started laughing again.

      “Another shot,” I decided, “then we switch.” I refilled our cups and we drank.

      Lily shivered as the third shot went down. Christy finished hers with a suggestive look.

      “In a minute,” I chuckled.

      “In a minute what?” Lily asked.

      “You’ll see.”

      “Oh. Okay. Do we wanna play a drinking game?”

      I started mixing the drinks.

      “Truth or Dare? Seven Minutes in Heaven?”

      “Or…,” I suggested, “we can just start making out.”

      “Yes, please,” Christy said.

      “You don’t wanna play a game?” Lily asked her.

      She shook her head.

      “Why not?”

      “The games were mostly for Will’s benefit,” I explained.

      “Oh, yeah. I guess you’re right.”

      “And since he isn’t here…” I shrugged. “I mean, we all know where this is going.”

      “I sure hope so,” she agreed.

      I chuckled at her enthusiasm. “This isn’t gonna be like last night.”

      “Christy told me why you didn’t wanna do it.”

      “I wanted to,” I corrected, “but it didn’t seem right. Not with your boyfriend in the other room.”

      “I still would’ve done it,” she insisted.

      Christy shook her head and said, “Paul’s weird about cheating.”

      “He’s weird about lots of things,” Lily said, although it wasn’t a dig.

      “You can say that again.”

      I handed them full cups and gestured toward the living room.

      “I’m glad he isn’t weird about us,” Lily said as she sat on the couch. “You and me.”

      “Oh my gosh, no.”

      I put my hand on Christy’s shoulder and slid behind her. I sat next to Lily but stopped Christy from joining us. She frowned.

      “You’ll see.” I shoved the coffee table toward the television and grabbed the cushion from the back of the couch to my right. I tossed it to the floor between my feet, and her eyes glowed with excitement.

      “Oh, wow,” Lily said. “You’re serious about getting started.”

      “Yep.”

      Christy set her cup on the table and sank to her knees on the cushion.

      “She likes giving head,” I told Lily.

      “Yeah, she told me.”

      “It relaxes her. Men or women,” I added, “it doesn’t matter. As long as she has something in her mouth.”

      “Mmm, penis,” Christy said on cue. My cock twitched as she kissed the curve of the shaft. Then she captured the head with her tongue and sucked gently.

      “Wow, that’s so cool,” Lily said.

      “Have you ever watched another girl?” I asked.

      “Yeah, but never this close.”

      I put my arm around her as she watched. Then I caressed the curve of her hip. She gave me a smile of encouragement, so I probed between her cheeks. Her pussy was already damp with arousal, and she closed her eyes as I teased her with my fingers.

      I kissed her, softly at first, but with growing heat. She leaned into me, and I cupped her breast. We made out while Christy played with my cock and enjoyed herself. And when she began sucking in earnest, her sighs and soft moans drew Lily’s attention.

      “This is so awesome,” she said. “She really gets into it, doesn’t she?”

      “Yeah. What about you?”

      “What? Giving head? It’s okay. I don’t mind.”

      I nodded and filed it away, another thing we didn’t have in common.

      She watched for a minute while I played with her pussy and kept her simmering. Then she turned and moved in for a kiss. We made out for a while before I shifted my attention to her breasts. Her nipples were hard and sensitive, and she squirmed as I played with them, until she couldn’t stand it anymore.

      “I’m ready,” she panted.

      I resisted the urge to tease her. She wasn’t selfish, but she was self-centered. And with her looks, she’d probably never had anyone call her on it. I wasn’t planning to be the first, but I was glad she only wanted to party and have fun. She wasn’t my idea of girlfriend material, especially when I had a girlfriend already, one who was actually wife material.

      “All right, my lovely little penis monster,” I said to Christy, “are you ready to switch places?”

      She was in her own little world and didn’t hear me. I touched her shoulder and waited for her to look up. Then I had to suppress a chuckle. She was drunk, although alcohol was only part of it. Three shots of rum and her metabolism had hit her hard, but she was drunk on fellatio more than anything.

      She frowned uncertainly until she realized I was talking to her.

      “You ready to switch places?” I repeated gently.

      She nodded and sat back, although she gazed at my hard-on and unconsciously wiped her chin with the back of her hand. She hadn’t been ready to stop, and I almost told her to keep going. Then she inhaled and shook her head to clear it.

      “Where do you want me?” she asked.

      “On your back. Up here, on the couch. Lily, you get on top of her in a sixty-nine.”

      I stood and waited for the girls to get situated. Christy immediately started licking Lily’s pussy. Lily gasped and had to concentrate before she could return the favor. I knelt behind her with one knee on the couch. Her pussy was hot and very wet, and her juices already covered her inner thighs. She moaned as I teased her with my swollen glans.

      I entered her smoothly, and a wave of moisture flooded her channel. She moaned again as I spread her open and slid into her well-lubricated sheath, until my hips met her round, firm ass. Then I paused to enjoy her pussy, its heat and soft grip, while Christy took the opportunity to suck my balls.

      I pulled back eventually, and Christy started licking Lily’s pussy. She moaned at the tag-team assault as I gripped her hips and slid into her again. Then I began thrusting at a steady pace. Her pussy felt good, but I didn’t want to come inside her. I wanted to save it for Christy instead.

      It didn’t matter in the end. I wasn’t even close to coming when Lily started moaning and gasping. Her moans rose in pitch until she cried out. Her pussy coated my shaft with warmth and moisture, but I kept thrusting until she collapsed and hugged Christy’s hips. Then I sat back, and she groaned as my hard-on slid free.

      “Mother of God,” she said weakly.

      “Lemme guess,” I chuckled, “it’s been a while since you came like that.”

      She nodded and shuddered as an aftershock hit.

      I gave her a minute to catch her breath. Then I patted her flank. “Hop up. Let Christy have a turn.”

      Lily pushed herself up and stood carefully.

      “Have a seat,” I told her. Then I waved my cock at Christy. “You sit on this.”

      She rolled over and scrambled nimbly to her feet. Then she knelt astride me and guided my cock to her opening. Lily sank to the couch and watched as Christy impaled herself. I couldn’t resist her breasts—they were right in front of me, after all—so I squeezed them and pinched her nipples. Then I began moving my hips, and she whimpered as the sensations flooded her brain.

      We rocked together in silence, and a flush mounted her chest. Then she leaned forward and kissed me like her life depended on it. The temperature in her pussy shot up, so I cupped her ass and pulled her against me. She moaned and ground her clit against the base of my cock.

      Her pleasure mounted until her whole body tensed. She buried her face in my shoulder, and I held her close as the orgasm rocked her. It lasted a dozen heartbeats before it began to subside. Then she sagged against my chest and caught her breath. She shivered with a sudden chill, so I wrapped her in my arms.

      “Wow, that was so cool.”

      I felt a stab of annoyance that Lily couldn’t go five minutes without some kind of attention.

      “You’re really good at sex,” she said.

      “Thanks. Lots of practice.”

      Christy sat up and sighed with an afterglow smile. Then she furrowed her brow.

      “What?”

      “You didn’t come,” she said.

      Lily blinked in surprise. “For real?”

      “For real. He’s still hard.” She shot me a faux-accusatory look. “You did that on purpose.”

      “Well, duh.” I grinned. “I was hoping you’d suck me off. Maybe… a double blowjob?”

      “Mmm, yes, please. Only, give me a minute to recover. I don’t know if I can move.”

      “Take your time. I’m not going anywhere.”

      She nodded and then inhaled a deep breath. “I can do this.” She braced her hands on my chest to steady herself. Then she pushed back and stood slowly.

      My glistening shaft hit my abdomen with a wet plop. Christy grinned and sank to her knees. She didn’t wait for Lily before she started sucking.

      “Mmm, it tastes so good,” she murmured.

      Lily didn’t take the hint.

      “It’s so hard.”

      Still nothing.

      “Why don’t you join her?” I suggested.

      “Oh, right!” She slid off the couch and knelt beside Christy.

      I suppressed a chuckle as Lily tried to figure out what to do. After a moment she leaned forward and tongued my balls. Then Christy offered her my cock, and she licked the tip while Christy sucked my balls properly.

      Lily gave head like my dick was a grass-flavored lollipop. She wasn’t bad—she didn’t gag or scrape me with her teeth or anything—but “lackluster” was the best she could do. Christy took that as a personal affront and went overboard to compensate. She swirled. She twirled. She twisted. And she sucked me deep whenever Lily wasn’t in the way.

      They traded back and forth a couple of times, but Christy took over when she knew I was close. She bobbed on my shaft and massaged my balls at the same time, while Lily seemed happy to watch. I closed my eyes, and the pressure built until I couldn’t hold back.

      Christy moaned when the first spurt coated her tongue. Then she tightened her lips around my shaft and sucked gently as I filled her mouth with semen. When I finally stopped spurting, she pulled back to swallow and catch her breath. Then she took me deep. She didn’t stop until my softening cock entered her throat. Lily’s eyes widened as Christy closed her lips around the base of my shaft.

      “Oh, wow.”

      I groaned incoherently.

      Christy kept right on sucking.

      “Will you get hard again?” Lily wondered.

      I nodded and concentrated on Christy.

      “How long will it take?”

      I shrugged and closed my eyes and silently willed her to stop talking.

      “Like, for real? ’Cause Will was always one and done.”

      I sighed inwardly and stopped the mind control experiment. It clearly hadn’t worked. I said instead, “I’m more of an all-night guy.”

      “That’s what Christy said.”

      “Yeah, this is just round one.”

      “Oh, cool. Do you wanna make out?” she offered. “You can play with my tits. I like that.”
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        * * *

      

      Christy kept sucking until I grew hard again. Lily was pretty worked up as well, so we spread a blanket on the floor. I fucked Christy while Lily knelt over her face. Then the girls switched positions, and Lily soaked the blanket with her juices. She wasn’t very enthusiastic about sucking dick, but she loved eating pussy and getting fucked at the same time.

      We switched positions again, and Lily rode my cock while Christy straddled my face. Lily came first, a moaning orgasm that made me wonder how she’d ever had sex in the dorm without someone calling the police. She collapsed sideways and Christy practically attacked my cock. She sucked me for a couple of minutes before I patted her hip.

      “Ride me,” I said. “I wanna come inside you.”

      She nodded, spun, and sank onto my cock.

      “That’s so cool,” Lily said as she watched.

      I held Christy’s hips and pumped my own steadily. I came first, but she wasn’t far behind. She hugged my chest, and her pussy tried to squeeze my cock in half.

      We lay together afterward and caught our breath, until Lily interrupted our silent communion.

      “I love watching you together. You’re so sweet.”

      “Thanks.” Then I added casually, “Will you refill our drinks? Do you mind?”

      “Oh, sure! Be right back.”

      Christy waited until she’d gone. Then she said in a low voice, “She’s driving me crazy. Can’t you do something?”

      “Like what?”

      “I don’t know! Put something in her mouth? Ugh. Never mind. Who doesn’t like sucking?”

      “Lots of people,” I chuckled.

      “No one I know.” She snorted in mild outrage. “She said she did.”

      “Maybe she lied. Maybe she wanted to sound cool. Maybe she just wanted you to like her.”

      Lily returned from the kitchen. “What’re you talking about?” she asked innocently. “Whoops, spilled some. Lemme get a dishcloth. Be right back.”

      I chuckled at Christy’s beleaguered expression. Then I kissed her and sat up. She gasped as the base of my cock pressed her clit.

      “You’re going to have to climb off eventually,” I said.

      “I suppose.”

      Lily returned and wiped up her spill.

      Christy closed her eyes and mustered her willpower. Then she slowly swung her leg over mine. My penis flopped forlornly on my thigh.

      “Aw,” Lily said. “It looks so sad.”

      “Eh, he’ll perk up eventually. In the meantime, do we wanna watch the porn movie we brought?”

      “I can’t hide anything from you,” Christy complained.

      “Nope. Which one did you bring?”

      “It’s a new one. Broo— It came last week. It’s called Memphis Cathouse Blues.”

      “Sounds like fun,” I said. “It’s in the little zippered bag in our room?”

      “Yes, Mr. Smarty-pants.”

      “Perfect. I’ll go get it.”
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        * * *

      

      The long day finally caught up with Lily. She started yawning about halfway through the movie, so we decided to turn it off and go to bed—separately. She complained that the sheets on her bed reminded her of Will, so Christy and I helped her change them. Then we said goodnight and retreated to the privacy of our own bedroom.

      “Oh my gosh,” Christy said as she slid under the covers, “you’re never going to let me plan things again, are you?”

      I shrugged and climbed in beside her. “It wasn’t so bad.”

      “Says Mr. Positive.”

      I chuckled and turned off the bedside lamp. Then I put my arm around her, and she waited for me to get settled before she slid her leg over mine possessively.

      “Thank you for taking such good care of me,” she said. “Sometimes I forget how lucky I am. Then you remind me.”

      “It’s my job.”

      “Well, you’re very good at it. Unlike Will. Ugh. I can’t believe he was such a jerk. Although,” she added, “I can see how Lily might not be so easy to live with.”

      “She’s pretty enough that I don’t think anyone’s ever called her on her behavior. Or, if they have, she simply shrugged it off and moved on. She isn’t bad,” I mused. “She’s just young. And a little self-centered.”

      “You can say that again.”

      “But most guys probably don’t care. They’re just happy she’s paying attention to them.” I pointedly didn’t mention that I’d fallen for that.

      “Yeah, I guess you’re right. And… um… maybe I was like that.” She laughed. “I felt that, Mr. Eyebrows. Don’t act so surprised. I like attention too, especially from someone like Lily. But now that we know her, she makes me appreciate Wren even more. Brooke too.” She paused and let out a sigh. “I wish Terri had been more like them.”

      “Me too.”

      “Speaking of which…,” she added.

      I felt a surge of hope but tried to suppress it. She was right about Terri, and I needed to put her out of my mind.

      “I think you should plan our swinging parties from now on,” Christy continued. “I like it better when you’re in charge. I know it isn’t your job, but—”

      “It’s my job if we say it is.”

      “Thank you. I’ll add it to the Handbook. Our version. Page three.”

      “Sounds like a plan,” I chuckled.

      “And… um… I still want to do something with another guy.”

      “With Trip?”

      “I… don’t know. He doesn’t seem so bad. Not after Will. I still don’t like him sometimes, but…” She shrugged. “He’s really good to Wren. He’s affectionate. Even sweet.”

      I nodded.

      “And he’s good for you. I didn’t see it at first. I thought he was trying to take you away, like he took Wren.” She fell silent for a moment. “I… wasn’t very happy last year.”

      “Neither was I. It just took me a while to realize it.”

      “We’re both so stubborn.”

      “You can say that again.”

      She laughed softly and kissed my chest. “Anyway, I’m starting to like Trip again. He really cares. About you, I mean.”

      “He does. And I care about him. I love him,” I admitted.

      “You remind me so much of Laurie right now. He always saw the best in people. And he loved them for it.” She caressed my chest. Then she laughed, soft and affectionate. “You’re better in one way.”

      “Oh?”

      “I couldn’t do this with him.” She grasped my penis and began stroking. “Do you think he’s watching? I get all hot and slippery when I think about it. Ooh, someone else likes when I talk about it.”

      “Mmm hmm.” I gently urged her to straddle my hips.

      She steadied my cock, inserted the head, and slowly impaled herself.

      “Holy crap,” I gasped. “You weren’t kidding.”

      “I told you.”

      I caressed her thighs and gave myself a moment to adjust to the sauna inside her.

      “I love feeling your cock inside me,” she said.

      “Me too. But…,” I teased, “is that all you wanted?”

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

      “He’s watching too, remember?”

      “Then we should probably put on a show. Don’t you think?”

      “I think he’d like that.”

      “Mmm, me too.” She braced her hands on my sides and began moving her hips. “Happy Birdy,” she sighed. “Happy, happy Birdy.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 30

          

        

      

    

    
      Christy left the house early on Tuesday and went to work in the studio. I still had my own classes, but I stopped by to check on her. She and Nikki were absorbed in their work, although Lily greeted me with a friendly hug. She wore a tight scoop-neck shirt that showed off her deep cleavage, and she lingered after the hug in case I wanted a better look.

      “I had fun this weekend,” she said, low enough that only I could hear.

      “Yeah, me too.”

      “We should do it again sometime.”

      “Mmm,” I answered vaguely.

      “I’m not doing anything tonight.”

      My eyebrows went up.

      She misread my surprise and thought it was interest. “We can have a party or something.”

      “Maybe,” I agreed noncommittally. “Christy still has a lot of work.”

      “What about you? You finished your project, right?”

      I didn’t need to be quick on the uptake to recognize an invitation when I heard it. The little head was interested, but the big head overruled him.

      I feigned regret and said, “Yeah, but I’ll probably be here. Sorry.”

      “Oh. Okay.”

      I looked at my watch and then dug in my backpack. “Will you give her these? The sandwich and veggies first,” I told her. “The granola bar if she’s still hungry. The apple if she takes a break and can wash her hands.”

      “Wow. I never realized how much work it is.”

      “She has to finish by tomorrow,” I said.

      “No, I mean taking care of her. It’s a lot of work.”

      I reminded myself that Lily was self-centered, not selfish. She was more than willing to hang out, help out, and provide moral support, but she thought of herself first. It was annoying but hardly a reason to avoid her.

      “Yeah, it is,” I said neutrally. “Anyway, I’d better go.”

      “Are you coming back?”

      “After class. Why?”

      “No reason,” she said. “I’ll probably head back to my dorm. I mean, after lunch. Will you be here tomorrow?”

      “Probably.”

      “I dunno if I will. I should go to class. It’s the last day and all.”

      “Right.”

      “I’m definitely coming to the party on Thursday, though. Christy already gave me the invitation.”

      “Sounds good.”

      “So… I guess I’ll see you then?”

      “Absolutely. In the meantime, I need to head to class.”

      I felt guilty for blowing her off, especially so soon after we’d had sex, but I wasn’t looking for a playmate. Besides, Christy already took up most of my free time, and not because she craved attention.

      Still, I felt bad for Lily. It wasn’t her fault she was self-centered, just like it wasn’t Will’s fault he was a chauvinist. They’d both been raised that way, and I couldn’t change them. Instead, I waved goodbye and tried to put her in the same category as him—not a bad person, but not likely to become a good friend either.
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        * * *

      

      I returned about an hour later and ran into Nikki coming back from the restroom.

      “Hey.” She fell in beside me. “You aren’t gonna believe it.”

      “What?”

      “Zoah’s here, and we found what he’s good at. Baking. He just showed up with all this food,  all homemade. It’s vegetarian, but you’d never know. The banana bread’s the best I’ve ever had.”

      Zoah himself smiled and waved as we entered the room. He’d also brought blueberry muffins, a loaf of bread, and some kind of biscuits.

      “Cheddar and onion,” Nikki said before I could ask. “And they’re amazing.”

      “Wow, cool.”

      “That’s the good news, though.”

      “Oh? What’s the bad news?”

      “Siobhan stopped by. She doesn’t think we’ll be ready for the review.”

      Christy joined us and wiped her hands on a rag. She kissed me first but then said to Nikki, “Did you tell him?”

      “Yeah.”

      “The marble’s too white,” Christy explained. “It doesn’t show any details.”

      “None of the small ones,” Nikki agreed. “I wanted to stain it or something—”

      Christy shook her head.

      “—but they said no.”

      “We need to give it a light wash first and then dry-brush it,” Christy said.

      “So you’re giving it a faux patina.” I glanced at the statue they’d been working on. The wash collected in the seams and crevices, which made them easier to see from a distance. “How long will that take?”

      Christy shrugged and looked at Nikki.

      “We’ll sponge ’em first and let ’em dry overnight,” she said. “Then we’ll be here most of tomorrow.”

      “Siobhan already rescheduled my review for after the show,” Christy added.

      “All right.” I set my backpack against the wall. “What do you want me to do?”

      “C’mon,” Nikki said, “I’ll show you.”

      “You’re the boss.”

      She tried not to grin and failed miserably. At least, I think she tried.
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        * * *

      

      Christy returned to the studio early the next morning. I thought about skipping my own classes, but she told me not to.

      “We’ll be doing a lot of detail work today,” she said. “Dry-brushing and art stuff.”

      “‘Art stuff’? Is that a technical term?”

      “As a matter of fact, it is, Mr. Smarty-pants.”

      I smiled and kissed her and sent her on her way with a pat on the bottom. I dropped by at lunch, but Zoah had brought more baked goods, along with a plate of veggies and some kind of dip.

      “It’s hummus,” he said.

      “Whatever that is.”

      “Chickpeas and olive oil.”

      “It’s delicious,” Nikki said around a mouthful.

      “You’d better watch out,” I teased her. “You’ll turn into a vegetarian yourself.”

      “I’m’a eat a cheeseburger tonight to make up for it.”

      “That’s the spirit!” I laughed.

      Christy and Zoah both wrinkled their noses.

      “All right, Little Bit,” I said, “you’re in good hands.”

      She nodded and beamed. Then she ran over and gave me a kiss. “Thank you for taking such good care of me.”

      “Not me,” I said. “It’s all Nikki and Zoah.”

      She looked around and seemed to realize who was missing. “Where’s Lily?”

      “Probably in class.”

      “Oh. Do you think…?”

      “Who knows?” I said.

      Christy nodded and stretched up for another kiss. “Good luck on your presentation,” she added.

      “Thanks. Joska’s already seen it, so I don’t think he’ll have too many critical things to say.”

      He didn’t, and my presentation went smoothly. I returned to check on Christy afterward.

      “Thank the Goddess you’re here,” Zoah said.

      I chuckled. “What’s up?”

      “We can’t lift them,” Christy said.

      Each statue only weighed a few hundred pounds, but that was a lot for this group.

      “He-Man here can’t hold up his end,” Nikki complained about Zoah. “We almost dropped one.”

      “Be nice,” Christy told her. “Paul, dear, please help.” She was in Commander in Chief mode. “Zoah, you hold the dollies for us. Paul, you get one end. Nikki and I’ll get the other.”

      Everyone moved into position.

      “Remember,” I cautioned, “lift with your legs, not your back.” I waited for them to nod and then said, “Here we go. One, two, three, up!”

      The girls strained, and I crossed mental fingers. The statue represented hundreds of hours of work and was practically irreplaceable. We shuffled sideways. Zoah was already kneeling, and he steadied the dolly.

      “Ready? Use your legs,” I said. “Three, two, one, down.”

      We set the thick base on the sturdy wooden frame of the dolly. It creaked but held, and we rolled it to the side of the room. We repeated the operation two more times and exchanged high-fives when all three were covered and ready.

      “That was half a ton. Good job.” I glanced at my watch and added to Christy, “We’d better get going.”

      She frowned.

      “Dance class?” I reminded her. “And we have the team party after?”

      “Oh my gosh, I completely forgot! I can’t. I still need to get the studies and maquettes ready for the show.”

      “We’ll help,” Zoah said.

      “Yeah, of course,” Nikki agreed.

      “You go on, Paul,” Christy said.

      “No, I’ll skip it.”

      She shook her head. “One of us should go. Tell Terri I’m sorry I missed it.”
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        * * *

      

      Dance class was the last class of the quarter for most of us and the last class forever for some. Wren and Trip skipped it. Only a handful of others showed up, and Terri dismissed them after an extra-credit quiz with a single question, “What’s your favorite dance?”

      She collected the papers, told us what to expect on the final exam, and then talked to a couple of students who lingered. They eventually left, and she slid into the desk next to mine.

      “What about you?” she said. “What’s your favorite?”

      “Anything with you.”

      “Did you really write that?”

      “I thought about it,” I admitted. “But I put the tango instead. In case anyone saw.”

      “Thank you.” She sighed and rested her head on her hand. “Sometimes I think everyone can see how I feel.”

      “They can’t. But I can. I… feel the same.”

      “For all the good it does.” She sat up and tried to adjust her attitude. “Where’s Christy? Is she all right?”

      “Yeah. Working on her project. Getting ready for the party tomorrow.”

      “Oh, that’s right! Do you still want me to come?”

      “Do you want to?”

      “If you want me to.”

      “I’d like to see you.”

      “Waiting in the wings?” she said, wry and a little bitter. “In case the principal gets hurt? Sorry, that wasn’t fair.”

      “You know it’s more complicated than that.”

      “Not really.” She changed the subject, “What should I wear? Is it formal? Black tie?”

      “Not black tie, but formal.”

      “Evening dress?”

      I nodded.

      “I have the perfect one. You can see what you’re missing.”

      I considered her for a moment. “Is there a reason you’re flirting with me? I thought…”

      “No, we aren’t going to do anything. You’re still my student. And about to leave for the summer. But… who knows.” She left the rest up to my imagination. “Come on,” she said after a moment, “let’s move the desks. We have a half-hour before people start showing up.”

      “A lot can happen in thirty minutes.”

      “Only thirty minutes?” she laughed. “You’re supposed to rock my world.”

      I blinked in surprise.

      “Besides,” she continued, “I’m talking about dancing. The tango, your favorite.”

      “Foreplay, you mean?”

      “Only if it leads to something.”

      “Which it won’t?”

      She laughed. “You’re good, but not that good.”
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        * * *

      

      The Art Department’s Spring Gala and Exhibition was more or less a repeat of the fall show. The best young artists exhibited their work for the University’s bigwigs, trustees, and a select group of professors and fellow students.

      Unlike the fall show, this one was invitation-only, so they were free to serve alcohol in the open. Waiters roamed the atrium with trays of champagne and canapés. They even had a full bar, all on the University’s tab. I flirted with the idea of ordering a Big Orange Screw but decided to keep my frustration to myself. I had better things to do with my time and energy.

      Case in point, Christy, who looked stunning in a floor-length pink silk Valentino evening dress. I hadn’t seen it before and didn’t even want to guess at how much it had cost. Her parents could afford it, but I wondered if I could. Worse, I didn’t have grounds to complain. My own outfit, a dark blue double-breasted Hugo Boss, had cost a small fortune.

      Trip and Wren arrived a few minutes before the gala officially started. They looked nice in a suit and evening dress, but their faces showed exhaustion more than excitement. The past month had taken its toll.

      Nikki appeared in a man’s three-piece suit and with her hair shellacked into a spiky mohawk. She arched a pierced eyebrow and dared me to object, but she looked good. She was actually quite pretty, in a “touch me and die” sort of way.

      “The patriarchy approves,” I said.

      “The patriarchy can get bent.”

      “You think that’d help?” I asked wryly.

      “Couldn’t hurt.”

      “You might be right.”

      She rolled her eyes. “I’m’a go find a drink. You want anything?”

      “No, thanks. I’m good.”

      Lily brought a date, which wasn’t entirely a surprise. He was her age and slightly uncomfortable in a double knit polyester suit, although he seemed like a nice enough guy. Lily herself wore a green satin prom dress. She and her date didn’t seem out of place, but they couldn’t match the sophistication of the older crowd.

      Speaking of which…

      Terri entered through the campus-side doors. She wore a black halter dress with a thigh-high slit and a plunging neckline. It was simple and elegant, and it hugged her petite curves. It also showed off her chest, which turned heads immediately. She ignored them and scanned the room until she spotted us, although her expression froze when she saw that we were talking to Lily.

      “…wait till you see what she made,” she was saying to her date.

      “Well,” Christy said smoothly, “we won’t unveil them until later. But I can show you around.” She touched my arm and nodded toward Terri. “Paul, dear, will you…?”

      “Of course.”

      They moved off, and I headed toward Terri. Her eyes tracked Lily for a moment before they slid to me. The warmth returned to her expression, and she smiled for real.

      “You look nice,” I said.

      Her dark eyes glittered playfully. “Only ‘nice’?”

      “Okay, how about awesome? Beautiful? Gorgeous? Spectacular? Stop me when you hear something you like.” I paused to give her a chance to answer, but she merely grinned.

      “I like them all,” she said at last. “Keep going.”

      I smiled and bent to kiss her hand. “You look lovely.”

      “Thank you. And you look very handsome.” She moistened her lips, ran her eyes down my pink tie, and then smirked. “It reminds me of something.”

      My eyebrows nearly hit the roof, forty feet above.

      She laughed. “Sorry, I shouldn’t say things like that.”

      “Not unless you plan to do something about it.”

      “We can’t,” she said.

      “Well, not now.”

      “Who knows,” she said enigmatically.

      “Let me get you a drink.” I flagged down a passing waiter and lifted a glass from his tray. I thanked him, and he moved on.

      Terri accepted the champagne but frowned. “I thought it’s a dry campus.”

      “The normal rules don’t apply to VIPs.”

      “You and me?”

      “Ha! No, those guys.” I nodded discreetly.

      “I don’t recognize them.”

      “Jack Reese, the Chancellor of the University, and a guy named Haslam, a local businessman who’s on the Board of Trustees. And you see that guy? The Dean of Admissions. The one over there is the Dean of the College of Liberal Arts. He’s talking to Siobhan O’Riordan, Christy’s professor, and a guy from the National Endowment for the Arts.”

      “Oh, wow.”

      “Yeah. Lots of other VIPs too.” I raised my glass in a derisive toast. “Here’s to the rules, may they only apply to little people.”

      “Don’t we deserve it?” Terri said.

      “Of course,” I lied. And Marie Antoinette probably said the same thing.

      Terri shrugged and sipped her drink. “Will you give me a tour?”

      “Sure. Let’s start with the painters…”
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        * * *

      

      The evening passed in a blur of conversation and celebration. Christy was the star of the show, especially after she unveiled the Venus of Kanagawa pieces. The talk around her buzzed with awe and excitement.

      Even I felt a sense of wonder at seeing the sculptures in all their glory. She’d imbued them with grace and dignity, but also a sense of humanity that transcended the cold stone. The man from the NEA showered her with compliments. Then he spoke with Siobhan and the Dean. He showered them with promises.

      (In hindsight, that was probably the first time I fully understood how money pervaded everything at the University. Christy wasn’t doing art for art’s sake. She was an asset for Siobhan and the Dean to exploit, for fundraising and publicity. Everyone did it, but the knowledge came with a certain disillusionment. Worse, I couldn’t condemn them for it, since architecture was the same. Beautiful buildings cost a lot of money. Even ugly ones did. Finding that money was a constant struggle. But I digress.)

      Trip found me after the hubbub around Christy had died down.

      “I think Wren and I are gonna call it a night,” he said.

      “Ah, now I understand why you drove separate.”

      “Yeah, sorry. We’re totally beat. Besides, she has an exam in the morning.”

      “I understand.”

      “What about y’all?”

      “Christy’s done. Everyone on her review panel is here, so tomorrow’s a formality. I don’t have anything until my first exam, tomorrow afternoon.”

      “Sometimes I wonder,” he mused, “if this is what we’re supposed to do for the rest of our lives. Not the parties, but the work.”

      “I wonder the same thing.”

      We watched Christy and Wren in contemplative silence. They were talking by the Venuses, while Terri listened politely.

      Trip shot me a grin. “You gonna bring her home?”

      “Who, Terri? Ha! I wish. She isn’t interested. Not—”

      “The hell she isn’t. She hasn’t stopped looking at you all night. Wren pointed it out, and I’ve been watching her ever since.”

      Terri must have sensed us talking about her. She looked our way and smiled when she caught my eye.

      “See?” Trip said.

      “Yeah, I know. But she isn’t into girls at all.”

      “Oh. That sucks.” He frowned. “She doesn’t wanna give it a try?”

      “You wanna give guys a try?”

      “God, no! Dealbreaker, remember?”

      “Mmm.”

      “Whatever.” He checked his watch. “What’re you doing tomorrow evening?”

      “Studying, but not much else. Why?”

      “We need to talk about schedules.”

      “Oh? What’s up?”

      “The girls’re planning a surprise party for your birthday. I’m not supposed to tell you, but…” He shrugged. “The reason I mention it is that Wren’ll probably want a private party afterward. I hate it when she springs that crap on me, so I figured I’d give you a heads-up.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Also, I wanna talk to you about the thing I mentioned, her job after the summer.”

      The girls were still deep in conversation, so he decided to go into detail.

      “Don’t say anything to Wren,” he cautioned. “This is still in the planning stages. But I talked to her father. I want him to open a restaurant in Knoxville. She can run it.”

      My eyebrows rose with a question.

      “Yeah. Back in January, we talked to the chef at that steakhouse I like. You know the one. Anyway, he mentioned this idea for a new kind of restaurant. Fusion something. I dunno, but Wren said it sounds cool. She didn’t say anything else, so I let it drop. But I’ve had the idea for a while. I want to get her father and this guy together. Friday night at the big graduation dinner.”

      “You’ve put some thought into this,” I said.

      “It’s what I do.”

      “What do you need from me?”

      “Nothing yet. But I want you to design the restaurant if we move forward.”

      “Can do.”

      “Last but not least, we need to talk about the camp renovation.”

      “What about it?”

      “When’re you heading to San Diego?”

      I frowned at the non sequitur but told him, “Saturday, the sixteenth. We’ll drive from camp to Charlotte and fly from there.”

      “Have you already bought the tickets?”

      “Yeah, but I can change them. Why?”

      “Well, I was thinking… we all need a vacation. A real one,” he added, “not camp. So, why don’t you and Christy go to San Diego a little early? Visit her family. Or go to Atlanta and see yours. Whatever.”

      “While you and Wren go on vacation? Sure, sounds—”

      “Not quite,” he interrupted. “I have to be in camp by Monday, the eleventh. I’m meeting contractors. But you don’t have to be there. Neither does Wren, really. So I think I’ll take her to Atlanta after graduation. I can leave for camp from there.”

      “That doesn’t sound like much of a vacation. For you, I mean.”

      “Well, I’m planning to come back and pick her up after I finish my meetings. Gonna take her to the condo in Florida. It’s a surprise. She loves the beach, and I know she’ll relax. And no offense, but I don’t want any distractions while we’re there.”

      I sensed more, so I raised an eyebrow.

      “I’ll tell you, but you have to swear to keep it secret. You can’t tell anyone, especially Christy.” He looked around and then leaned close. “I bought a ring.”

      My eyebrows shot into low Earth orbit that time. They might’ve made it to geosynchronous, but Trip hustled me behind a column.

      “Dude! You want the girls to see? They’ll know something’s up for sure.”

      “Warn me next time!”

      “I did,” he chuckled. “I didn’t expect you to go all Dee Snider on me.”

      “I didn’t go Dee Snider,” I grumbled. “I was just surprised. I didn’t think you were that serious.”

      “Did ya think I was playing around? Dude, she’s the best thing that ever happened to me. You know that. Hell, you’ve said that, on more than one occasion.”

      “Yeah, but I didn’t think you were ready to pop the question.”

      “Are you kidding? After the year she’s had? She needs it now more than ever. I need it, for that matter. You know how I am. I like to have things planned in advance.”

      “You can say that again.”

      He shrugged. “It’s what I do.”

      “Yeah, it is. So, you want to do it in Florida?”

      “Uh-huh, which is why I don’t want you or anyone else there. No offense,” he repeated.

      “None taken. Still, this is a big step. Are you sure you’re ready for it?”

      “As ready as I’ll ever be. What do you always say? Something ‘fair lady’?”

      “Faint heart never won fair lady.”

      “And Wren’s the fairest of the fair.”

      “She is,” I agreed. “And you’re going to make her very happy.”

      “That’s the plan. Uh-oh, here she comes. Can you get it together?”

      “Of course.”

      “And remember what I said, you can’t tell anyone. Including Christy.”

      “Got it. Mum’s the word.”

      He drew me from behind the column and pasted on a smile. I did the same, and Wren didn’t suspect a thing.

      “You ready to go?” he said.

      “I think so. Take me home and put me to bed.” She yawned and then offered a tired smile as farewell.

      Christy slid her arm around my waist. I put mine around her, and we said goodnight to the other couple.

      “Are you having a good time?” she asked when they’d gone.

      “Mmm hmm. You?”

      “The best!” She beamed. “Everyone loves my pieces. Siobhan says the NEA’s going to give her a big grant, too. And I’m pleasingly drunk. Well, not drunk-drunk, but you know what I mean.”

      “Mmm.”

      “And I haven’t called you my future husband once.”

      I chuckled. “It’s probably okay if you do.”

      “Uh-uh, no, sir,” she said seriously. “I learned that lesson the first time. Speaking of which,” she added, “we should offer Terri a ride home, but I needed to ask you first.”

      “Sure, no problem.”

      We fell silent and looked into the well of the atrium, to where Terri was talking to a middle-aged man with a luxuriant head of hair that probably hadn’t changed since Ford was President. I could tell by her body language that he didn’t have a chance with her, but he thought he did.

      “They’ve been doing that all night,” Christy said. “Guys, I mean. Hitting on her.” She shrugged. “I can’t say I blame them. She’s so exotic. And beautiful. Especially in that dress. I wish I looked more like her.”

      “I’m glad you don’t,” I said. “First, you’re beautiful too. In your own dress, out of it, and everything in between. Second, I like you just the way you are.”

      “You don’t think I’m too scrawny? What’s so funny?”

      “I just thought of something.”

      “What?”

      “A new name for Mr. Big. ‘Confidence.’ As in, I’ll fill you with Confidence.”

      “Oh my gosh, yes, please. But later! Right now we need to rescue Terri.” Her eyes widened with a sudden idea. “Lily left a while ago, but…”

      “Uh-oh,” I said. “I know that look.”

      “What look?”

      “The one where you want me to do something impossible.”

      “It isn’t impossible. Besides, it’s something you want to do anyway.” She made a show of looking around, like the tipsy little conspirator she was. “Seduce Terri,” she said in a low voice. “Slip her some Confidence and turn her bi or something.”

      “Ha! I wish! But it doesn’t work like that.”

      “Why not?” she grumped.

      “Because. It doesn’t.”

      “So? You can do anything! You turned me into a nudist. Then you turned me into a nympho—”

      “You were a nympho before.”

      “Stop interrupting. You totally turned me into a nympho. Now you’re going to turn me into a swinger. The least you can do is turn Terri bi for me. Oh, Paul, you have no idea how much I want her right now.”

      “Oh, I have an idea,” I said.

      “Why can’t you…?” She made a vague gesture. “Use your magic penis.”

      “That only works on you.”

      “You can say that again. But… you won’t even try? Please? I’ll make it worth your while.”

      “No, sorry.”

      “Not even a little? Give her the tip or something?”

      I snorted a laugh. “I’ll give it to you, though. And more than just the tip.”

      She closed her eyes and smiled beatifically.

      “Later,” I promised. “For now, let’s rescue Terri. And then you need to circulate. Siobhan’s probably wondering where you went.”

      “Yes, sir,” she said.

      “Cheer up. The night’s young, the bar’s open, and you’re the star of the show.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The party wound down a couple of hours later. The bartenders announced last call, and the catering staff began packing up. Most of the bigwigs had left already, and only the younger crowd remained, although a diehard group of administration types were doing their best to drink their retirement.

      On that count, I wasn’t sure how much Christy had drunk, but she was in a mellow and flirty mood. Much to my surprise, Terri was the same. She’d only been drinking champagne, but she didn’t have a high tolerance or metabolism.

      She wasn’t drunk, exactly, but she’d been dropping hints and giving me suggestive looks for the past hour. Christy noticed but didn’t say anything. Her radar must have been working, because she didn’t have any illusions about a threesome either.

      “Are we ready to go?” I said.

      Christy sighed. “I suppose.”

      “We prolly should,” Terri agreed.

      I ushered them toward the doors, and Terri rubbed her bare arms in the cool night air.

      “Why don’t you let her have your jacket,” Christy said.

      “One step ahead of you.”

      “I’m fine,” Terri protested.

      “Don’t be ridiculous.” I held it for her, and she slid her arms into the sleeves and pulled it around her slender frame. I did my best not to look down her cleavage, but my best wasn’t good enough. She smiled when she glanced up and saw the direction of my gaze.

      “Thank you,” she said. “For the jacket.”

      “My pleasure.”

      Her dark eyes widened with a question about the rest, but I let it pass without comment. She and Christy started chatting as we walked to the parking lot, and Christy laughed about all the men who’d been hitting on her.

      “Yeah,” Terri said, “but they were all married.”

      “And old.” Christy shuddered theatrically. “Gross.”

      “I don’t really care about age,” Terri said, “although I prefer someone younger.”

      I knew exactly who she was talking about, and so did Mr. Confidence, who was a little too full of himself at the moment.

      “Why aren’t you dating anyone?” Christy asked.

      “No time,” Terri said. “I’m always teaching or dancing or working on my dissertation. Besides,” she added with a shrug, “I haven’t found a guy who’ll put up with me. Most of ’em want a nice little housewife.”

      “Paul doesn’t,” Christy hinted.

      “Yeah, but he’s taken.”

      “I don’t mind sharing. I thought I told you.”

      “You mentioned it,” Terri said vaguely, “but I didn’t think you were serious.”

      We reached the Cruiser, and I fished in my pocket for the keys. I unlocked the passenger door and swallowed a laugh at Terri’s expression.

      “I forgot,” she said. “I dunno if I can climb in. Not with this dress and heels.”

      “Or modesty,” I added. “I’ll give you a hand.”

      “Do you mind?”

      “Not at all. But let me do Christy first.”

      “Mmm, do me,” Christy teased. Then she turned mischievous. “Terri, too. Do us both.”

      “Be nice,” I told her. “Terri isn’t interested.”

      Terri’s expression said otherwise.

      “Of course she is,” Christy said.

      I ignored the bait and said, “Come on, Little Bit, up you go.”

      “You aren’t going to do me?”

      I gestured impatiently.

      “Yes, sir.”

      I lifted her onto the seat. She swung her legs in, but not before she gave me an insistent look.

      Yeah, I get it, I told her with a look of my own. Relax.

      She nodded reluctantly and scooted toward the middle.

      “Next.” I gestured for Terri but then stopped. “What’re you doing?”

      “I don’t want to wrinkle your jacket.”

      “Don’t worry about it.” I brushed her hands away and pulled it around her again.

      Our eyes met, and she moistened her lips. I resisted the urge to kiss her and put my hands on her waist instead. Her eyes never left mine as I picked her up and set her on the seat. Then her dress fell open from the thigh down. She gave me a moment before she gathered the fabric and swung her feet inside.

      She and Christy made small talk during the short drive, mostly about the party. And when I pulled into the apartment parking lot, Christy touched my arm.

      “Will you walk her up, dear?”

      Some peevish part of me thought she was trying to get me in trouble, but I knew better. She was just being polite, and I’d have done it even if she hadn’t asked.

      “Of course. Gimme a sec,” I added to Terri, “I’ll come get you.”

      “Thank you. And thanks for inviting me,” she said to Christy. “Your art is amazing. So lifelike and beautiful.”

      “Thank you.”

      I hopped out and gave them time to finish their goodbyes. Then I opened the passenger door and helped Terri out. Christy waved and said goodnight again.

      I followed Terri up the flight of stairs and waited as she retrieved her key from her small purse. She unlocked the door and pulled me inside after her.

      “What—?”

      “Your jacket,” she said. “I almost forgot.”

      She set her purse on the small kitchen table. She held my eyes and deliberately dropped the jacket to the floor.

      Our lips met in a kiss that had been building all night, and our breathing turned heavy. After a moment she drew my hand to her breast. I squeezed gently and felt her nipple through the thin fabric.

      She kissed me with renewed urgency. Then she moaned and pulled her dress aside to expose her breast. She pressed my hand to it. Her skin was warm and soft, her flesh firm. Her nipple stiffened under my palm, and she moaned as I squeezed it.

      “No, don’t,” she panted. “We can’t. I don’t know what I was thinking.” She pulled my hand from her breast, although she didn’t cover it.

      “Let me tell Christy,” I begged.

      “No.”

      “You don’t have to do anything with her.”

      She shook her head. “I’m not like that.”

      “She likes to watch.”

      “I know. She told me. She told me about this too.” She caressed my hard-on through my trousers. “I wish we could. I really want to. But…”

      “Seriously,” I said. “Let me tell her.”

      She ignored me and continued rubbing my shaft. “Will you think of me? While you’re gone?”

      “Of course. But—”

      “I wish we had more time.”

      “We have all the time in the world, if only—”

      “No. But… I want you to know.” She gazed up at me and squeezed my dick for emphasis. “I know what you like. I like doing it. It makes me wet. And… I don’t have a gag reflex.”

      I stared.

      “I can take it all the way. Down my throat. Think about it, while you’re gone. And when you come back… who knows?” She broke off and glanced at the door. “But now you’d better go. I don’t want you to, but…”

      “Let Christy join us,” I pleaded. “She won’t touch you, I swear.”

      “No. I don’t want an audience. Only you.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes. I’m sorry.” She looked at the open door again. “You’d better go.” She kissed me, lingering and full of heat, before she slipped from my arms.

      My eyes immediately went to her exposed breast. It was round and full, with a small, tan nipple. She touched the other one and pulled the dress aside. Her bare breasts rose and fell with her breathing for a dozen heartbeats.

      She eventually slid the halter back into place and covered herself. Then she bent and retrieved my jacket.

      I stepped toward her, but she backed away. She held out the jacket as a barrier between us.

      “Go. Please,” she said. “Before I lose my nerve.”

      I nodded reluctantly. Then I took my jacket and looked into her eyes.

      “Are you sure?” I repeated.

      “Yes.”

      I paused in the doorway, in case she changed her mind, but she didn’t. So I pulled it closed and felt a chill as the adrenaline stopped pumping. After a moment I shook off my disappointment. I looked down at the Cruiser, and Christy gazed up at me from the passenger window. I jogged down the stairs. She waited until I climbed in and closed the door.

      “Is everything okay?”

      “Yeah,” I lied.

      “Only… you were up there for a long time.”

      “Just gimme a sec. I’ll tell you, but I need to sort it out in my head first.”

      She nodded, although her curiosity bubbled just beneath the surface. After a moment she scooted toward me and touched my thigh. Her hand slid higher, and her fingers caressed my hard-on, which hadn’t softened a bit.

      “Let’s go home,” she said.
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        * * *

      

      An hour later I rolled to my back and gasped like a landed fish. My dick felt cold without Christy’s silky heat, and it slowly softened as the blood left it and returned to the big head.

      “Oh my gosh,” Christy panted. “I don’t think I can move.”

      I swallowed to moisten my mouth. “Sorry.”

      “Mmm, don’t be.” She found a reserve of energy, rolled toward me, and slid her leg over mine. Her skin was warm and smooth. She planted a kiss on my chest and then heaved a sigh. “You need to flirt with Terri more often.”

      “You say that now…,” I accused.

      She shivered with an aftershock. “No, I’m serious. I get so worked up thinking about you and her. I came, like, a million times. I’m still tingling.”

      “Good.”

      She fell silent for nearly a minute. “Are you ready to tell me?” she asked. “I think I know, but…”

      “Yeah. Gimme a sec.”

      “Take your time. We have the rest of our lives.” She laughed, soft and breathy. “That’s still the worst line ever.”

      “So sue me.”

      “I’d rather use you instead.” She cupped my balls and caressed them. “When you’re ready.”

      “Gonna be a while.”

      “Mmm, I know,” she said languidly. “I’m full of confidence. Two big doses. I can still feel it inside me, all hot and slippery. But I need more. Always.”

      “You’re insatiable,” I chuckled.

      “But only for you.” She pushed herself up and propped her cheek on her fist. “Now, tell me about Terri. You’re stalling.”

      “Yeah. Sorry.”

      “Why?”

      “I… don’t know. You probably know most of what happened.”

      “Mr. Big told me. But I still want details.”

      “Okay. Here goes…”

      She listened intently as I told her everything. She kept silent when I finished, and I began to worry.

      “Well?” I said at last. “What do you think?”

      “I think I hate her.”

      My eyebrows flew up.

      “Not really, but sort of.”

      “Why? I thought—”

      “It isn’t fair. That she looks like she does and doesn’t have a gag reflex!”

      I burst out laughing, more a release of tension than anything else.

      “You don’t understand,” Christy pouted. “I can’t change how I look, but I had to work really hard to learn to deep throat. It’s taken me… what? Six months?”

      “More like two,” I chuckled.

      “You know what I mean. That’s a long time. And she can just do it? It isn’t fair,” she insisted. “Some girls have all the luck.”

      “She doesn’t have me.”

      “You aren’t a consolation prize. You’re my boyfriend. My future husband.”

      “True.”

      “And I love you very much. But I’m still jealous. Of her, I mean.”

      “Don’t be.”

      “I know. I shouldn’t be, but…” She shrugged. “I don’t think you understand how hard I work to keep you interested.”

      “I understand. And for the record, I work pretty hard to keep you interested.”

      “I know. And thank you. But… still. No gag reflex? Ugh!” She sulked for a moment. “I’m not even upset that she doesn’t want to let me watch.”

      “Then what are you upset about?”

      “Nothing, I suppose. Well, maybe the gag reflex,” she admitted. “And her breasts. They’re amazing, aren’t they?”

      “Pretty amazing,” I agreed.

      She flopped to her back and sighed. “I suppose I’m upset that she doesn’t like girls. What’s the matter? I’m not cute enough?”

      “You’re pretty cute. You just don’t have the right parts.”

      “I don’t have a penis, you mean. What’s the punchline of that joke?” she mused. “With one of these, I can get as many of those as I want?”

      “Yeah,” I chuckled. “But how d’you know that joke?”

      “Paul, dear… five brothers? And a father? All military? I’ve heard just about every dick joke there is.”

      “Ah, right.” I paused and then asked, “So, what do you want to do?”

      “About what? Terri?”

      “Do you want me to stop seeing her?”

      She bolted upright. “No, of course not. Why would I want that?”

      “I dunno. I just thought…”

      “No, I want you to seduce her. How can you turn her bi if you stop seeing her?”

      “You’re a determined little thing, I’ll give you that.”

      “I am. And I’m used to getting what I want.”

      “Heaven help anyone who tries to stop you.”

      “Mmm,” she mused. “Only, now I have to figure out how to do it.”

      “Well, you have a few months.”

      “You could call her now. I bet she’s still awake.” She closed her eyes and imagined it. “She’s probably playing with herself. She uses a dildo. Did I tell you that? I wonder if she’d let me use it on her.” She pouted. “Why can’t real life be more like Penthouse? All the women in the letters are bi, and they love it when another woman joins them.”

      “I don’t think the letters are real. Besides, bi women are pretty rare.”

      “They’re more common than you think,” she insisted. “Only, they have to hide it. Most guys aren’t like you.”

      “Fair enough.” I wasn’t sure Terri was one of them, but it wasn’t worth an argument.

      “Oh, fine, Mr. Skeptic,” Christy said. “You may be right.”

      “About what?”

      “About Terri. Not being one of them.”

      “How’d—?”

      “Paul, dear, you get this look when you disagree but don’t want to argue.”

      I chuckled. “Guilty as charged.”

      “Still, I want to try. Well, I want you to try. Maybe on—”

      “Maybe on what?”

      “Oh, nothing. Only, I don’t want to wait till the end of the summer.”

      “You might have to.”

      “You may be right,” she said with a sigh. “I don’t think one time will do it. At least I’m patient.”

      “You are not!” I laughed.

      “I am too. When I want something this much. Look how long I waited for you.”

      “True.”

      “I always knew you’d come around, even though it took you long enough.”

      “And you think Terri will too?”

      “Eventually. Only… I don’t know,” she admitted. “I always knew with you. I could feel it. Besides, you were different. I didn’t have to convince you. Terri isn’t like that, is she? She’s… normal.”

      “Yeah, pretty much.”

      She thought about it and shrugged. “That’s okay. I like a challenge.”

      “It’s a pretty big one.”

      “I don’t care. The bigger, the better. Mmm, speaking of bigger and better…” She eyed my limp manhood, and her eyes flashed with determination. “Do you think you can come again? So soon?”

      “I dunno,” I hedged.

      “Mmm, I bet you can. C’mere, Mr. Big. I think better with something in my mouth. And I’m sorry about my stupid gag reflex. At least I know how to get around it. Just relax and let me do all the work.”
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        * * *

      

      Christy had her portfolio review the following day. As expected, it was a formality, a box that needed to be checked before she could graduate.

      In my life, Joska’s exam was the only one I really worried about. I knew the material by heart, but it was still thirty percent of my final grade. On a whim—and to keep myself from obsessing over the exam—I wrote a note before class and dropped it on Gracie’s desk as I walked past.

      
        
        You’re an amazing designer. One day I’m going to tell people I went to school with you. And whatever happens in the class standings, no matter who’s first, you’re still the best. Good luck.

        

      

      She read it and stared into space for a long, heart-rending moment. Then she took out a pen and wrote a reply. She refolded the note and passed it down the row.

      
        
        Thanks. You too.

        

      

      I smiled to myself and felt better about the world. At least, I did until Freddie invaded my little island of self-congratulation.

      “Ay, paisan!” He slid into his desk. “What’re we s’posed to bring to this party on Wednesday?”

      “Freddie!” Rosemary cried. “It’s a surprise party!”

      “Oh, yeah. Sorry. Fuggedaboutit. So, what’re we s’posed to bring?”

      “It’s okay,” I told Rosemary, “I knew already. Christy isn’t good at keeping secrets.”

      “As long as it wasn’t Freddie who gave it away,” she said.

      “No. As for what to bring, whatever you want to drink. Maybe something besides sambuca. Sorry. I know it’s Italian, but…”

      “It’s disgusting,” Rosemary agreed.

      Freddie looked mortally offended.

      “Is there anything special you want instead?” she asked me.

      “I dunno. Sorry. Maybe a bottle of whiskey?”

      “Ay, now you’re talkin’!” Freddie said. “You got it.”

      Professor Joska swept into the room. “Please take your seats,” he said. “We will begin. Today’s exam will consist of three parts…”
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        * * *

      

      I ran into Nikki afterward, although she actually stopped me.

      “Are you okay?” she asked.

      “Yeah, sorry. I just finished my design exam. I’m still a little high. On adrenaline,” I added quickly.

      She looked into my eyes. “Are you sure that’s all?”

      “Positive,” I chuckled. “I don’t do drugs.”

      “Maybe you should try. They take the edge off.”

      “Not my scene,” I said. “I’m high on life.”

      “Whatever.”

      “Hey, as long as I ran into you… What’re you doing Wednesday night?”

      “Nothing. Why?”

      “Christy’s having a little surprise party. It’s my birthday—”

      “Oh, cool. Happy birthday.”

      “Thanks. Anyway, I’m sure—”

      “Hold on,” she interrupted again. “If it’s a surprise party, how’d you know about it? Never mind. She can’t keep a secret to save her life.”

      “She can,” I said, “but not when she’s excited. And not about something like this.”

      “Yeah, you’re right. Anyway, about this party?” She looked at her watch. “I don’t have all afternoon.”

      “Wednesday evening, seven o’clock, our house. You know where it is?” I gave her the address. “Bring your guy friend,” I added. “Or a lady friend.”

      She gave me a quizzical look. “Why d’you care who’s between my legs?”

      “Normal human curiosity.”

      “Well, it isn’t gonna be you.”

      I laughed. “No. Besides, you aren’t my type.”

      “What? ’Cause I’m not a girly-girl like Lily?”

      “No, I like you well enough. And you’re actually very pretty. You try to hide it with your hair and piercings and makeup—”

      “I’m not hiding anything!” she objected. “I like the way I look. Besides, I don’t do it for you or anyone else in the male-dom—”

      “I got it! I got it! Truce,” I said in a calmer voice. “Sorry. I said that wrong. You know I’m on your side.” I looked at her steadily, until she nodded. “You aren’t my type because you aren’t interested.”

      “What? In guys?”

      “No, in me.”

      She frowned warily.

      “You aren’t interested in me,” I repeated. “Specifically.”

      “No.”

      “So… I’m not interested in you. Not as anything but a friend.”

      “For real?”

      “For real.” I chuckled at a thought. “I’d probably become interested, real quick, if you do decide you like me.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Like I said, you’re pretty. And interesting. And… you probably realized this, but I don’t go for traditional girly-girls like Lily.”

      “I thought you liked her,” she said. “By the way, what happened to her? I haven’t seen her in… a week?”

      “Long story,” I said. “And I probably won’t tell you.”

      She did the thing with her pierced eyebrow.

      “Sorry, no.”

      All of a sudden she laughed. “You’re a lousy agent of the patriarchy, you know that?”

      “I try.”

      “I didn’t like you when I first met you,” she said out of the blue.

      I shrugged. “The feeling was mutual.”

      “But you’re all right.”

      “Thanks. You too.”

      “Anyway, about this party? I really don’t have all afternoon. I have an exam in…” She looked at her watch again. “Three minutes.”

      “Right. Birthday party. Don’t worry about a gift. Just bring whatever you want to drink. Bring a date. Of your choice. Or not. Again, your choice.”

      She smiled. “I’ll probably bring my friend. Dex. Short for Dexter.”

      “Pizza guy? I liked him.”

      “Yeah, he liked you. He said you tip well.”

      “Cool. Anyway, see you Wednesday.”

      “Yeah, see ya.”

      “Oh, and good luck on your exam.”

      “Thanks. I’m gonna need it.”
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        * * *

      

      Thanks to a quirk in the exam schedules, Dance Appreciation was also our last exam (and the only one for Christy). Wren looked like she’d been through the wringer. Even Trip looked worn out. His exams hadn’t been all that difficult, but he’d been up late every night, studying with Wren for hers.

      “One more hour,” Wren muttered to herself. “Then I can go somewhere and die quietly.”

      Christy and I shared a worried look.

      “Nope,” Wren said all of a sudden. “I don’t care anymore. I’m over it.” She started gathering her things to leave.

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa!” I came out of my desk, but Trip was closer.

      “C’mon, babe,” he soothed. “You can do this. Last one. Then you’re done. Forever.”

      She started crying, tears of stress more than anything. People around us turned and stared, but we ignored them.

      “I don’t think I can,” Wren sniffled.

      “Sure you can,” Christy said.

      “But I don’t know any of this stuff!”

      “You can cheat off of Paul,” Christy said. “Can’t she, honey? Switch desks with me.”

      I blinked in surprise, but Wren laughed through her tears.

      “Since when do you call anyone honey?” she asked Christy.

      “All the time. I’m in the south, aren’t I?”

      “Wren’s right,” Trip said to her. “You have to be born here to call people that. It’s like grits and y’all. If you aren’t from here, don’t try it.”

      “I can too call people honey. And I can say y’all.” She glared stubbornly. “Y’all can kiss my grits. See?”

      Trip, Wren, and I shared a look, and we all burst into snickers that turned into laughter at Christy’s indignant expression.

      “It isn’t funny!”

      “Oh, sweetheart,” Wren said. “We love you, but you aren’t from the south.” She smiled and wiped her eyes. “Don’t try to pretend.”

      “I can pretend all I want,” Christy grumbled under her breath. “Y’all. Honey. Ain’t. See?”

      “Bless her heart,” Trip said.

      “She tries,” Wren agreed.

      “Ugh!”

      “There, there,” I told her. “It’ll be all right. I’ll give you lessons. Or something. Ahem.”

      “Ha ha. Very funny.”

      We fell silent and let the tension evaporate.

      “Thank you,” Wren said quietly. “Y’all’re the best.”

      “Y’hear that?” Trip said. “It just rolls off the tongue.”

      “All right,” I told him, “she gets it.”

      “Yeah, you’re right. Sorry, Christy. We’re just foolin’ around.”

      “Don’t you mean ‘fooling’ around?” she said, saccharine-sweet.

      “That too,” he agreed wryly.

      Terri burst through the gym doors.

      “Sorry I’m late,” she said. “The Xerox machine wasn’t working.” She waved a thin sheaf of papers. “I only managed to copy the first page before it died. And since I don’t want to be here any more than you do, we’re going with it.” She started passing them out.

      “Is this it?” a girl in front asked. “Ten questions?”

      “That’s it,” Terri said. “There were twenty more and an essay question, but… Oh, well. Less for me to grade.”

      “You rock!” a guy said.

      “I rumba too. Sorry. Bad dance joke.”

      The exam took ten minutes, including time to double-check my answers. Trip and Wren had finished theirs and turned them in, although they’d stuck around to wait for Christy and me. We were the last ones left, but she chewed her pencil and felt us watching her.

      “I’ll catch up with you,” she said.

      Wren frowned. “Why? You’ve been done for a couple of minutes.”

      “I… um… think I got a question wrong. I need to reread it.” She scowled and tried to nod unobtrusively toward Terri.

      Wren didn’t understand, but I did.

      “What’s so funny?” Christy said.

      “Nothing,” I lied. Then I gestured to Trip and Wren. “Come on, let’s go. We can wait outside while she finishes.”

      “Why?” Wren said. “She’s done.”

      “Let’s just get out of here,” Trip demanded. “Turn it in already.”

      “Relax,” I said reasonably. “She wants to invite Terri to the party. She can’t do it while I’m here, so…” I gestured at the doors.

      “Ugh! Sometimes I really don’t like you,” Christy said.

      “Sorry. But… you aren’t the best conspirator in the world.”

      “I’m not that bad,” she grumped.

      “No, you aren’t. But that reminds me… I invited Nikki and her friend Dex to the party.”

      Christy brightened before she remembered that she didn’t like me.

      “C’mon,” I said to Trip and Wren. “Let’s wait outside. She can… um… do whatever. You know, stuff I don’t know about.”

      She glared.

      “I swear,” Wren laughed, “I didn’t tell him.”

      “Tell me what?” I asked blankly.

      “Go,” Christy said. “Just… go.”
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        * * *

      

      I rose at my usual time the next morning and went for a run, although I sang a few bars of “Happy Birthday” to myself as I set out. I was still humming when someone called my name.

      “Hold up!” she yelled. I slowed and turned, and Terri jogged toward me from the alley shortcut. She wore a Nike tank top, loose running shorts, and her hair in a ponytail. “Hey, sorry. I was retying my shoe when I saw you.”

      “Hold on,” I said, “were you waiting for me?”

      “Yeah. I hope you don’t mind. I wanted to talk to you. Without Christy around. And this was the only way I could think of that wasn’t obvious.”

      “Oh. In that case… You wanna run or talk?”

      “Uh… both.”

      “Can you do both?”

      “I’m a Phys Ed major about to get my PhD. I’m probably in better condition than you are.”

      “You’re certainly in better shape than I am.”

      She followed my glance to her chest. “Seriously? Are we back to these again?”

      “Can you blame me? They look really nice, even strapped down like that.”

      “It’s called a Jogbra,” she deadpanned. “And we shouldn’t be talking about it. Or them.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because you aren’t my boyfriend.”

      “Not technically. But you did show them to me the other night.”

      “I knew you were going to mention that. I made a mistake, and I’m sorry. I was drunk.”

      “Were not.”

      “Can we just forget about it?”

      “Mmm, no, sorry,” I said. “I have that image burned into my memory. It’s very sexy.”

      “Thank you,” she said, stubbornly polite. “But I’d rather not talk about it.”

      “Fair enough. What do you wanna talk about instead?”

      “You mind if we run while we talk?”

      “Sure. Let’s go.” I set out at an easy jog.

      “Oh, please.” She picked up the pace and waited for me to catch up and match her. “What’s up with this party tonight?” she asked. “Christy really wants me to come, but I’m not so sure.”

      “If you’re worried she might try something—”

      “I’m not. I’m… uh…”

      “Worried that I might try something?”

      “No. You’ve been a complete gentleman.”

      “Ah. I get it. You’re worried what you might do.”

      She grimaced and didn’t answer.

      I shrugged. “We won’t do anything you don’t want to.”

      “What if I get drunk again and lose control?”

      “You weren’t drunk,” I said, “and you didn’t lose control.”

      “Yeah, I did. I flashed you! I told you… all those things.”

      “So? You let your inhibitions down.”

      “But I don’t like it when I do that.”

      “You liked it at the time.”

      “Well, I regret it now,” she said immediately.

      I shot her a sideways look and ran in silence.

      “Okay, no, I don’t regret it,” she said at last. “But I— we can’t let it happen again.”

      “Even though we both want it to?”

      “You’re in a relationship.”

      “An open relationship. Christy knows. Why d’you think she invited you tonight?”

      “Because she still wants to… you know. With me.”

      “Well, that’s true,” I admitted. “But she also wants you and me to… you know.” I decided to tell her the truth. “She actually wants me to seduce you and turn you bi.”

      “For real?”

      “Yeah. I told her it doesn’t work like that—”

      “It doesn’t. I like men. One in particular,” she muttered, loud enough for me to hear. “But he’s taken.”

      “In a relationship,” I stressed. “That isn’t the same thing as ‘off the market.’ As a matter of fact, I’m very much on the market as far as you’re concerned.”

      “What about Lily? Were you on the market for her? Sorry,” she said immediately. “I don’t have any right.”

      “Lily was…” I searched for the right word and decided on, “Not a mistake. She was young. And curious. And… looking for a good time.”

      “So you did it with her? Ahh! I’m not like that! Jealous.”

      “Does it bother you?” I asked.

      “A little, yeah.”

      “Why?”

      She didn’t answer. She asked instead, “Will she be there tonight?”

      “I don’t think so. She… moved on. Which is probably for the best.”

      “Typical,” she muttered.

      “Listen,” I said, “I’ve been completely honest with you. I haven’t lied and haven’t hidden anything. I’ve told you exactly what I want.”

      “Yeah, you have.”

      “I could’ve kept going the other night—”

      “Yeah,” she said, so quietly that I almost didn’t hear.

      “—but you asked me not to, so I didn’t.”

      “But… why?”

      “Because I respect you.”

      “That’s a new one. Sorry. I shouldn’t be sarcastic,” she said. “Not when you’re being honest. I just… don’t know how to act. I’ve never been in a situation like this. I don’t even know what I want.”

      “I think you do.”

      She frowned and ran in silence.

      After a minute I looked at her sideways and said, “You really are in good condition.”

      “Thanks. And thanks for saying ‘condition,’ too, instead of ‘shape.’”

      “I like your shape, but I wasn’t flirting. It was an honest compliment.”

      “Thank you. And you have been honest.”

      We ran in silence for another few blocks.

      “Will you come tonight?” I said eventually. “I’d like to see you.”

      “I’ll… think about it.” She glanced at me and grinned. “On second thought, I’ll do it. But on one condition.”

      “Name it.”

      “Take off your shirt.”

      “What?” I laughed. “Now?”

      “Yeah. I wanna see what you’re hiding under there. Besides, you’ve already seen me.”

      “Fair enough.” I stripped off my shirt and tucked it into the waistband of my shorts.

      “Nice.”

      “Thanks. Any chance you’ll do the same?”

      “Maybe. If you’re lucky.” She grinned a challenge. “If you can catch me.”

      She sprinted off at a dead run. I tried to catch her—I even kept up for a while—but she was too fast. Worse, she had enough stamina to keep up the pace until I lagged and fell behind. I finally gave up and slowed to a stop. I walked in a circle and sucked in great lungfuls of air.

      Terri jogged back with a smug grin. At least she was breathing hard too. Her chest heaved, and beads of sweat covered her smooth skin.

      “You give up?” she panted.

      “Never.”

      “Good. I like that in a man. Walk me home while we cool down?”

      “As soon as— I catch— my breath.”

      She grinned and waited until I could breathe without a stitch in my side.

      “I thought for a minute you might catch me,” she said.

      “Not a chance. But… what would you have done if I had?”

      “What I promised.”

      My eyebrows shot up.

      “I’m not a prude,” she laughed. “You should’ve realized that by now. I’m just… private.”

      “Good to know.”

      We reached her apartment building. She started up the stairs but turned before I could follow. She grinned down at me.

      “You know,” I said idly, “for someone who doesn’t like to talk about her breasts, you sure like to show ’em off.”

      “I didn’t say I don’t like to talk about them. I said we shouldn’t talk about them.”

      “Ah. So you do like to talk about them?”

      “Of course. They’re pretty amazing, if I say so myself.” She grinned and changed the subject. “What do you want for your birthday?”

      “You.”

      “No,” she laughed. “Something I can give you.”

      “Sex.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Something I can wrap. Like, a present?”

      “Your body.”

      “You don’t give up, do you?”

      “No. Sorry. Except I’m not.”

      “I can tell,” she laughed again. “Seriously. What do you want? For your birthday?” she stressed.

      “Wear something sexy to the party.”

      “That’s it?”

      “Unless nude is an option.”

      “I don’t mind nude. I kinda like it, as a matter of fact. But not for parties.” She paused and considered the request. “I can wear something sexy,” she said at last. “Do you have anything in mind?”

      “Something that shows off your breasts.”

      “Of course,” she laughed. “What’s the point otherwise?”

      “Exactly. So… you’ll do it?”

      “Mmm. I have just the thing.”

      “Good. I’m looking forward to it.”

      She arched an eyebrow and glanced at my shorts. “I can tell. I like that in a man too.”
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        * * *

      

      I spent the rest of the morning relaxing and enjoying myself, although I couldn’t help but wonder what I was doing with Terri. I liked her, and I definitely wanted to have sex with her, but why was I chasing her so hard when I already had Christy? Sure, Christy wanted to have sex with her too, but that didn’t explain it. Well, not entirely.

      At least I didn’t have time to brood about it. My parents called to wish me a happy birthday, and I spent a while talking to Erin about her trip to Europe. Susan called too, and she didn’t mention business once. I talked to both sets of grandparents and even my aunt in Florida.

      I thought I was done with family and friends, but the phone rang again. I answered, and a small boy sang “Happy Birthday” with a woman accompanying him in the background. I had no idea who they were until he handed the phone to his mother.

      “Hi, it’s Lynne. Carmichael.”

      “Oh, Lynne! Hi!”

      “Happy birthday. John wanted to sing. I hope you don’t mind.”

      “No, it was awesome! Tell him thank you very much.”

      We chatted for a moment and then she apologized for not being able to come to Knoxville for Christy’s graduation.

      “Jim’s on cruise,” she explained. “And traveling by myself with three children…”

      “Is tough,” I agreed.

      “Give Birdy a hug and tell her we love her. We love you as well.”

      “Thanks, Lynne. That means a lot. Love you too.”

      We said goodbye and hung up, but the phone rang again almost immediately.

      “Hello?”

      “Happy birthday, dear.”

      “Anne! Hi. Thank you very much.”

      “You’re welcome. Do you have big plans for the day?”

      “Not really. Lots of phone calls,” I laughed.

      We made small talk for a couple of minutes and then she wrapped up.

      “We’ll see you tomorrow, dear. We’re so proud of you and Christine. Love to you both.”

      I’d barely set the receiver on the cradle when it rang again. I answered.

      “Happy birthday,” Marianne said. “You’re a popular man. At least I know I got the time right.”

      I glanced at my watch. “What about it?”

      “Birdy wanted us to call at the same time.”

      “Oh, she did, did she?” I shot a look at Birdy herself, who blinked innocently.

      “Mmm hmm,” Marianne said. “I’ve been trying for ten minutes, but the line was busy. I have you now, though! Oh, dear, listen to me,” she added with a laugh. “I sound like Snidely Whiplash. I need to talk to adults more. Anyway, happy birthday. And welcome to the family!”

      “Thanks. I think.”

      “On that note, we’re sorry we can’t make it for Birdy’s graduation.”

      “She told me. Don’t worry about it,” I said. “It’s a long way, especially with four kids. And pregnant!”

      “Only four months, but you’re right. Besides, we’ll see you out here in a couple of weeks.”

      We talked for a few more minutes and then said goodbye.

      “So,” I accused Christy, “you told your entire family to call me?”

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

      The phone rang.

      “Uh-huh,” I said.

      It rang again.

      “Are you going to answer it?” she prompted.

      “Hello?”

      “Happy birthday to you, happy birthday too you…! I’ll stop now. I couldn’t sing if they paid me. And believe me, they’ve tried. Ha! It’s Sabrina, in case you were wondering.”

      “I wasn’t,” I lied. “I recognized your beautiful singing voice.”

      “Off-key,” she scoffed. “Danny makes fun of me. He says I’m as bad as his brother.”

      “It’s the thought that counts.”

      Someone called her name in the background.

      “Oh, darn, I have to go. Sorry. I thought I had more time, but they need me in wardrobe. We’ll be finished here tomorrow and then I’m flying to Knoxville. Love and kisses. See you soon!”

      I replaced the phone in its cradle. I started to thank Christy, but her frown stopped me.

      “What?” I said instead.

      The phone rang again, and she smiled smugly.

      “Answer it.”

      I lifted the handset. “Hello?”

      “Happy birthday, kid.”

      I blinked in shock. “Rich?”

      “No, the Tooth Fairy. Who’d you think it was? Of course it’s me. Birdy said to call, so I called.”

      “Do you always do what she says?”

      “If I know what’s good for me.” He chuckled darkly. “Besides, Mom mentioned it, too.”

      “And you always do what she says.”

      “You’re learning,” he said. “Anyway, happy birthday.” He sounded like he meant it.

      “Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome. And tell Birdy I’ll be able to come tomorrow after all.”

      My eyebrows flew up. “You’re coming? Here?”

      “She’s my baby sister. Besides, someone has to keep an eye on you.”

      “Great,” I fibbed. “I can’t wait to see you.”

      He chuckled again, even darker than before. “A healthy sense of danger. That’s a good sign. It’s a survival trait. You’re starting to grow on me, kid.”

      “Gee, thanks.”

      “Mmm. Well, enough chitchat. I have work to do. See you tomorrow.”

      We said goodbye and hung up.

      Christy bounced to her feet. “Rich is coming? For real?”

      “That’s what he said.”

      “Oh my gosh, that’s wonderful! He really likes you, you know.”

      “Coulda fooled me.”

      “He does,” she insisted. “He just… doesn’t know how to show it.” She slipped her arms around me and hugged me tight. “Oh, Paul, I love you so much right now.”

      “I love you too.”

      “And my family loves you… but not as much as I do.”

      My eyebrows rose at the suggestion in her voice.

      “Is there anything special you’d like for your birthday? Before tonight?” She glanced toward the bedroom door. “Wren and Trip are running errands…”

      “You read my mind. Get on your knees.”

      “Mmm, you read my mind.”
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        * * *

      

      The doorbell rang several hours later, but it was too early for the party. I glanced at Christy, who was curled up in her favorite chair in my studio. She was dozing peacefully, and late afternoon sunlight slanted across her sketchpad. She’d been drawing vignettes of me from a few hours earlier, when I’d been dozing myself.

      I headed downstairs and passed Trip and Wren’s closed bedroom door. They were showering after their own “nap.” Wren was finally starting to look and act normal again, although it would be a while before she recovered completely.

      I reached the first floor landing as the doorbell rang again. Annoyed footsteps sounded from above, so I called up, “I got it!”

      I opened the front door.

      “Hey, there he is!” A guy with a buzz cut and tattoos held a half-dozen pizza boxes, but he didn’t look like a delivery guy. He wore a Bad Religion T-shirt, a studded belt, and ripped jeans. He looked vaguely familiar, but I couldn’t place him. “The birthday boy,” he added.

      “What? How’d—?” I looked at his face. “Dex? Hey! Sorry, I didn’t recognize you without the spiky hair.”

      “Yeah, I shaved it off. LA instead of London,” he added. I clearly didn’t understand, so he gestured with the pizza boxes. “Sorry we didn’t call. Nik wanted it to be a surprise.”

      “It’s a surprise, all right. C’mon in,” I said. “Is she with you?”

      “She’s in the car. We didn’t want to invade if… you know.”

      “Nonsense. We can’t eat that many pizzas. Put ’em on the dining room table.” I pointed, let him pass, and stepped onto the front porch. I motioned to Nikki, who climbed out of the car.

      “Are you sure it’s okay?” she called. “I know we’re early.”

      “You’re on time if you show up with pizza.”

      She laughed, and Dex slid past me from behind.

      “We brought brewskis, too. We were kinda hoping… you know. Sorry if we took your hospitality for granted.”

      “You heard what I said about pizza?” I fell in beside him. “That goes double if you bring beer.” I held out my hand when we reached his car. “We haven’t been formally introduced. I’m Paul.”

      “Dexter,” he said as he shook it. “Dex to my friends.”

      He’d brought a couple of six-packs of beer, in longneck bottles instead of cans. Nikki joined us as we walked inside.

      “You’re sure you don’t mind?” she said.

      “Not at all. Trip and Wren are still getting ready, and Christy’s napping upstairs, but she needs to wake up anyway.”

      Trip was waiting for us in the foyer. He had a towel wrapped around his waist and looked like he’d been sent to find out what was going on.

      “What’s going on?”

      I chuckled.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “Nothing, sorry.” I gestured toward the dining room. “Dex and Nikki brought pizza.”

      Trip’s attitude changed abruptly. “Oh?”

      “Yeah. A surprise birthday present.” I introduced him to Nikki.

      “We met at the gala,” he said. “Remember?”

      “Oh, yeah! Sorry. This is Dex, her boyfriend.”

      “Friend-friend,” Dex corrected. He shook Trip’s hand and they exchanged greetings.

      “All right,” Trip said, “I’m gonna finish getting dressed. I’ll tell Wren about the pizza.”

      He headed back upstairs.

      “Plates and napkins in the kitchen,” I said to Nikki and Dex. “Fridge too. Duh. For the beer. Make yourselves at home,” I added. “I’m going to wake Christy.”

      She was already awake when I bounded up the stairs to the third floor. She yawned and stretched with one of her little squeaks.

      “How long was I asleep?” she asked.

      “About an hour.”

      She tilted her face up for a kiss and then sighed happily. “Who was at the door?”

      I told her.

      “Pizza? Yum! I’m starving. Someone kept me from my afternoon snack.”

      “I fed you,” I protested. “Semen.”

      “Not enough.”

      “Once this morning and twice this afternoon isn’t enough?” I teased.

      “I’m insatiable, remember? Mmm, and Terri’s coming tonight. She likes giving head. Maybe you can seduce her and we’ll double-team you. She’ll decide she likes women after all, and we can double-team her.”

      “Oh, boy. Your libido’s in overdrive again, isn’t it?”

      “My imagination too.”

      “Never thought I’d meet a girl like me.”

      She beamed.

      “But you’re worse. Do you need to change clothes before the party?”

      “I need to put on a bra,” she said, “but this is fine. It’s just friends tonight. I need to fix my hair and makeup, though. Someone mussed me earlier.”

      “This ‘someone’ sure did a number on you.”

      “Mmm, I know. And he can do it again and again, as often as he likes.”

      “He likes,” I said. “But later. Right now, we have guests.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Dex was a bit of a mystery at first. He looked and acted like a punk, complete with tattoos and a couple of piercings. He didn’t speak like one, though, and he definitely wasn’t just a pizza guy. Everything clicked into place when he said he was a student too, working on his master’s degree.

      “I study wildlife and fisheries science,” he explained, “with an emphasis on conservation.”

      Trip snorted derisively. He caught himself and tried to backpedal. “I mean, can you actually get a job doing that?”

      “Sure. With Fish and Wildlife or the National Park Service. They’re who I’m working with now, studying the impact of invasive species.”

      “How’s that a problem?” Trip wondered. “Survival of the fittest, right?”

      “Not exactly. Evolution is a natural process over hundreds of generations. I’m talking about the sudden introduction of another species. Take trout, for instance. I’m studying the brook trout population. They’re competing against non-native rainbow and brown trout.”

      “Why not add Board of Education trout?” I joked. “To make it a fair fight.”

      Everyone frowned blankly.

      “You know… rainbow versus brook trout? Brown versus Board of Education trout?”

      They groaned.

      “It wasn’t that bad,” I protested.

      “It was the worst!” Wren said.

      “Not the worst,” Christy added, “but you’re on probation.”

      “No, it was pretty good,” Dex conceded. “And it illustrates a problem we face. People don’t take the environment seriously, so—”

      The doorbell rang.

      “That’s my cue.” I rose and went to answer it.

      “Anyway, it’s a problem,” Dex said from behind me. “So, what do you do, Trip?”

      “These days I’m a construction manager.”

      “Sounds interesting.”

      I opened the front door and stopped. I probably stared. I might’ve said something random. I wasn’t thinking clearly, whatever it was. The blood was going to the wrong head for that.

      “So,” Terri said, “sexy enough for you?”

      She wore a neon pink minidress that clung to her like a second skin. The cross-neck top revealed her shoulders and made it clear she wasn’t wearing a bra. She didn’t need one, but that wasn’t the point. The dress was a statement more than an outfit, an invitation and a tease.

      “That’s a yes?” she ventured.

      “Two of them.”

      “Two?”

      “Think about it.”

      She rolled her eyes but then smiled. “Are either of you going to invite me in?”

      “Both of us. Sorry about that,” I added. “I’m not really a slave to my… um…”

      She raised an eyebrow.

      “My… you know,” I finished lamely. “I get carried away sometimes.”

      “It’s very flattering.”

      “Come on in,” I said, more like a normal person. “Everyone’s in the dining room. We have pizza if you want.”

      “I ate earlier, thanks. I brought wine, though. I know you like rosé. It even has a cork.”

      I grinned. “I’ll put it in the fridge.”

      She handed me a small gift bag as well. Then she leaned close and said in a low voice, “The dress is your real present, but I had to give you something to unwrap in front of everyone else.”

      I nodded and ushered her toward the dining room. She stiffened slightly when she saw the others, and I realized that she felt a bit overdressed. Christy must have sensed it too.

      “Oh my gosh, I love your dress,” she said.

      “Thank you,” Terri said awkwardly. “I thought it was going to be more like a cocktail party. I should go home and change.”

      “Nonsense.” “No, stay!” “You look awesome.”

      “We want you to stay,” I added in a normal tone.

      She blinked and recovered. “Clearly.”

      “I know!” Christy said. “Let’s all dress up!”

      “Us too?” Trip objected.

      Annoyance flashed in her eyes, but she mastered it before the others saw. She forced a smile instead. “No, just the women. Come on,” she said to the others, “let’s do it.”

      “You don’t have to,” Terri demurred.

      “Trust me,” I told her, “she doesn’t need an excuse to play dress-up.”

      Wren glanced at Nikki and sized her up. “I probably have something to fit you.”

      Nikki grinned. Then she glanced at Christy. “Sure. Why not?”

      Christy’s eyes were already bright with enthusiasm. “You can help me pick something out,” she said to Terri, who looked a little nervous at the prospect.

      “This should be fun,” I told the guys.

      Christy grabbed Terri’s hand and practically dragged her toward the stairs. Terri shot me a helpless look over her shoulder, but she didn’t resist. Wren and Nikki followed at a more sedate pace.

      The doorbell rang, so I went to answer it.

      “Ay, birthday boy!” Freddie said. “How’s it hangin’?”

      “Freddie,” Rosemary chided.

      “Hangin’ fine. Thanks for coming.” I ushered them inside and closed the door.

      Freddie held up a purple and gold Crown Royal bag, and Rosemary handed me a small wrapped present.

      “Happy birthday,” she said warmly. Then she looked toward the dining room.

      “The girls are playing dress-up,” I explained. “Upstairs.”

      “Christy said it was casual, just a few friends.”

      “It is. Well, it was.” I explained about Terri and her dress.

      Rosemary herself was wearing a light summer dress with blue polka dots. She had a far nicer body than any of us had imagined before Halloween, although she didn’t draw attention to it like Lily would have. She wasn’t shy, but somewhere in between.

      “Christy or Wren probably have something to fit you,” I added.

      “I’m fine,” she protested.

      “No, do it,” Freddie urged. “You know I love it when you get all dressed up.”

      “Are you sure?” she asked me.

      “I’m sure.”

      “Do it, babe,” Freddie said.

      She impulsively kissed his cheek. Then she grinned and ran up the stairs.

      “Oh, ay!” Freddie said. “I could get used to that.”
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        * * *

      

      The girls came downstairs about twenty minutes later. Trip and Dex were discussing music over a couple of beers, while Freddie and I had opened my birthday present and were comparing answers from Joska’s final exam. We were so absorbed in conversation that we didn’t notice the girls until Wren cleared her throat. Talk stopped abruptly and we stared. Then Freddie spoke for all of us, with his usual eloquence.

      “Get da fuck outta here.”

      “Excuse me?” Wren laughed.

      “No, that’s a good thing,” Rosemary said quickly. She’d chosen a multicolored cotton dress that flared at the waist. It didn’t show as much skin as the others, but she looked good in it.

      Nikki was taller than Wren but about the same size. She wore a black silk crepe dress with a butterfly design. The color was masculine and the design feminine, which suited her perfectly. She had the body for it, too. She arched an eyebrow, and for once she seemed a little self-conscious. I smiled and met her eyes, and she actually blushed.

      Wren herself looked fantastic in a blue watercolor silk dress. It didn’t show off her chest like Terri’s did, but it was more elegant, especially with sapphire earrings and a matching pendant.

      My eyes fell on Christy last. She wore an ivory and gold lace cocktail dress. She didn’t have Terri’s breasts, Wren’s hips, or Nikki’s attitude, but she still took my breath away. Her hair matched the gold lace, and the ivory fabric complemented her smooth, tan skin.

      “Wow,” I added superfluously.

      “Amazing,” Trip agreed. Then he added flippantly, “So, happy birthday, Paul. Nice to meet you, Dex. Good to see you, Freddie. Y’all have fun without us.” He rose and extended a hand to Wren.

      “Where’re we going?” she asked, amused.

      “Straight to bed.”

      “Trip Whitman, I did not do my hair and makeup just for you to drag me off to bed.”

      “You didn’t?” He was joking and she knew it, but she still rolled her eyes and played along.

      “No. I’ll let you fix me a drink, though.”

      “Done! Ladies? The bar is open. Mix-master Trip, at your service. Who wants what?”
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        * * *

      

      We moved the party to the front room, where Trip turned on his stereo and put in a mix tape. He and Dex resumed their music discussion from earlier, until Dex went out to his car and fetched a shoebox of cassettes.

      He treated Trip to a high-volume lesson in the varieties of punk. Trip soaked it up with enthusiasm. The rest of us didn’t have any choice. I didn’t mind the London groups, like the Clash and the Buzzcocks, but the LA groups were just a bunch of screaming and noise as far as I was concerned. Nikki enjoyed the music, but she had almost as much fun watching me grow more annoyed with each cassette.

      “You’re a bad person,” I half-shouted at her.

      “I know!”

      Christy, Wren, and Freddie were talking and drinking and completely oblivious to the cacophony.

      I finally retreated to the dining room, where Terri and Rosemary joined me.

      “Who needs a refill?” I asked. “Wine and…? What’re you drinking, Rosemary?”

      “Just Coke, but…”

      “We need something stronger,” Terri said for both of them, and they shared a laugh. “We’re still in shock from the music,” she added. “Besides, I… uh… might get a little drunk tonight.”

      My eyebrows ticked up.

      “Me too,” Rosemary said.

      “Right! Jack and Coke?”

      “That’d be awesome.” “Yes, please.”

      I returned a few minutes later with the drinks. We chatted about school and life and summer plans. Rosemary had a job as a lifeguard at a local country club. Freddie planned to live at home and work for a company that installed commercial HVAC systems.

      “I want to ask him to move in with me,” Rosemary said tentatively, “but I don’t want to rush things. Besides, my grandma says he’ll never buy the cow if he gets the milk for free.”

      “I hate that phrase,” I said. “Women aren’t cows. Sex isn’t a commodity. And marriage isn’t a transaction.”

      Rosemary blinked at my vehemence.

      “Listen,” I told her, “you and Freddie are adults. Sex isn’t something you ‘give’ him. It’s something you share. The same with marriage. It’s a partnership, not an owner-property arrangement. And you’re just as important as he is. You aren’t some cow,” I said contemptuously. “Besides, Freddie cares about more than ‘milk.’ At least, he does if he knows what’s good for him. If he doesn’t, send him to me,” I told her. “I’ll knock some sense into him and send him back.”

      I fell silent and gulped my drink to cover a flush of embarrassment.

      “Sorry to get on my soapbox,” I added.

      “No,” Rosemary said, “I never realized you were so…”

      “Passionate,” Terri finished.

      “Right, passionate.” Rosemary sipped her own drink and glanced at the front room. “Do you really think he wants to marry me? He says he does, but…” She sighed. “He respects you. Do you think you could… talk to him, maybe?”

      “I could,” I said, “but it needs to come from you.”

      “I couldn’t! I can’t,” she added in a more normal tone.

      “Why not?”

      “Because.”

      “Rose,” I said gently, “marriage is about communication and sharing. Compromise too. And you need to do it, not me.”

      She nodded glumly.

      “You can do it,” I assured her. “I’ve seen you do presentations in front of Joska. He doesn’t love you. Not like Freddie does.”

      “I know. You’re right. I just…” She glanced at Freddie again. “I don’t want to lose him.”

      “You won’t. Talk to him. He’ll listen.”

      “Or Paul will knock some sense into him,” Terri added.

      Rosemary laughed and blinked back tears. “Thank you.”

      I reached across the table and squeezed her hand.

      She smiled at the touch, but also the reassurance. “Sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean to get all serious.”

      “That’s what friends’re for,” I said.

      “Thank you.”

      Terri caressed my leg with her foot, although she pulled it away before I could react. Then Freddie arrived and completely hijacked the conversation.

      “Ay, there’s my girl!”

      “Freddie,” I wondered archly, “do New Yorkers do anything at normal volume?”

      “Whaddya mean? Never mind. How you doin’?” he asked Rosemary.

      She smiled up at him. He was tipsy but not so drunk that he missed the uncertainty in her expression.

      “Ay, oh! What’s’a matter?”

      “Nothing,” she lied. Then she forced a smile.

      “Then why’re you in here?” he asked.

      She shrugged. “The music was a little loud.”

      “I’ll fix it!” He turned and headed back to the front room. “Yo! Change the music. Something the girls’ll like.” He stood in the living room and shouted back, “They’re takin’ requests.”

      “The Beatles?” Terri suggested.

      I relayed it to Freddie in a louder voice. He passed it on to Trip and then returned to the dining room.

      “Forgot why I was here in the first place.” He brandished two cups. “Christy an’ Wren needed more whiskey. And me bein’ the gentleman I am, I offered to get it for ’em.” He glanced at Rosemary’s half-full cup. “What’re you drinkin’?”

      “Jack and Coke,” I told him.

      “Right.” He thrust the girls’ cups at me. “You take care of these. I got my lady.”

      Rosemary smiled and turned pink.

      “Come on,” I said to Terri, “let’s refill these and go be sociable.”
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        * * *

      

      We spent the next hour talking and drinking and listening to the Beatles. Then I opened my birthday presents. In addition to the bottle of whiskey, Freddie and Rosemary gave me a pocket guide to architecture. He smiled expansively and took credit, but I knew where it had probably come from, so I nodded my thanks to her.

      “We didn’t know what to get you,” Nikki said, “so we brought pizza and beer.”

      “And I thank you from the bottom of my heart,” I said.

      “Or the bottom of his stomach,” Freddie joked. “But, ay, Dex, that pizza’s awesome. Almost as good as New York. Thanks.”

      I opened Trip and Wren’s presents next, a small drafting board and a K+E tool set in a small case.

      “You’re gonna need ’em this summer,” Trip said.

      “I like Nikki and Dex’s gift better,” I laughed. “Yours comes with a ton of work.”

      “Hey, we’re getting paid, remember?”

      “I remember.” I smiled and added seriously, “Thank you very much. I’ll put ’em to good use.”

      “Open Terri’s next,” Christy said.

      I unwrapped a long, flat box and revealed a pastel pink Pierre Cardin tie.

      “Ooh, nice,” Christy said. “You have good taste.”

      “Thank you,” Terri said. “I hope you like it.”

      I thanked her and then opened Christy’s presents, a Lagerfeld toiletry set and the Phaidon Encyclopedia of Art and Artists. She had at least two more presents upstairs, private ones, but I kissed her and thanked her for the cologne and book.

      Finally, we toasted my birthday and poured fresh drinks for everyone. Trip turned up the music, and the party resumed where we’d left off.
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        * * *

      

      We were still going strong a couple of hours later. Christy, Wren, and Freddie had been drinking pretty steadily all night, although the others had done their best to keep up. Rosemary hadn’t, but she was a lightweight. She seemed happy, though, and leaned with her back against Freddie as he argued something with Trip and Dex.

      Terri and I were the soberest of the bunch, although “sober” was a completely relative term. Neither of us were feeling any pain. The night was still young, so I was a little surprised when she leaned into me and said she should go.

      “Why?” I protested. “Stay.”

      “No, I’m a third wheel. Everyone else is part of a couple.”

      I glanced up and saw Christy watching us. Her eyes were bright with alcohol and barely suppressed desire.

      Terri stood and wobbled. Her dancer’s reflexes saved her, but she still sat down heavily. Christy abandoned her drink and rushed to her side.

      “Are you okay? Do you need to lie down?”

      “No, I’m fine,” Terri said. “I just need some fresh air.”

      “Do you want to take her upstairs?” Christy asked me. “You can put her in our room.”

      What’re you doing? I demanded with a look.

      Please? Can we? She knew the answer before I gave it, and she sighed in resignation.

      “I should go,” Terri repeated.

      “Do you want Paul to walk you home?”

      “No, I—” She took another deep breath. “If you don’t mind?”

      “No, of course not,” Christy said. She helped me get Terri to her feet and then followed us to the foyer. “Thank you for coming.”

      “Thanks for inviting me,” Terri said. “And thanks. For letting Paul… uh… take me home.”

      Christy smiled and put her hand on my arm. She stretched up for a kiss. “I’ll see you when you get back.”
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        * * *

      

      The evening was warm, but Terri still leaned against me as we walked to her apartment. She seemed steadier than before, and I wondered if her dizziness had been real. She wasn’t the type to fake it for attention, and she had been drinking all night. Not like Christy and the others, but enough.

      I decided to stop overthinking it. Instead, I contemplated what I wanted to do when we reached her apartment.

      She started up the stairs but then stopped and turned. “I had fun tonight.”

      “I’m glad,” I said automatically. “I did too.”

      “I’d invite you up, but… I don’t trust myself. Besides, I don’t want to seem like a tease.”

      I felt a spark of frustration but smothered it before it flared into resentment. Terri didn’t owe me a thing, no matter what the little head thought.

      “I don’t want a one-night stand, either,” she added.

      “It doesn’t have to be.”

      “I’m leaving on Saturday. You’ll be gone all summer.”

      “So? I’ll be back.”

      “We can’t. Not tonight.”

      “What about my present?”

      She frowned but then understood. “You can unwrap me some other time. I promise, you’ll see them again.”

      “When?”

      “I don’t know,” she admitted. “After the summer, if you’re still interested.”

      “I’m interested now,” I said, a little churlishly.

      “I am too. That’s why I can’t invite you up. One thing’ll lead to another, and we’ll end up in bed.”

      “So? That’s the point, isn’t it?”

      “Maybe. But what happens then?” She waited for an answer I didn’t have. “I’ve thought about this a lot,” she continued. “I don’t mind if we keep it casual, but I’ll go crazy over the summer if we have sex tonight and can’t do it again for… what? Three months?”

      “I’ll be back before then,” I insisted, “to check on the house.”

      “Once a month? Twice? So… what? We’d see each other every two weeks? Now who’s the tease?”

      That punctured my ego balloon.

      “Mmm hmm.” She ducked to look into my eyes. “I want to have sex with you. You know I do. But not when it’s one night. I mean, you can’t expect to start something and then put it on hold for three months. Besides, it’s your birthday! You have an entire party waiting for you at home. Did you expect a quickie or something?”

      “No, you’re right.”

      “I still owe you a birthday present. And, if you’re lucky, maybe a birthday blowjob.”

      “I’d like that.”

      “Me too.”

      I looked up hopefully.

      “Not tonight,” she laughed, soft and rich. “Sorry. But… sometime. If you’re still interested.”

      “Oh, I’ll be interested.”

      “I know. Me too.” She paused and then grinned. “So you’ll think of me? Over the summer?”

      “You know I will. Especially the part about your gag reflex.”

      She grinned. “I thought you’d like that. I’ll think of you too. I have lots of sexy things I want to do to you.”

      My eyebrows shot up.

      “I said I’m not a prude.”

      “Then… I want you to do something for me.”

      “Maybe. It depends.”

      “Shave your pussy.”

      It was her turn to look surprised. Then she frowned. “Why?”

      “Because I like it.”

      “I keep it neat for my leotard,” she hedged. “And it’s pretty sparse down there already.”

      “I don’t care. I like it smooth.”

      “That’s a new one.”

      “You’ll understand when you see mine,” I said.

      Her eyebrows flew up again. “You mean—? You shave? Down there?”

      “Completely.”

      “Okay. Not what I’d imagined.”

      I shrugged.

      “No, I think it’s cool,” she said quickly. “It’s kinda sexy, now that I think about it.” After a moment she grinned. “I thought I was gonna leave you wanting more.”

      “We can still go upstairs,” I suggested, but she knew I was bluffing.

      “We should say goodnight. And goodbye. But only till September.”

      “Only till September,” I agreed.

      “And then… who knows?”

      I nodded and leaned in for a goodnight kiss. I kept it chaste, but she sighed when I pulled back.

      “We’re making the right decision,” she said.

      “Are you talking to me or yourself?”

      “Both!” She kissed me again. “Now go. Before I change my mind and drag you upstairs anyway.”

      “I’ll wait till you get inside.”

      “Always the gentleman.” She smiled, but it was a little sad.

      I watched her climb the stairs and waited until she unlocked her door. Then she waved goodbye and disappeared from my life.

      Forever? I wondered. Who knows?
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        * * *

      

      The party was still going when I returned. I thought back to Christy’s birthday, when I’d come home to a quiet house. Part of me felt like so much had changed since then, but it hadn’t. Not really. I’d been horny and a little frustrated then, too. The more things change, the more they stay the same.

      I snorted a laugh and closed the front door behind me. Rosemary was asleep on the couch in the living room. Everyone else had moved to the dining room. Dex sat there with a vacant expression, but the others were talking. They’d also been doing shots. The bottle of Crown Royal stood empty and forgotten at the end of the table.

      “Ay, it’s the birthday boy!” Freddie called when he saw me. “Welcome back!”

      Christy seemed a little disappointed, but only because she knew why I’d returned so quickly.

      Is everything all right? she asked with a look.

      I nodded. I’ll tell you later.

      She rose and gave me a kiss.

      “So,” Wren said, “did ya get a piece?”

      “A piece of what?” I asked disingenuously.

      “Terri. That little tram—?”

      “Who wants another shot?” Christy blurted.

      “Hey, did you jus’—”

      “I’d love one,” I said.

      “Yeah, shots,” Freddie chimed in.

      Nikki nodded drunkenly. “Hard core! Le’s do it.”

      Wren frowned and tried to figure out how the conversation had gotten away from her.

      “Only… um… we might’ve finished your birthday bottle,” Christy said with a guilty wince. She looked so cute that I forgot about Wren entirely.

      “It’s okay,” I laughed. “We have some Jameson in the cupboard.”

      “Oh, come on, not that Irish crap,” Trip complained. “Wha’s wrong with Jack?”

      “Nothing,” I said to keep the peace.

      “Bottle’s in my office,” he added.

      I returned with it and poured six shots. We drank, and Christy visibly relaxed as her supercharged metabolism absorbed the alcohol.

      “I know!” Wren said out of the blue. “Le’s play Strip Poker!”

      “Yeah, poker!” Freddie said immediately.

      “Hard core,” Nikki agreed.

      I wasn’t sure either of them could see the cards, much less play an actual game.

      “Let’s do another shot first,” Christy said.

      “Yeah, shots!”

      “Hard core.”

      Everyone was drunk already, and another round seemed like overkill. But Christy implored me with a look, so I poured.

      “T’ th’ birthday boy!” Freddie toasted.

      He and Christy downed theirs. Wren mechanically tossed hers back. Nikki sipped hers almost delicately, while Trip simply stared at his. The first shot had just started to work on my system, so I drank the second and felt a warm glow spread through me.

      Dex snapped back to consciousness at that point. He’d never really been unconscious, but more like suspended animation.

      “What’d I miss?” he asked.

      “Um… nothing?” I said. “You want a shot?”

      “God, no. Just the bathroom.” He rose and headed toward the kitchen.

      The party wound down pretty quickly after that. Trip spread his palms on the table and had a staring contest with his untouched shot.

      “I win,” he said at last. “Time f’r bed. You comin’?”

      “Me?” Wren said blankly. “But…? What about…?” She looked at Christy and then me.

      “Le’s go,” Trip insisted.

      She was so drunk that she didn’t argue.

      “G’night,” he told the group. “Thanks f’r comin’. An’ happy—” He swallowed a burp. “Birthday.”

      “Thanks.”

      He gestured to Wren and supported her as they walked very deliberately toward the stairs.

      “What’d I miss?” Dex said from the door to the kitchen. He surveyed the room. “Uh-oh. Time for us to go?”

      I felt a sense of whiplash at his sudden transformation, from oblivious to observant.

      He helped Nikki stand. “C’mon, it’s late. Let’s get you home.”

      “You gonna spen’ the night?” she asked.

      “If you want.”

      “I want.”

      Christy and I exchanged a look. She rose and followed them out, while I tried to decide what to do with Freddie and Rosemary. She was still asleep on the couch, and he was far too drunk to walk home.

      “Come on,” I said to him at last, “you can spend the night in the spare bedroom.”

      “You’re my bes’ friend,” he said. “You know tha’?”

      “Yeah, Freddie, I do. And you’re mine.” It was a little white lie, but a harmless one.

      “Hold on. Where’s Rose?”

      “On the couch.”

      “I don’ think I c’n carry her.”

      “I’ll do it,” I told him. “Can you walk on your own?”

      “Fuggedaboutit.”

      Christy returned. “Lean on me, Freddie,” she told him. She slid an arm around his waist and helped him up the stairs.

      I tried to wake Rosemary, but she was out. I picked her up and carried her instead. She’d taken off her shoes downstairs, so I simply laid her in the bed next to Freddie.

      “You need anything before we go?” I asked him.

      “Nah. We’re good. Happy New Year!”

      “New Year’s in January,” I chuckled.

      “Wha’ever. G’night.”

      I nodded, turned off the light, and closed the door. I barely had a chance to turn around before Christy hugged me.

      I returned it and kissed the top of her head. “Everything okay?”

      “It is now.”

      We held each other in silence until she sighed.

      “Snack before bed?” I suggested.

      “Stupid metabolism,” she grumbled. “Yes, please.” She thought about it. “Only, let me take my dress off first. It itches.”

      “You go get comfortable,” I told her. “I’ll make a snack and be right back.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Positive.” I headed downstairs.

      The house was a bit of a mess, but it would keep. The kitchen was less of a disaster than I’d feared. Someone had cleaned up and taken out the trash. The same someone—Dex?—had put the leftover pizza in the fridge. I grabbed a piece and ate it while I made a peanut butter and jelly sandwich for Christy.

      I was still hungry, so I loaded a tray with her sandwich and a plate of cold pizza for myself. Then I added an apple, a knife, and a couple of glasses of water. I headed upstairs and turned off lights as I went.

      Christy was wearing one of my polo shirts from the hamper. She finished brushing her hair and tucked it behind her ears. Her eyes lit up when she saw the food.

      “Ooh, pizza, yum!”

      I chuckled and set the tray on the bed.

      She crawled around it and sat seiza-style. “How’d you know this was what I wanted?”

      “I know you,” I fibbed.

      “Mmm, you do.”

      I ate the sandwich while she polished off both pieces of pizza, crusts and all. Then she eyed the apple.

      “Is that for me?”

      “No, it’s for the Tooth Fairy,” I teased. “Oh, boy. Now I sound like your brother.”

      “Which one? Never mind, it doesn’t matter. I love them all.” She glanced at the apple again. Then she eyed the knife.

      “Insistent little thing, aren’t you.”

      “I need my energy. I still need to give you your real birthday present.” She beamed for a moment before her expression fell. “I’m sorry it didn’t work out with Terri. I thought… well… you know what I thought.”

      I shrugged.

      “I told her it was okay and everything.” She sighed and made a Christy-leap. “I wish she was more like me. I could totally fall for her. Oh, Paul,” she complained, “why’m I like this? Why can’t I be normal?”

      I fed her a slice of apple and said, “I’ve wondered the same thing. About myself. Sometimes I wish I could be happy with just one woman. Don’t get me wrong,” I added quickly, “I’m very happy with you. But then… why’m I chasing Terri so hard?”

      “It’s my fault. I know you can’t turn her bi just by seducing her. I still want you to try, but…” She shrugged. “I guess I’m just being selfish. Like I was with the birth control pills.”

      My eyebrows rose with a question.

      “I’ve only been on them a month, but I can’t imagine going back to the old way.” She shot me a guilty look. “I hated my little calendar. I had to count the days and do the math, like, fifty times before I was happy. And even then, I worried all the time.”

      She thought about it and sighed. “I’m just not ready. To get married and have children, I mean. I know that’s what I’m supposed to want, but I don’t. Marianne thinks I’m crazy, but Lynne understands. She wanted a career too. Did you know she has a master’s degree? In International Affairs. From George Washington. University, I mean.”

      “I didn’t know that.”

      “She’s smarter than Brooke. Well, smarter in a different way. But most people think she’s just a wife and mother. James wants her to go back to work, but she doesn’t want to. Not till John starts school. Did you know he got a vasectomy? James, I mean. Not John. Oh my gosh, listen to me! I’m all over the place tonight. You probably think I’m crazy.”

      “No,” I chuckled, “just full of energy.”

      “Anyway, what were we talking about? Oh, right, Terri. I’m sorry nothing happened. It’s probably for the best, though. You saw Wren. Ugh! She gets like that sometimes. Jealous, I mean. Only, I think it’s ’cause she wants to be in charge. Well, you’re my boyfriend, darn it! I get to say who you sleep with.”

      “Yes, dear,” I said with a barely suppressed grin.

      “Ha ha, very funny.”

      “Is that why you were trying to get her drunk tonight?”

      Christy’s eyes widened.

      “Yeah, I figured it out,” I said.

      “It wasn’t her.”

      “You wanna tell me about it?”

      “Can I finish the apple first?”

      “Sure.” I cut another slice.

      She nibbled and then grinned. “Too bad I don’t have any penis butter.”

      “Later. First, tell me what’s going on with Wren.”

      “Fine, Mr. Persistent. Huh. Do you know that Dalí painting? The one with the melty clocks?”

      “Mmm hmm.”

      “It’s called The Persistence of Memory. I dunno why I just thought of that.”

      “Because you’re trying to change the subject.” I fed her another slice.

      She pretended to glare.

      “So… Wren?”

      “Oh, all right. If you insist. And if you must know, I was trying to get Trip drunk.”

      “Trip? Why him? Never mind, I think I know.”

      “Mmm hmm, exactly. He’s been hinting all week. The usual. He’s been nicer about it lately, but he still thinks I should jump at the chance to sleep with him. Wren sort of makes it worse. She tells him all these stories about me being a nympho. But she doesn’t understand that I’m only a nympho for certain people. One, really. Well, two.”

      “Me and her?”

      “No, Brooke.”

      “Really? Not Wren?”

      “Oh my gosh, no! I love her, but…” She thought about it and shrugged. “I have limits with her. I don’t with you and Brooke.”

      “For real?”

      “I’ll do anything for you. You know that. The same with Brooke. But not Wren.” She sighed. “I’m eventually going to have to make up my mind with Trip. He isn’t as bad as Will, but he’s still a jerk sometimes, especially when he’s been drinking. You heard him tonight, with the whiskey.”

      “Yeah.”

      “He could’ve just said no. But instead, he had to trash me and my whole family.”

      “I don’t think he meant it that way,” I said, “but I get it.”

      “Will was a chauvinist. Trip is just thoughtless. And arrogant. I don’t mind that—my whole family’s like him—but I can’t stand when he takes me for granted.” She fell silent and ate the last of the apple. “I don’t know what I’m going to do,” she sulked. “And it isn’t fair to Wren. I can’t keep getting her drunk just because I don’t wanna have sex with Trip.” She looked up. “You won’t make me, will you?”

      “No, of course not!”

      “Thank you.” She turned thoughtful again. “I still wanna do things with him,” she said. “Just… not that. And I think he’s one of those guys who’ll get upset if I don’t go all the way.”

      I wasn’t so sure, but she needed support instead of an argument. “Do you want me to talk to him?”

      “Oh my gosh, no! Please! Then they’ll both hate me.”

      “They won’t hate you.”

      “I know, but…” She sighed. “I’ll figure it out.”

      I lifted her chin and looked into her eyes. “We’ll figure it out.”

      “Thank you.” She ventured a smile, although it didn’t last.

      “What’s the matter now?”

      “I ruined your birthday.”

      “Actually, you ruined the day after my birthday.”

      “Funny, ha ha. But you know what I mean.”

      “You didn’t ruin anything. As a matter of fact, this is the best birthday I’ve ever had.”

      “Now I know you’re lying.”

      “No, I’ll prove it to you.”

      “How?”

      “With the Rod of Truth.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “The Rod of Truth,” I repeated. “If it goes soft, I’m lying. If it stays hard and shoots, I must be telling the truth.”

      “Oh, boy. And you expect me to believe that?”

      “Of course! Haven’t you heard of ‘Truth Serum’? Where d’you think it comes from?”

      “From the Rod of Truth?”

      “Exactly!”

      “And where are we supposed to put this Rod?”

      “Here, I’ll show you.”
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      Our families began arriving on Thursday.

      Wren’s father left his twenty-something mistress in Atlanta. Wren’s mother rode with him and left her own special friend behind as well. Wren struggled with how to react. She hated that her parents were divorced in all but name, but she understood that in some way they still loved each other. She also realized that they’d put her happiness ahead of their own. In the end, she decided to act like they were a normal family, for however long it would last.

      By contrast, Christy’s family were about as normal as possible and extremely close. Harold, Anne, and Rich flew in together and then waited at the airport until Sabrina’s flight arrived, more than an hour later. She wasn’t even an official member of the family, yet they still treated her like one.

      My own parents were somewhere in between the Carmichaels and Hilliards. And my father had the best of both worlds. He could sleep with women half his age, but he and my mother were still a married couple. She had her special friends as well, but they weren’t her main interests.

      Trip’s family was closer to Christy’s on the normal scale. His stepmother and little brothers absolutely adored Wren, and she saw in them the kind of family she wanted to have with him.

      All of us gathered on campus a couple of hours before the commencement ceremony on Friday. At least a thousand other families had had the same idea, and they crowded the usual places for pictures, like the Torchbearer statue and the tree-lined paths in Circle Park.

      Christy and Wren posed in their caps and gowns with every combination of family and friends. Then we hiked up the Hill for more pictures in front of Ayres Hall. The weather was hot and muggy, but a breeze picked up and made life semi-bearable.

      My father and Harold stood off to the side with Rich, and I decided to join them. They were talking about the Navy, comparing notes about squadrons and ships. Their careers overlapped a little, when they’d both been deployed to Vietnam, but not at all after that.

      Rich and I didn’t have anything to add, so I tried to start a conversation with him.

      “How come you didn’t become a pilot?” I asked.

      “Not enough of a challenge.”

      My eyebrows rose in surprise.

      “You probably figured this out already, but I’m not like the others.”

      “In what way?”

      He looked at me sideways. “Are you trying to analyze me?”

      “No, just curious.”

      “Mmm.”

      “So… you aren’t going to tell me?”

      “You’re a smart guy. Besides, you dated a psych major. I’m sure you’ll figure it out.”

      “Ah. We’re still sparring.”

      “I’m always sparring.”

      “Train like you fight, fight like you train?”

      He snorted a laugh.

      I studied him for a moment and then said, “You know why I’m not dating the psych major anymore?”

      “No, why?”

      “Not enough of a challenge.”

      “Ha! I’ll have to remember that.”
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        * * *

      

      The UT commencement ceremony was longer and more self-important than Erin’s high school one. The speeches were about the same, but there were more of them, and four times more graduates. The whole thing concluded with a mercifully short ceremony where a group of men and women were commissioned as Second Lieutenants in the Army and Air Force.

      Christy and Wren joined us afterward, and we went to dinner at Trip’s favorite steakhouse. We were such a large party that they’d reserved a small room for us. Christy and I sat at a long table with both our families. Our fathers bonded over whiskey and war stories, while our mothers did the same over wine and stories about Christy and me growing up. She and I slowly relaxed as our parents got along famously.

      Then the waiters cleared the dinner plates and brought out the champagne. Wren’s father made a short speech and thanked everyone for coming. He finished with a toast, and we drank to the graduates. Harold stood next.

      “I can’t compete with a professional,” he began, “so I’ll keep this short. Christy and Wren… As your parents, we’ll always think of you as our little girls. But on this day, and for every day after, we’re proud of the women you’ve become.”

      “Hear, hear!” Wren’s father agreed.

      Harold nodded graciously, raised his glass, and finished with a benediction, “May the road rise up to meet you. May the wind be always at your back. May the sun shine warm upon your face, and the rains fall soft upon your fields. And until we meet again, may God hold you in the palm of His hand. Sláinte.”

      We echoed the toast and drank.

      “Well done, dear,” Anne said when Harold sat. “That’s always been my favorite.”

      We chatted about dinner and the graduation ceremony for a few minutes before Harold swirled the dregs of his whiskey and eyed me seriously.

      “We’ll be toasting you in a couple of years.”

      “That’s the plan.”

      “You still have time, you know. To do a two-year ROTC program.”

      “Oh, dear,” Anne muttered.

      “Dad, you promised,” Christy said.

      My mother surprised us all. “Not if I have anything to say about it.”

      Harold’s eyes widened slightly.

      “I lost a brother,” she said coolly, “and had too many friends who lost their husbands. I will not lose my son as well.”

      “Amen to that,” Harold said diplomatically.

      She didn’t back down.

      “Mom,” I said into the silence, “he knows.”

      “Knows what?”

      “What it’s like to lose a son.”

      Her expression went from angry to anguished. “Oh, God! I’m so sorry. I wasn’t thinking. I— Please forgive me.”

      “Nothing to forgive,” Harold said. “And you’re right, no one should have to go through that.” He touched his wife’s hand, and they shared a sad smile. “I shouldn’t’ve said anything,” he added to my mother. “It was my fault.”

      “No, I’ve made a mess of things.”

      “You had help. But it’s nothing that more whiskey won’t cure.”

      “Amen to that,” my father muttered. He stared into his glass and then drained it.

      Rich caught my eye. I thought he was going to say something barbed and mocking, but he nodded politely instead. And he was enough like Christy that I could read his expression.

      She’s a good woman, your mother.

      She is, I agreed silently.

      “A real fighter,” he said aloud.

      “Mmm.”

      “At least you come by it honestly.”
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        * * *

      

      The dinner eventually broke up, and we said our goodbyes to Trip and Wren and their families.

      “Where are you staying?” Harold asked my father as we lingered in the parking lot.

      “The Sheraton. You?”

      “The same. Can I interest you in a nightcap?” He glanced at my mother. “We can talk about life after the military. Anne and I could use some advice.”

      My mother knew a peace offering when she heard one. “I’d like that,” she said.

      “Hey, Mom,” Erin spoke up, “d’you mind if I spend the night with Paul and Christy?”

      Mom looked surprised, but Christy didn’t, and I wondered what they were up to.

      “It feels kinda weird,” Erin added, “staying in a hotel room with my parents.”

      “I have a spare bed in my room,” Sabrina offered. “You’re welcome to join me. We can talk more about Europe.”

      Erin hedged, “Thanks, but…”

      “We have a whole room she can use,” Christy said.

      I cut in quickly, “Your studio? She can’t spend the night on the couch.”

      “No, I was talking about my room. My old one, I mean.”

      Anne sighed and leveled a silent accusation at me.

      She’s your daughter, I replied with a look of my own. Then I said to Christy, “You mean she can spend the night with you, in your room.”

      “No. I mean—”

      “Oh, Christine,” Anne said, “stop digging. Just… stop.”

      “You tried, son,” Harold said to me.

      “What?” Christy said defensively. Then she thought about what she’d said. Her eyes went round with panic.

      “Mmm hmm,” her mother said.

      “Oh, crap,” Erin muttered. “Sorry,” she laughed. “I didn’t realize! I mean…”

      “That’s enough,” Mom told her.

      “Well, how was I s’posed to know?”

      “I told you so,” Rich said to his father. “Want me to kill him? I might need help hiding the body, but—”

      “No, son, but thank you.”

      “Seriously,” Rich continued, “I don’t mind.”

      “Richard,” his mother warned.

      “Aw, c’mon, Mom! I never get to kill anyone. I’ll make it quick, I swear.”

      “You’re worse than Daniel.”

      “Now that’s just mean,” he said.

      “But true. You know I’ve never enjoyed your macabre sense of humor.”

      “Comes with the job, I’m afraid. Are you sure I can’t…?” He eyed me with a mixture of amusement and regret.

      “Quite sure,” she said.

      “Give it a rest, son,” his father told him. “You made your point. Now, what were we talking about?”

      “Erin’s going to spend the night with Christine,” his wife said.

      “Ah, right. Of course. And we’re going to have a nightcap with David and Beth.”

      I blinked when I realized what Rich had done. Thanks, I told him with a look. For the diversion.

      He sighed.

      No, I mean it. I owe you.

      Shit-for-brains. I didn’t do it for you. I did it for her.
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        * * *

      

      Trip and Wren came home while Christy, Erin, and I were having our own nightcap in the living room.

      “Mind if we join you?” he asked.

      “We’re drinking ‘that Irish crap,’” Christy warned.

      “Uh-oh,” he said. “I’m in trouble again, aren’t I?”

      “Of course not,” she lied, saccharine-sweet. “What gave you that idea?”

      He silently begged me for a lifeline.

      “He knows,” I said to Christy, “and he’s sorry.”

      “It’d be nice to hear him say it.”

      He turned to Wren instead.

      “Don’t look at me,” she laughed. “You’re the one who annoyed her.”

      “Well, I’m sorry,” he told Christy. “I was probably drunk when I did… whatever, but that’s no excuse.” He snapped his fingers and suddenly remembered. “Irish crap. Right! It was the Jack Daniel’s.”

      She nodded.

      “Yeah, you’re right, I was a butthead.”

      Her eyebrows twitched in surprise.

      “I’m sorry. It won’t happen again. Still friends?” he added.

      “Yeah, okay.”

      He smiled and said to Wren, “Fetch us a couple of glasses?”

      She returned a few moments later, and he poured a splash of Jameson in each. He even made a show of enjoying it. We chatted for a few minutes, but they had to leave early in the morning to drive to Atlanta. So we said goodnight and sent them up to bed.

      “What was that about?” Erin asked once they’d gone. “The Irish Jack Daniel’s thing.”

      Christy sighed.

      “It’s a long story,” I said.

      “Well, duh,” Erin said. “Give me the short version.”

      “Trip doesn’t respect Christy.”

      “Doesn’t respect women,” she corrected.

      Erin shrugged. “I’ve never had a problem with him.”

      “That’s because you’ve slept with him.”

      “Yeah? So? He’s pretty good. You should try it.”

      “Christy isn’t like you,” I said.

      “What’s that supposed to mean? That I’m a slut?”

      “Erin, come on,” I said. “You know that isn’t what I meant.”

      “Yeah, you’re right,” she said. “I guess I’m just a little sensitive. Mom and I had a big talk about my trip. She doesn’t want me to ‘go wild’ in Europe.” She rolled her eyes. “Like, she thinks I’m going to jump every guy I meet. I swear, Paul, she totally treats me different. I mean, can you imagine what she’d say if I had two boyfriends? She’d lose her mind. But nooo! She was proud of you.”

      “I wouldn’t say ‘proud,’” I objected.

      “I would. She talked like you were a stud for keeping two women happy.”

      “Except that I didn’t. As a matter of fact, I didn’t keep either of them happy.”

      “Still. She compares you to Dad all the time.”

      “Okay, I’m not going to win this argument,” I said.

      “Not unless you wanna admit that Mom has different standards where you and I are concerned.”

      “Maybe she does.” I shrugged. “She’s from a different generation.”

      “Yeah, and speaking of which…” She turned her attention to Christy, who blinked in surprise. Erin laughed. “You didn’t think you were gonna get off that easy, did you? What was that about? With your parents? Don’t they know you and Paul’re sleeping together?”

      Christy winced. “Not exactly.”

      “They know,” I explained, “in a technical sense, but they don’t like to think about it.”

      Erin snorted. “Out of sight, out of mind? Like, I’m so sure.”

      “Don’t ask me to explain,” Christy said. “It’s—”

      “Very Catholic,” I said.

      “—just the way we are.”

      “Uh-huh,” Erin said heavily.

      “We all have our crosses to bear,” I told her.

      “Whatever.” Then she laughed and defused the tension. “Catholic… crosses to bear. Nice. You do have a way with words, brother dear.”

      “What can I say? I’m a cunning linguist.”

      Her eyes lit up playfully. “Ooh, now you’re talkin’.”

      “Uh-uh,” I said hastily, “no way.”

      “What’s the matter?” she teased. “I know you and Christy’ve talked about it. That’s why I wanted to spend the night.”

      “I’m sorry to disappoint you.”

      Erin started to argue, but Christy stopped her with a slight headshake.

      “Yeah, you’re right,” she said instead. She glanced at the ceiling. “Not with other people in the house. But that doesn’t mean I can’t tease you.” She grinned. “I like seeing the look on your face when you think you’ll have to fend me off.”

      “You’re a bad person, Erin.”

      She feigned innocence. “Worse than Mom? But I thought you liked—”

      “Look at the time,” I blurted.

      “He’s right,” Christy said before Erin could continue teasing me. She finished her whiskey and handed me the empty glass. “Will you fix me a snack before you come up?”

      “Sure. The usual?”

      “Yes, please.” She leaned in for a kiss and then said to Erin, “Come on, I’ll show you to your room.”
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        * * *

      

      Christy and I spent Saturday afternoon with our families. We started with a tour of the house and neighborhood. Then we walked down to campus to view Christy’s Kanagawa pieces. They were still on display in the A&A building and were scheduled to remain there for the summer.

      Rich and Sabrina had never been to Knoxville, so we gave them a tour next. They rode with Christy, Erin, and me in the Land Cruiser, while our parents followed in Harold’s rented Town Car. We started with downtown, the Old City, and the World’s Fair site.

      Then we drove down Kingston Pike and through a scenic old neighborhood called Sequoyah Hills. The main tree-lined boulevard had a path that was popular with walkers and runners of all kinds, from people out for a stroll to weekend joggers to serious marathon types. We finished our tour in Sequoyah Park and spent a couple of hours talking and enjoying ourselves along the banks of the Tennessee.

      We ate dinner at a local barbecue restaurant called Calhoun’s, where we sat on the deck and enjoyed the breeze from the river. We talked about everyday things, until the conversation turned to football. I explained what Knoxville was like on game days.

      “More than a hundred boats tie up here,” I said. “They call it the Vol Navy.”

      “That many?” Rich said. He surveyed the dock with a professional eye.

      “Probably more,” I said, “but that’s a good guess.”

      “How many does the stadium hold?”

      “Boats or people?”

      “Funny, ha ha,” he deadpanned.

      “Ninety thousand. People,” I added, which earned an eye-roll.

      “Hold on, how many?” Harold said.

      “Ninety thousand,” I repeated. “On game days, Neyland Stadium is the fifth largest city in the state.”

      “It’s crazy around here during football season,” Christy said.

      “That’s almost as many as the Rose Bowl,” Harold said to his son. “And it makes Memorial Stadium seem downright small.”

      “You can say that again.”

      I told them a few more stories about tailgating parties and the orange-wearing multitudes on game day. Then the conversation moved on to other things, and Anne gave Rich a slight nod.

      “I’m gonna check out the bar,” he said to me. “Care to join me?”

      Christy missed the whole exchange between her mother and brother, but she smiled at the suggestion.

      “Sure,” I said, although every nerve in my body screamed danger.

      “Relax,” Rich told me as we made our way inside. “I only wanna talk.”

      “Why here?”

      “This is where they keep the booze.” He leaned toward one of the bartenders and asked about Irish whiskey.

      “Bushmills,” the man said.

      “Protestant whiskey.” Rich surveyed the collection of bottles on the top shelf. “Johnnie Walker Blue. Neat. Times two, please.” He pointed at our table through the big plate glass windows. “You see that man, the one who looks like a politician? Put it on his tab.”

      The bartender had seen us together, so he nodded, took down the bottle, and poured. Then he silently evaluated Harold’s importance and net worth. He added a healthy splash to each glass.

      “Thanks,” Rich said. He swirled the amber liquid in his glass. Then he smirked. “He hates it when I do this to him.”

      “What? Put expensive liquor on his tab.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Then why do it?”

      “To annoy him. Why else?”

      I chuckled. “You’re more like Danny than you want to admit.”

      “I suppose.”

      We sipped in silence. The scotch was smooth, on par with Wren’s XO cognac, and I began to relax. My adrenal glands stopped working overtime, and my pulse slowed to normal. Rich looked at me sideways a couple of times, but I never rose to the bait. He finally gave up.

      “You’re a cool one, all right.”

      “I figure you’ll get to the point when you’re ready.”

      He nodded.

      “As long as you don’t tell me to stop seeing Birdy.”

      “No,” he said calmly. “It’s about her, though.”

      “What about her?”

      “Well, the comedian was supposed to have this duty, but he’s off being warlike for a change.” He shook his head in disbelief. “I still can’t believe Mom picked me, but I suppose it’s my penance. So, here we are.” He sipped his whisky as a way to organize his thoughts.

      “Mom says you and Birdy are getting serious,” he said at last. “Holy matrimony serious.”

      “Mmm. And why is that your business?”

      “Oh, boy,” he chuckled. “You’re on a hair trigger, aren’t you?”

      “Rich,” I said evenly, “I have two kinds of encounters with you—ones that scare me, and ones that ought to scare me if I weren’t so angry.”

      He laughed for real at that. “That’s a good sign. But don’t worry, this is a third kind. I’m just here to pass on some friendly advice. No, belay that. I’m here as your future brother-in-law.”

      My eyebrows hit the ceiling.

      “I know, right?” he said with his own brand of disbelief. “So this is going to be a friendly conversation.”

      “Okay,” I said slowly.

      “You know my parents are a bit old-fashioned, right?”

      “I’d begun to suspect.”

      He grinned at the sarcasm. “Right. Well,” he continued, “my dad’ll expect you to ask his permission. To marry Birdy, I mean.”

      “Seriously? That’s what this’s about?”

      “Of course. If you’re going to do it, do it right. And that means you ask permission.”

      “Why? So he can say no?”

      “Do you really think we’d be having this conversation if he were going to do that? Maybe you aren’t so smart after all.” He finished his whisky and set the glass on the bar.

      My adrenal glands decided that overtime was a pretty good idea after all.

      “Anyway,” Rich continued, “I figure we’re going to be brothers-in-law, so we need to clear the air between us. You owe me one. You’d better make it count, though, ’cause this is the only chance you’ll get.” He squared his shoulders and stuck out his chin. “Take your best shot.”

      So I did.

      His reflexes were good but not good enough. He’d just started to duck when I caught him with a solid right hook. I put everything I had into it, all the power I could muster in legs and torso. I swung through him and connected hard.

      His head snapped to the side and he staggered into the bar. He started to go down but caught himself. I expected him to come up fighting, so I dropped into a boxer’s stance.

      “Jesus Christ!” He climbed to his feet and touched his face. He was bleeding from a cut under his left eye. “Damn, kid, I didn’t think you’d actually do it.”

      The bar had gone eerily quiet, and everyone was staring at us.

      “C’mon, guys, knock it off,” the first bartender said. He was older, and I vaguely remembered that he had the look of someone who could handle himself in a fight. At the moment he was just a blur in my peripheral vision. “We’re all friends here,” he added.

      “Call the cops?” the second bartender asked.

      The older bartender left it up to Rich.

      “No, it’s all right,” he said. “We’re family.”

      “That explains it,” a bystander said. He passed the word to people behind him, who muttered and kept right on gawking.

      Blood dripped from Rich’s cheek. He put his hand to his face again, and his fingers came away smeared with red. He gestured to the first bartender.

      “Get me a towel with some ice.”

      “Yeah, sure. Coming right up.”

      I still hadn’t moved, and I realized how stupid I must have looked. I unclenched my fists, lowered my arms, and straightened my legs. The crowd around us realized we weren’t going to start a brawl after all. They slowly went back to their drinks and conversations. Then the manager appeared.

      “What’s going on here?” he demanded angrily. He saw the blood. “Call the police,” he snapped to the waiter who’d summoned him.

      “We don’t need the police,” Rich said reasonably. He pressed the ice-filled towel to his cheek and winced.

      “Then you’d better explain,” the manager said.

      Our families showed up at that point, drawn by the commotion.

      “What in God’s name…?” Harold said.

      “Richard! You’re bleeding.”

      “Paul,” Christy gasped, “what did you do?”

      “Relax, Birdy, everyone,” Rich said. “It was just a misunderstanding. Damn, kid,” he added with a chuckle, “that hurt like hell. You hit like a Mack truck.”

      “Yeah, well, I think I broke my hand.”

      “Serves you right.” He pulled the towel away and looked at the expanding circle of bright red blood. “I’m gonna need stitches.”

      Harold smoothed things over with the manager, while Anne made a fuss over Rich. My own family closed ranks around me. Christy couldn’t decide whose side she was on, which was probably a good thing, since she was furious with both of us.

      “Do you need to go to the emergency room?” Harold asked Rich after the manager finally calmed down.

      “Yeah, I think so. Sorry.”

      “Let me see,” his mother said.

      He moved the blood-stained towel and bent to give her a closer look.

      “Yes, he’ll need stitches,” she said. “And Paul thinks he broke his hand.”

      “Boys will be boys,” Harold chuckled.

      Anne cleared her throat.

      “And should be ashamed of themselves! Well?” he demanded. “Are you?”

      “Yes, sir,” we answered together.

      “See?” he told his wife, who wasn’t buying it.

      “Come on,” Rich said to me, “let’s go get patched up.”

      “Is that it?” Christy wondered aloud. “They try to kill each other and now they’re best friends? Ugh! Men!”

      Her mother sighed. “Get used to it, dear.”
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        * * *

      

      We spent the next few hours in the emergency room. It was a relatively slow night, and the orderly put us in adjoining exam areas. Anne sat with Rich, while my mother did the same with me. Christy still couldn’t decide whose side she was on, so Anne solved the problem by opening the curtain between us. Christy sat in the middle, and the three of them expressed their annoyance with Rich and me by ignoring us completely and talking to each other.

      The doctor saw me first. He examined my hand and ordered an X-ray. Then he moved to Rich, while I followed an orderly down to radiology. I returned to find Rich holding a sterile pad to his face and the women still talking.

      Rich and I didn’t speak, but he was surprisingly relaxed. I thought he’d be angry or hostile or even sullen, but he acted like nothing had happened.

      The doctor reappeared about twenty minutes later with the X-ray of my hand.

      “A classic boxer’s fracture of the fifth metacarpal. It occurs when you hit a human face or other hard object,” he added unnecessarily. “I’ll write you a prescription for pain medication for a couple of days. Keep ice on it until the swelling subsides. Then elevate it above your heart. You’ll need to immobilize it with a splint for three weeks. Make an appointment to see your regular doctor after that.”

      Christy and my mother both thanked him. Then my mom laughed and deferred to Christy, who seemed a bit embarrassed by the sudden attention. The doctor gave instructions to a young nurse, who unwrapped a splint and showed me how to wear it.

      In the next cubicle, Rich was talking to a different doctor. She was a Black woman in her fifties, steady and sure. He didn’t even flinch as she disinfected his cut. Then she began laying out her suture tray.

      “Family quarrel,” Rich told her. “The Capulets attacked the Montagues.”

      The doctor glanced at me and my hand but didn’t say anything.

      “The other way around,” my mom said.

      Rich paused uncertainly.

      His mother explained, “Juliet was a Capulet, dear. Besides, Tybalt started it.”

      Rich frowned at the reference, but the trio of older women shared a grin.

      “Yeah, whatever,” he said. “I didn’t think you’d have the stones to do it, Romeo.”

      “What? Hit you?” I said. “Are you kidding?”

      “That’s why I picked the bar! It was a public place.”

      “Hold still,” the doctor told him.

      “Hold still, aye.” He sighed. “I’m never gonna live this down when I get back to the team.”

      “Oh?” Anne said sweetly, in the same mocking voice her daughter used.

      Rich ignored her and said to me, “If anyone asks, there were four of you.”

      “Why not six?” his mother said archly.

      “Yeah, six is better. I took five out, but you managed a lucky hit.”

      “Are you going to hold still or not?” the doctor said.

      “Yes, ma’am. Sorry.”

      “All I need is two minutes without you talking,” she continued. “Do you think you can manage that?”

      “Will do.”

      “Thank you,” she said in exasperation.

      “I was sucker-punched, by the way. In case you were wondering.”

      She sat back and rested her forearms on the tray. “Oh, really?”

      “Yeah. The kid came out of nowhere.”

      “I’m sure.”

      “Hit me for no reason.”

      “Mmm hmm.”

      “Well, he’s dating her. She’s my baby sis—”

      “Richard!” Anne snapped. “Be quiet and let her work. I’m sorry,” she added to the doctor, “he chatters when he’s nervous.”

      “I’m not nervous,” Rich protested. “Only, I don’t like needles.”

      “I’ll be gentle,” the doctor told him. “This won’t hurt a bit. Just relax—”

      “You’re enjoying this,” he accused.

      “Not particularly. I’d enjoy it more if you’d hold still and let me do my job.”

      He steeled his nerves for the coming needlework, and the doctor finished quickly once he stopped talking.

      “There,” she said in a soothing voice. “That wasn’t so bad, was it? Keep it dry for twenty-four hours—”

      “Wash it with clean water after that,” he finished. “Use Vaseline to keep it moist. See a corpsman in three to five days to have the stitches removed. Yes, ma’am, I know.”

      She stripped off her latex gloves and threw them in the trash. Then she glanced at me.

      “Next time, act like adults,” she told the pair of us. “Big boys talk. They don’t hit.”

      “They do in my line of work,” Rich said.

      His mother cleared her throat.

      “I’ll take it under advisement,” he said to the doctor. “Are we done here?”

      She nodded.

      “You feel like a drink?” he asked me.

      “Only if you’re buyin’.”

      “No, but my dad is.”

      Anne sighed. “Men…”

      “Can’t live with ’em…,” my mother added.

      “Can’t shoot ’em,” the doctor finished.

      “Amen to that,” Christy agreed.
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        * * *

      

      Christy and I met our families for an early brunch on Sunday. Rich and I didn’t suddenly become best friends, but he treated me with a bit more respect than before. He had a nice shiner to remind him, although my hand throbbed painfully when my pain meds wore off.

      “What’re you smiling about?” Rich asked after we finished eating.

      “I was just thinking… your head’s harder than my hand.”

      “In more ways than one,” his father said.

      “Be nice, dear,” Anne told him. “We all know where he gets it.”

      “Who, me?”

      “Yes, you.” She smiled for real and said to my parents, “It was a pleasure to meet you.”

      They exchanged pleasantries and then we all stood to say goodbye.

      “We’ll see you tonight,” I told my parents. “Probably in time for dinner.” I hugged Anne and shook Harold’s hand. My vision swam as pain shot up my arm.

      “Sorry,” he said. “I forgot.”

      “I stuck it out there. So it’s my own fault. Anyway, we’ll see you on Saturday.” I grinned and added, “Probably in time for dinner.”

      “Of course,” he chuckled. “Rich can bring the scotch. Johnnie Walker Blue, wasn’t it?”

      “No idea what you’re talking about,” Rich lied with a perfectly straight face. He tossed his chin at me. “See you soon, kid. Remember what I told you.”

      “By the way,” Harold said to him, “you never said what that was about. At the bar last night…?”

      “I didn’t?” Rich said mildly. “Oh. I suppose you’re right.”

      “You know I outrank you.”

      “And I’ve been trained to withstand interrogation.”

      “You see what I have to live with?” Anne said to my mom.

      “Oh, I know. I have two of my own.”

      “Be glad it’s only two,” Anne said. “The others are just as bad.”

      “Hey! I’m not,” Christy said.

      “No,” her mother agreed. “You’re my beautiful girl.”

      “I have one of those too,” Mom said. She put her arm around Erin, who seemed flabbergasted.

      Harold looked at his watch. “We need to finish packing,” he said to his wife. “Sabrina needs to be at the airport in two hours. Chop-chop.”

      “Time for us to get a move on too,” my father agreed.

      We said our final goodbyes, and Christy and I headed out to the car.

      “I’m glad they all got along,” she said.

      “Me too.”

      “I wasn’t worried, but I sort of was.” She glanced up at me. “You and Rich seemed to be getting along better today.”

      I nodded. “That’s how it is with guys. We fight and then we’re friends.”

      “I’m glad I’m not a guy.”

      “Me too.”

      She looped her arm through mine and sighed.

      “Good sigh or bad?” I asked.

      “A little of both. I always hate saying goodbye to my family, but we’ll see them in a week.”

      “What’s the good sigh for?”

      “Do you really need to ask?” She smiled up at me. “I’m feeling very affectionate toward you right now.”

      “That’s what I was hoping.”

      “Oh?”

      “Well, we have a few hours before we need to leave for Atlanta. And we have the house to ourselves…”

      “What about your hand?”

      “I’m sure we can find a few positions that work.”

      “Only a few?” she teased.
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        * * *

      

      We arrived in Atlanta to find that a small change of plans had caused a large change of mood. My dad had accepted a reverse seniority trip, which was basically forced overtime. He could have refused, but not if he wanted to stay in the good graces of almighty Crew Scheduling.

      Dinner was a subdued affair. Mom started doing laundry immediately afterward. Dad retreated to the garage to work on the Karmann Ghia, his airport car. And Erin disappeared into her room with her Walkman. Christy and I were left to our own devices, so we went for a walk and then went to bed early for a change.

      “I’ve got to get out of the ’27,” my dad muttered early the next morning as he prepared to leave. He draped his uniform coat over his arm and kissed my mom. “Tell Erin I’m sorry I missed her.”

      “She understands.”

      “Tell her to have fun and be safe.”

      “I will.”

      “I’ll call tonight when we get to Bloomington. Love you. Bye.” He kissed her again, waved at Christy and me, and hefted his suitcase and Jepps case. “Somebody oughta put wheels on these things,” he complained under his breath. “He’d make a million bucks.”

      Erin shuffled into the kitchen about fifteen minutes later. “Did I miss Dad?”

      “Sorry, honey,” Mom said. “He waited as long as he could.”

      “That sucks,” Erin said. “Why didn’t you wake me up?”

      “He thought you needed your sleep.”

      “He did? Or you did?” She huffed. “Never mind. I need to pack.” The tension lingered even after she’d gone.

      Mom let out a long, weary sigh.

      “I thought you were getting along better,” I said.

      “We were. But not lately. This trip…”

      Christy and I shared a look.

      “If you ever have daughters,” Mom told us, “just let them do whatever they want. It’ll save you a lot of heartache. They’ll probably grow up to be hippies, but at least they won’t blame you for it.” She massaged the bridge of her nose and sighed again. “I need to finish doing laundry, or she won’t have anything to pack.”
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        * * *

      

      We drove Erin to the airport several hours later. Mom spent at least fifteen minutes giving her advice, until Erin finally lost it.

      “Mom! Stop! I’m not a kid anymore. I’m eighteen.”

      “I know, honey. I just—”

      “I can take care of myself.”

      “You’re right.”

      “Listen, Mom,” Erin said reasonably, “I know you love me, but you have to let go sometime. I’ll be with Leah. We’ll watch out for each other. Besides, we’ll be with family.”

      “Only for a week. I’m worried about—”

      “Mom! We talked about this. We have a list of phone numbers. You know where we’re staying. We have emergency cash and credit cards. Jeez, we even have an emergency sewing kit!”

      “Well,” my mom said defensively, “you never know when you’ll need to sew a button or fix a hem.”

      Christy and I shared a grin.

      “Mom, I’ll be fine. We’ll call when we get there, and we’ll write postcards—”

      “Every day,” Mom insisted.

      Erin sighed.

      “Every other day?”

      “Why’re you such a basket case about this?” Erin asked. “Paul did the same thing, and he was fine.”

      “Paul isn’t a gir— young woman.”

      “That’s it, isn’t it?” Erin said. “Paul’s a guy, so he can take care of himself. But I’m a girl, so I can’t?”

      “She’ll be fine, Mom,” I told her. “If anything, she’s more responsible than I was. She’ll get into less trouble.”

      “But… you didn’t get into trouble.”

      I chuckled. “Not that you know about.”

      “I’ll be fine,” Erin assured her. “You have to trust me sooner or later.”

      “I know,” Mom said. “I just wish ‘sooner’ wasn’t now. I’m… not ready for this.”

      Erin surprised me with her compassion.

      “Mom,” she said patiently, “you raised me right. I’m a strong woman. I can think for myself, take care of myself. And I owe it all to you.”

      “Thank you, honey. That means a lot.”

      “We’ll call when we get to a new place. We’ll write postcards as often as we can, to you and Dad, Grandma and Grandpa, and everyone else. We’ll take pictures. We’ll have fun. We’ll watch out for each other. And we’ll be careful. We’ll be fine. I swear.”

      Mom nodded and dug in her purse. She couldn’t find what she was looking for, so Erin opened her own purse and pulled out a tissue.

      “Now do you believe me?” she said.
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        * * *

      

      Mom was tired but relaxed at breakfast the next morning. Erin had called in the middle of the night to say that she and Leah had made it to London. Leah’s grandparents had met them at the airport, and they were fine.

      “I don’t know if I’m ready for an empty nest,” Mom said as she nursed a cup of coffee.

      “I don’t know if you have much choice,” I said. “Besides, this is how it’s supposed to work. You do your ‘job’ right and your kids move out.”

      She thought of something and smiled. “The older I grow, the wiser my mother becomes.”

      “Story of my life,” I said.

      She smiled affectionately. Then the phone rang, and affection turned to alarm.

      I rose to answer it. “Hello?”

      “Paul? Oh, that’s right!” Susan said. “Your mom said you were coming home after Christy’s graduation. Tell her congratulations, by the way.”

      “I will, thanks.”

      “But what’s the news? Did Erin get there okay?”

      “She did. She called early this morning.”

      “How’s your mom handling it? She was fine when I talked to her last week, but I bet she was a nervous wreck yesterday.”

      “That about sums it up,” I chuckled.

      “You can’t wait for your children to move out, then you can’t stand it when they do. But listen to me,” she laughed, “nattering on. Is she awake yet? I think I have a way to distract her.”

      “How? Is everything okay?”

      “Yes, but I never realized how much Jeremiah did. I’m swamped and could use some help.”

      “Sounds perfect,” I said. “I’ll let you talk to her.”

      I passed the phone to Mom and watched her expression as Susan explained. She went from slightly adrift to eager and determined.

      “Susan needs me,” she said when she hung up. “And if I hurry, I can leave in a couple of hours.”
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        * * *

      

      “This is so weird,” Christy said when we went to bed that evening.

      “What? Having the house to ourselves?”

      “That too. But I meant sleeping together.”

      “What! We do it all the time.”

      “But that’s at home. It feels weird to do it here, in your parents’ house.”

      “Why? We did it last night.”

      “I know, but… I suppose it feels like we’re getting away with something.”

      “We aren’t. Trust me.”

      “You’re right. As usual. But… can you imagine sleeping together in my parents’ house?”

      “We’ve done it before. As a matter of fact, you lost your virginity there.”

      “I did not!”

      “Your virginity with me.”

      “That doesn’t count,” she said with impeccable Christy-logic. “We were sleeping together in my head long before we did it for real.”

      “Did you enjoy it?” I teased.

      “Of course. I won all the arguments, too.”

      “Oh, for sure!” I laughed.

      “I did,” she insisted. “And you were never mean to me.”

      “Anything else?”

      “Uh-huh. We could have sex all the time, whenever we wanted.”

      “We can do that now, especially since we’re the only ones here.”

      “That’s true,” she admitted. “And we have a hot tub.”

      “You didn’t have one in your head?”

      “I did. I do. But it isn’t the same.”

      “Do we need to go back out?”

      “No, I don’t think so. The hot tub’s nice, but… I’ve been thinking.”

      “About?”

      “A pool.”

      “Sorry we don’t have one.”

      “Wren does.”

      “Ah, so that’s what this is really about,” I said.

      “Are you upset?”

      “About what? That you want to see Wren? Of course not. She’s your girlfriend.”

      “I miss her. I know we just saw her, but you know what I mean. I miss… spending time with her. Don’t get me wrong,” she added quickly, “I love spending time with you, but it isn’t the same. I didn’t want to ask, but…” She shrugged. “I’ve been thinking about it ever since our plans changed.”

      “Do you want to call her tomorrow?”

      “Yes, please.” She reached for my penis. “I’ll make it worth your while.”

      “You don’t need to bribe me to spend time with your girlfriend.”

      “Then it isn’t a bribe. It’s… a reward!”

      I chuckled. “You just want to suck my dick.”

      “What’s wrong with that?”

      “Nothing.” I stretched languidly and pushed the covers down. “Absolutely nothing.”
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        * * *

      

      “God, I’m glad you’re here,” Wren said the next day. She invited us into the house.

      “Why? What’s the matter?”

      “I’m bored to death. Have you watched daytime TV lately? Big money, no whammies. Come on down, you’re the next contestant. It’s garbage. The soaps are worse.”

      “You’re supposed to be relaxing,” I chuckled.

      “I know, but my brain’s turning to mush. Come on back.” She glanced over her shoulder and continued, “Worse, my butt’s already turned to cottage cheese. We need to start doing aerobics again,” she added to Christy.

      Wren opened the door to the back yard and went out. The transition from dark house to bright sunlight felt like a physical blow, and I sneezed reflexively.

      “Bless you,” Wren said without stopping. She stripped off her T-shirt and tossed it on a chair. She wasn’t wearing a bikini top. “Hold on,” she said all of a sudden, “what happened to your hand?”

      “Payback.”

      Her eyebrows rose with an amused question.

      “Rich. Christy’s brother. You remember the black eye he gave me? Last Thanksgiving?”

      “Oh, yeah!”

      “Well, this was payback. His face was harder than my hand, but he had to have stitches.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Men.”

      “That’s what I said,” Christy agreed.

      “Anyway,” I said to Wren, “we were talking about you. You want to start doing aerobics again,” I prompted.

      “What? Oh, yeah.” She looked down at her stomach and breasts. “I’ve been doing laps in the morning, but I’m so out of shape. I started a diet, too. I gained almost ten pounds! I had to buy a new swimsuit!”

      “You look fine,” I said.

      “Well, my tits’re bigger. Trip likes that. But I don’t feel fine. I feel like Miss Piggy.”

      Christy snorted a laugh.

      “What’s so funny?” Wren said.

      “Nothing. Only, I was thinking of Trip as Kermit the Frog.”

      “God, no,” Wren laughed. “My dad always told me to stay away from green weenies.”

      “Good advice.”

      “Y’all wanna go for a swim?” she offered.

      “Sure.” I gestured back toward the house. “Do we need to wear suits?”

      “No. My mom’s out with Lydia. They’re playing golf, if you can believe it.”

      I pulled off my polo and then sat to untie my shoes. Wren skimmed off her bikini bottoms. She had faint tan lines from wearing them for several days.

      “What’s wrong with golf?” Christy said. “My dad plays.” She unbuttoned her shorts and slid them down her legs. “Speaking of which,” she added to me, “you should probably learn.”

      “Aye, aye, ma’am.”

      She rolled her eyes and dropped her shirt on top of her shorts. “I’m serious. A lot of decisions are made on the golf course.”

      All of a sudden Wren sighed.

      Christy and I stopped and looked at her.

      “What?” I said for both of us.

      “I’ve missed this.”

      “Missed what?”

      “Just talking.” She shrugged. “Any conversation that doesn’t involve ‘broadcast news operations’ or ‘targeted mass media advertising.’ God! I don’t miss school. Trip was trying to convince me to get an MBA, but he dropped that idea pretty quick.” She thought of something and laughed softly, almost to herself. “That was before I started my honors thesis. It seems like ten years ago. Has it really only been six months?”

      “Time flies when you’re having fun,” I said facetiously.

      “Fun, yeah,” she mused. “What’s that?”

      “It’s a strange thing people do when they aren’t working all the time,” Christy said.

      I felt a sense of déjà vu. “Hold on, didn’t I—?”

      “Yes, you said it first.” She unfastened her bra and tossed it on the growing pile.

      “It sounded like something I’d say. But… when?”

      “Wren and I were getting ready. For my birthday party.” She took off her panties, flung them on the chair, and compared her pile of clothes to my own neatly folded stack.

      Fine, be that way, she told me with a look. Mr. Organized.

      I will, Miss Chaos.

      You know you love me.

      I do, I agreed, and she smiled.

      Wren yanked us back to the spoken world.

      “After I burned the duck!” She laughed. “God, what a disaster. But yeah, it was a fun night after all.”

      “It was,” I agreed.

      “That was the last time we were together,” Wren added. She looked at us and smiled suggestively. “I don’t know about you all, but I’m ready to get reacquainted.”

      “I thought you’d never ask,” Christy said. “But… you can’t catch me!”

      Wren shrieked and ran after her.

      They streaked around the pool and then came racing back. Christy darted behind me and used me as a shield. She feinted left, right, and then left again. Wren moved to block her, but Christy was too quick. She screamed and ran left. She rounded the corner of the pool, scampered over the diving board, and then plunged into the water.

      Wren used the diving board to get a running start. She arced into a graceful dive, but Christy was too far ahead. She ran up the stairs and hid behind me. Wren didn’t bother to climb out of the pool. She stood in the shallow end, breathing hard and looking disgusted with herself.

      “I told you,” she panted, “I’m out of shape.”

      Christy came out from behind me. “It’s okay, we still love you.”

      “I’m glad somebody does.”

      “Oh, honey, don’t say that.”

      Wren grinned reluctantly. “You still sound like an imposter. When you say that.”

      “When I say what?” Christy walked down the stairs and waded toward Wren.

      “‘Honey.’ You sound like an imposter.”

      “I can’t help it,” Christy said. “I’ve been around Paul’s family all weekend.”

      “That’s okay. I think it’s cute.” She glanced at me. “Are you going to join us?”

      “I would, but…” I waved my splinted right hand.

      “You don’t have to swim. Just sit on the side, by the stairs.”

      “I’m fine,” I said. “I’ll just watch.”

      “Nonsense,” Wren said. “You know Christy isn’t happy unless she has a dick to suck.”

      “It’s true,” Christy herself agreed.

      “And… I was kinda hoping you’d screw my brains out.”

      I pursed my lips and did a horrible job trying to suppress a grin.

      “Seriously?” Wren said. “Whatever. Go ahead and say it. You aren’t gonna be happy till you do.”

      “Happy till he says what?” Christy asked.

      “He knows.”

      “Your wish is my command.” I walked into the water and sat on the sun-warmed side of the pool.

      “See?” Wren said.

      Christy frowned. “Hold on…”

      “Long story,” I said. “I’ll tell you later.”

      “Only, you said that before,” she accused.

      “Said what?”

      “That you’ll tell me later. But you didn’t.”

      “When?”

      “In the cabin. In Squaw Valley. I was sucking your finger. I said I needed something bigger.”

      I drew a blank.

      “Don’t look at me,” Wren said. “I don’t remember either. Her memory’s crazy.”

      “It’s not crazy,” Christy muttered. “I just remember things.”

      “Of course you do,” Wren said quickly. “And that’s what we love about you. You know what else we love?”

      “What?”

      “Your libido’s crazy too.”

      “It’s not crazy. Why does everyone say that? It’s just high.”

      “Thank God for that.” Wren kissed her, and Christy gradually relaxed. She didn’t resist when Wren guided her to the side of the pool near me. Christy hopped up and spread her legs. Wren began kissing her thighs and inching toward her pussy.

      I watched for a couple of minutes and stroked my cock with my left hand. Then I waded down the steps. I held my right hand at shoulder height and felt like an idiot, but the girls were too preoccupied to notice. Wren reached between her legs and guided my erection to her pussy.

      “Oh, God,” she groaned as I slid into her, “this is exactly what I needed.”

      I steadied her hips with my left hand and began thrusting. Christy leaned back, closed her eyes, and ran her fingers through Wren’s damp hair. We continued like that for several minutes, until the pressure started to build in my balls. I held off as long as I could, but Wren’s pussy felt too good.

      “Sorry,” I grunted at last, “I’m gonna come. Where—?”

      “My tits.”

      I mounted the steps, and Wren sank to her knees in front of me. I tried to jerk off with my left hand, but she batted it away and gripped my shaft with both of hers. She started stroking. Then she added a little twist at the end, which sent me over the edge.

      I groaned and shot what felt like a gallon of come on her chest. Christy slid into the water and sat on the step beside us. She waited until I stopped shooting before she sucked the final gush from the tip of my shaft. Then she turned and kissed Wren.

      They made out for several moments before Christy shifted her attention to Wren’s come-spattered breasts. She licked up my semen and lingered over Wren’s nipples. Then she gently urged her to move to the side of the pool. Wren spread her legs and closed her eyes as Christy began licking.

      I probably could’ve gotten hard again, but I decided to watch instead. After several minutes Wren’s breathing grew heavy. She moistened her lips and began rocking her hips as her climax approached. Christy slid two fingers into her and concentrated on her clit. Wren arched her back, cried out once, and then went silent as the orgasm rocked her.

      After several heartbeats she relaxed and started breathing again. Christy rested her cheek on Wren’s thigh. Then she sighed heavily and closed her eyes.

      “Oh, my love,” Wren said, “what would I do without you?”
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        * * *

      

      Wren made a big salad and little cucumber sandwiches for lunch. Christy loaded her plate with salad and avoided the sandwiches altogether.

      “What’s the matter?” Wren said.

      “I… um… don’t like cucumber. Sorry. I can’t explain it,” she fibbed. “It’s the seeds. Or the crunch. Or something. Only, I don’t like them. The salad looks yummy, though.”

      “No, hold on,” Wren said. She thought for a moment. “I know. I’ll be right back. Go ahead and start on the salad.”

      “I’m fine,” Christy protested.

      “Two minutes,” Wren insisted. “Go ahead, eat.”

      “Thanks,” I said to Christy once she’d gone. “I’m not a fan of cucumbers either.”

      “What? And you let me take the blame?”

      “You bet I did. Wren only tolerates me. She loves you.”

      “She loves you too.”

      “I know. But it isn’t the same.”

      “You’re right. The salad’s yummy, though. Walnuts and strawberries, mmm!”

      Wren returned a couple of minutes later and set a rectangular plate in front of Christy.

      “Buffalo mozzarella, tomatoes, and fresh basil.”

      “Oh my gosh, it’s beautiful. What’s the dressing?”

      “Balsamic vinegar, olive oil, salt, and pepper.”

      “Yum!”

      Wren glanced at me. “What’re you smiling at?”

      “You. How you take a couple of simple ingredients and make something wonderful.”

      “It isn’t difficult.”

      “Then why doesn’t everyone do it?”

      “I don’t know.” She slid into her chair and draped her napkin over her lap. She was halfway through her first little sandwich before she realized that I’d only taken a token bite. “Not you too.”

      “Sorry. It’s the taste for me.” I shrugged. “I just don’t like cucumbers.”

      She huffed. “Well, I’m not making you anything else.”

      “That’s okay, I’ll steal some of Christy’s.”

      “No! Mine! Get your own!” She brandished her fork.

      “Feisty little thing,” I laughed to Wren.

      “Stubborn, too.”

      “Fine,” Christy sniffed, “gang up on me.”

      “I thought you liked a gang,” Wren said. She was teasing, but her tone carried a hint of annoyance.

      Christy heard it. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “I thought you liked guys.”

      “I do.”

      “Yeah, Paul. But what’s going on with Trip?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Exactly,” Wren said.

      “I don’t know what you mean,” Christy lied.

      “Look,” Wren said, “I don’t wanna start an argument, but something’s up with you and Trip. At first I thought he was just being overly sensitive. You know, the male ego. They’re fragile.” She dared me to object.

      “No argument from me,” I said mildly.

      “And then I thought it was just him being pushy,” Wren continued. “Yeah, he can be a jerk sometimes, but he doesn’t do it on purpose. Not like some guys I’ve known.”

      I raised a questioning eyebrow.

      “No, not you. You’re one of the good ones. As a matter of fact,” she added, “none of this is about you.”

      “Except that it is,” I said, again mildly.

      “Yeah, okay, it’s about you too. But it’s mostly about her. I wanna know what she has against Trip.”

      “Nothing!”

      “Then why do you keep avoiding him?”

      “I don’t know what you mean,” Christy lied again.

      “I thought you wanted to be a swinger.”

      “I do!”

      “Then what’s the problem?”

      I knew the answer, even if Christy didn’t want to say it aloud. She silently begged me anyway, and Wren misread her look.

      “Hold on, is this about Paul?” She accused me with a glare. “You don’t want her to sleep with other guys?”

      Christy sagged with relief, but Wren knew her too well. She could also read the truth in my expression.

      “No,” she said to Christy, “this is about you, isn’t it? It isn’t Paul at all. What? Trip isn’t good enough for you? Is that it?”

      “No, Wren, I—”

      “He doesn’t meet your lofty standards?”

      “Of course he does. Only—”

      “Then what’s the problem? Why do you keep avoiding him?”

      The words hung in the air, and Christy turned mulish. She glared at Wren for a moment before she turned her displeasure on me. I let it wash over me like a gentle breeze, which annoyed her even more.

      “Remember what I told you,” I said at last. “I won’t force you to do anything you don’t want to do. Neither will Wren. But you have to tell her.”

      “Please, I can’t.”

      “You have to. If you don’t, she’s going to draw her own conclusions. And they probably won’t be very nice.”

      Wren agreed with pursed lips and expectant eyebrows.

      “Fine!” Christy said. “I don’t want to sleep with him. There, I said it! Are you happy?”

      Wren’s expression turned stony.

      “What? I don’t want to. And you can’t make me.”

      “Oh, boy,” I said under my breath. “Let me try. Wren, when she says ‘sleep with,’ she really means ‘have sex with.’ Blowjobs are fine.”

      Christy nodded.

      “I know it’s crazy,” I added, “but she doesn’t think they’re sex.”

      “Of course they are!” Wren said. “Why d’you think they call it oral sex? Hello?”

      “Yeah, but that’s normal people. Christy isn’t normal.”

      “Hey! I’m not a freak.”

      “No, you aren’t. But… you have a different way of looking at things.”

      “So? What’s wrong with that?”

      “Nothing… if it’s a painting or a sunset. But when it’s another person? Or sex?”

      “I still don’t understand,” Wren said.

      “I don’t wanna have sex with Trip,” Christy said. “It isn’t personal, though.”

      “Then what is it?” Wren snapped.

      “No, you don’t understand. I don’t wanna have sex with any guy. Not sex-sex, penis in vagina.”

      “So… then… what?” Wren said. “You don’t wanna be a swinger?”

      “I do,” she insisted. “Only, not like that.”

      “I still don’t get it.”

      “You tell her,” Christy demanded in a fit of pique. “I’m not making sense.”

      “Sex is a spiritual thing for her,” I told Wren, as Christy nodded emphatically. “Yeah, it’s physical and emotional too, but she’s Catholic. She believes in ‘holy matrimony.’”

      “So do I,” Wren said irritably. “What’s that have to do with this?”

      I glanced at Christy and decided to admit something I’d kept to myself until then. “I’ve… um… been reading about Catholic marriage.”

      Her eyebrows flew up.

      “It’s a sacrament to them,” I plowed ahead. “Like baptism and confirmation. They only have seven, so marriage is a big deal. Sex is part of it.”

      Wren snorted but didn’t say anything.

      “Maybe not to you and me,” I said as reasonably as I could, “but it is to Christy. I think that’s why she doesn’t think of oral sex as sex. Or even sex with other women. In her mind, she can have sex with her husband—well, her future husband—but not anyone else. So the other things aren’t sex. Not as far as she’s concerned.”

      “I’m right here, you know,” Christy said under her breath.

      “Hey,” I said waspishly, “do you wanna explain this?”

      “No.”

      “All right. Then quit being huffy. It’s taken me almost a year to figure this out. Wren doesn’t wanna wait that long.”

      “So… what’re you saying?” Wren asked. “She’ll have sex with you and me, and any other woman, but not Trip? And not any other guy?”

      “Technically, yes. But not in reality. It’s a problem of semantics. Blowjobs aren’t sex.”

      “Of course they are! Oh, wait… I get it. Not the way she sees things. You mean she’ll blow him, but her pussy’s off-limits?”

      “More or less.”

      “Well, I don’t want her to sully herself or break any sacred vows.”

      “Wren, please,” Christy begged. “Do you think I want to be like this? My life’d be so much easier if I’d just spread my legs for anyone. But I can’t! I want to, but… I can’t.”

      Wren sat back, and the fight went out of her. “Yeah, I know. I guess I’ve known all along. I should’ve figured it out when you wouldn’t have sex with Paul. I pushed and pushed and pushed, but you wouldn’t budge.”

      “And… I don’t think she realizes this herself,” I added with a sideways glance, “but she wouldn’t sleep with me until we started talking marriage.”

      “That isn’t true!” Christy objected.

      “Yeah, it is,” I told her calmly. “Think about it.”

      She did her best scowl, but I stood my ground.

      Wren thought back and nodded slowly. “Yeah, you’re right. She was the same with Simon. What a loser.” She rolled her eyes but continued, “She wouldn’t go all the way until he proposed. I thought she was crazy, but I guess she was horny—”

      “I was not!”

      “—so she used it as an excuse.”

      “Probably,” I agreed.

      “Hello?” Christy said peevishly. She waved to get our attention. “Right here.”

      Wren and I ignored her.

      “We used to talk about guys all the time,” Wren continued. “What we wanted to do with them. She wanted to blow ’em all. Like, for real. This cute guy on the swim team, a guy we knew from Astronomy class, you. It didn’t matter. She was goofy about it. But you’re right, she never talked about going all the way.”

      Christy glowered. “Still here.”

      “Oh, sweetheart!” Wren laughed. “We know. You’re hard to miss, especially when you’re trying to look hurt.”

      “I am not trying to look hurt.”

      “Then what would you call it?” Wren laughed again. “At least I understand now.”

      “Took you long enough,” Christy grumbled.

      “Be nice,” I told her. “She isn’t Catholic and doesn’t think like you.”

      “I know. I’m sorry, Wren.”

      “It’s all right, my love. But what am I supposed to tell Trip? He thinks you don’t like him.”

      “I like him fine. When he isn’t being a jerk.”

      “What do you expect?” Wren said frostily. “You give him the cold shoulder and treat him like he’s radioactive or something. I’m mixing my metaphors, but you know what I mean.”

      “Yeah,” Christy admitted. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to. Only, he acts like I should swoon or something.”

      “Well, you should,” Wren told her. “He’s a great guy. He isn’t all touchy-feely like Paul, but he still has feelings. And you hurt them.”

      “I know. And I’m sorry. But… what am I supposed to do? I can’t have sex with him, but I don’t want to tease him. He… doesn’t seem like the kind of guy who’d be happy with just a blowjob.”

      “I think you’d be surprised,” Wren said. Then she thought of something and said to me, “You remember my friend Colleen?”

      “Oh, yeah,” I said, a little too quickly.

      “Oh?” Christy wondered aloud.

      “She was very… um… memorable.” I pictured her gravity-defying breasts but decided to keep that description to myself. “And very open-minded.”

      “Of course,” Christy said sweetly. “I’m sure you were just imagining her, ahem, ‘open mind.’”

      “Guilty as charged.”

      “She’s really sweet,” Wren said to Christy. “One of my friends from high school. I tried to set her up with Paul, but…” She shrugged. “Anyway, that isn’t the point. She spent the night with Trip and me a couple of times last summer. She only blew him, but he never complained.”

      Because he wasn’t stupid. No guy in his right mind would’ve complained, but I knew better than to mention it.

      “Oh, okay,” Christy said.

      “At least now I know what the problem is,” Wren continued. “So I can figure out how to fix it. Are you sure you don’t want to—?”

      “I’m sure. Sorry.”

      “Yeah, that’s okay. I thought I’d ask.”

      “Hold on,” I laughed. “You never gave up that easily when I said no.”

      “That’s because you’re a man. Men don’t know what they want until we tell them.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Christy knows what I’m talking about.”

      “Oh, she does, does she?”

      “Of course. She told you, didn’t she?”

      Christy herself took a sudden interest in her napkin.

      “Yeah!” I laughed. “I believe she did.”
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        * * *

      

      “Are you upset?” Christy asked later that evening.

      I climbed into bed and slid an arm around her. “About what?”

      “That I don’t want to have sex with other men? Even if that means I can’t be a swinger?”

      “Not really. Besides, you and I get to decide what ‘being a swinger’ means.”

      She relaxed with a sigh, and I realized she’d been holding her breath.

      “What would you have done if I had been upset?” I asked.

      “I… don’t know.”

      “Would you have tried to have sex with another man?”

      “I’ve thought about it. And I really wanted to, but… no, probably not. I’m sorry.” She raised her head and looked at me. “I’ll do just about anything else to make you happy, but… not that. I can’t. And I can’t explain it, which is really annoying.”

      I chuckled.

      “I’m glad one of us thinks this is funny.”

      “No, I’m laughing because you hate when you can’t do something.”

      “Especially when it’s all in my stupid head. I don’t think you understand what it’s like, how I was raised,” she complained.

      “What? To be from a family of overachievers who expect you to do anything you set your mind to?”

      “Exactly.”

      “You think my family didn’t set high expectations for me?”

      “Not like mine do,” she said.

      I chose not to argue.

      “Thank you,” she said, as if my silence were agreement. “I knew you’d see it my way.”

      “Is there any other way to see it?” I teased.

      “I know what you’re doing, and it isn’t going to work.”

      “Mmm.”

      “Sometimes I don’t like you very much.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      “Ugh!” She fell silent and pretended to sulk.

      I gave her a minute and then returned to the original subject.

      “No, I’m not upset. So what? You don’t want to be a swinger. Not like my parents, at least. We’ll figure it out.”

      “Thank you. Only, I sort of do,” she said. “Want to be like your parents. Well, your mother. Do you remember telling me about what she did? With other guys at camp, I mean. And couples who thought they wanted to try swinging.”

      “What? She sucked them off?”

      “Exactly.” Christy sat up, and her pale blue eyes glowed with the fire of enthusiasm. “I could be the first test or something. You know how I get, especially when I’m giving head. And if the woman’s okay to watch that, then she’d be fine watching her guy have sex with another woman.”

      “You’ve thought about this a lot,” I chuckled.

      “Oh my gosh, Paul, you have no idea. I think about it all the time. Wren was right—we used to talk about guys, and I wanted to suck them all. I did the same thing with Brooke. Pretty much every cute guy on the swim team, at Uni, at the beach, you name it.” She looked into my eyes. “You really don’t mind? That I don’t care whose penis it is? Well, I do care, but you know what I mean. As long as the guy’s semi-decent. And not, like, old-old.”

      “You can suck whoever you like,” I said.

      “I know I sound like such a pervert—that I wanna suck off random guys—but you’re the one who says I shouldn’t have double standards. You do the same thing. I see the way you look at other women. You don’t say anything, but I know what you’re thinking. Like with that Colleen woman. You totally wanted to have sex with her.”

      “I almost did,” I admitted. “I don’t really have a good excuse for why I didn’t.”

      “Because you were holding out for someone better. Me!”

      I groaned playfully.

      “I’m serious,” she said. “God brought us together for a reason. And you might not realize it, but He was guiding your life too.”

      “That’s a better explanation than anything I’ve come up with,” I said earnestly.

      “He works in mysterious ways. And He knew I needed a man like you, so He made you say no to Colleen and all those other women Wren threw at you. Ugh! Sometimes I don’t know whether to love her or hate her. What if you’d met someone almost like me, but not quite? Then where would we be? You’d be in bed with her, while I’d be miserable and married to someone like Simon. Oh, and for the record, I did not have sex with him only because he asked me to marry him.”

      “Then why’d you do it?”

      “I… I’m not sure. But it wasn’t because he proposed. As a matter of fact, I’m in bed now with someone who hasn’t even done that much.”

      “Yeah, but you know it’s going to happen.” I flirted with the idea of telling her what Rich had said, but I wanted it to come as a surprise when I asked her.

      “That’s okay,” she said. “You don’t have to tell me. What you and Rich talked about, I mean. I know that’s what you were thinking. I know how your mind works. Remember?”

      “Oh, you do, do you?”

      “Uh-huh! And right now you’re wondering how long I’m going to chatter before you can turn the conversation to sex again. Well, you don’t have to wait. I’ll do it for you! I’ve been thinking about what I want to do. With new swinger guys, I mean. My libido might’ve gone into overdrive again. Sorry. Only, I’m not. It started last week. You know how I get when I’m on my period. You were busy with exams, so we couldn’t really do anything. But I was still thinking about it. Sex, I mean. Duh! What’m I always thinking about? Anyway, I want to…”
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        * * *

      

      We hung out with Wren the rest of the week. She had plans with her mother one night and her father the next, so Christy and I spent a couple of quiet nights at my parents’ house. Wren joined us on Friday. She wanted to cook a proper birthday dinner for Christy, minus the smoke and tears. And since the duck took an hour in the oven, we opened a bottle of wine and relaxed in the hot tub.

      My father returned from his trip while we were soaking. He came in through the garage and emerged from the patio door.

      “There you are,” he said. “Hi, Christy. Hello, Wren. I wondered who was cooking. I knew it wasn’t Paul.”

      “Gee, thanks, Dad.”

      “Don’t mention it. It smells wonderful, by the way,” he told Wren.

      “Thanks. I made enough for four,” she said. “You’re welcome to join us.”

      “I wish I could, but I’m meeting a friend for drinks.”

      “A friend from the crew?” I asked, which was impromptu code for a flight attendant.

      “Yeah.” His expression didn’t betray a thing, but for some reason he decided to elaborate. “He’s new. Only been with the company a few months. He’s thinking about transferring here, so I promised to show him around.” Most of that was probably true, except for the pronouns.

      “Ah, okay.”

      “We’re supposed to have dinner too. And… we might hit the town after that.”

      Or go back to her hotel room, I thought wryly.

      “I don’t know when I’ll be home,” he finished. “So, don’t wait up for me.” He glanced at his watch. “Okay, I’m going to shower and head back out. Y’all have fun. Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”

      “Roger that,” I said.

      We were sitting on the side of the tub when he left, about twenty minutes later. He emerged from the door to the master bedroom, said goodbye, and left through the gate. He was dressed casually, slacks and a blazer, but nicer than if he were only meeting a fellow pilot. The scent of aftershave was more confirmation that he was meeting a woman instead of a man.

      I chuckled to myself and wished him luck, although he didn’t really need it.

      “I like your dad,” Wren said. “He doesn’t stare at my tits. I mean, yeah, he glanced at ’em, but he didn’t make a big deal. You know? Not the way most guys would.”

      “It’s rude,” I said.

      “You can say that again,” Christy agreed.

      “No, I mean it’s rude among nudists. Staring.”

      “It’s rude, period,” Wren said.

      “I don’t even think most guys realize they’re doing it,” Christy said.

      “Whatever,” Wren said. She lifted her watch from atop her folded towel. “I need to take dinner out of the oven. Then it needs to rest for ten minutes. Y’all wanna dry off and get ready?”

      “We’ll set the table,” I offered.

      “And open another bottle of wine?” Christy suggested.

      “Oh, of course. You get flirty when you’re tipsy.”

      Her eyes flashed. “And horny when I’m flirty.”

      “What about me?” Wren asked.

      “You’re horny all the time,” I said.

      “Yeah, I am.”

      “So am I,” Christy objected.

      “We know, my love. But you have to wait. I’ll be damned if I’m gonna burn this duck a second time.”
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        * * *

      

      Wren and Christy were sleeping peacefully the next morning when I slipped out of bed to go for a run. I was still stretching when my dad’s Corvette pulled into the driveway. I made a point of looking at my watch.

      “The walk of shame,” I teased when he climbed out wearing the same clothes from the night before.

      “Shame? More like pride,” he bantered. “Besides, you’re one to talk. Did Wren spend the night?”

      I nodded.

      “So your old man isn’t the only one who scored with a couple of hot twenty-year-olds.”

      My eyebrows shot up. “A couple?”

      “The first one asked her friend to join us. A couple of drinks and the old Hughes charm did the trick.”

      “Ah.”

      He heard the disapproval in my voice, although he misinterpreted it.

      “You’ll understand when you’re my age,” he said. “Your mom and I have an arrangement that works. She has her friends and I have mine.” He nodded toward the house. “Sound familiar?”

      “Yeah, but Christy and Wren aren’t a couple of random—” I stopped myself before I said “conquests” and finished diplomatically instead, “flight attendants.”

      My father’s eyes tightened but he controlled his temper. “First, they weren’t ‘random.’ Second, you aren’t my wife. And third, it isn’t your place to judge me. Are we clear?”

      “Yes, sir,” I said with a sarcastic edge. “Won’t happen again, sir.”

      “Son, marriage is complicated. It isn’t wine and roses all the time. I love your mom. I love our marriage, too. But I don’t recall making vows to you.”

      “Fair enough.”

      We both paused to let the tension dissipate.

      “You and Christy can figure out what works for you,” he said in a more fatherly tone. “That is where you’re going with her, isn’t it? Why you wanted us to meet her parents?”

      “That’s part of it,” I admitted.

      “Good. We like her.” He thought of something and chuckled darkly. “And if you have kids, one day you’ll have a discussion like this with your own son. I just hope you aren’t hungover and feeling a little guilty when you do.”

      “Guilty?” I asked. “About last night? Mom knows, right?”

      “She does. I’m not feeling guilty about that. It’s hard to explain, but one day you’ll understand. You’ll know what it feels like when your kid realizes you’re human after all.”

      “That isn’t what I meant.”

      “I know,” he said. “But that doesn’t change what just happened, does it?”

      “No, I guess not.”

      “In a way, I’m relieved. So, I’m only human now?” He shrugged. “I can live with that. I was before. And I’m not alone. All your idols have clay feet. Welcome to being a grown-up. Sucks, don’t it?”

      “Nah. It isn’t so bad. Yeah, sure, it comes with a certain disillusionment—my father’s a man instead of a superman—but the rest is worth it.”

      “Now you sound like your mom,” he said. “She was always too smart for me.”

      “Is that why you married her?”

      He snorted. “I married her because I loved her. And it was the right thing to do… in lots of ways.”

      “You can say that again.”

      “I married her because I loved her. And it—”

      “Okay! I know where I get my goofy sense of humor.”

      “Guilty as charged,” he said. Then he glanced at his watch. “Now, if you don’t mind, I need to catch some shut-eye. I’m not as young as you are. I can’t stay up all night and then run all day. When’re you leaving?”

      “A little after noon.”

      “I’ll be up before you go. Now… are we good?”

      “We’re good.”

      “I’m glad. I love you, son.”

      “I love you too, Dad.”
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        * * *

      

      My father joined Christy and me in the kitchen about twenty minutes before we needed to leave for the airport. He’d showered and shaved, and he wore shorts and a Hawaiian shirt, his usual weekend outfit. He still looked tired, but better than when I’d seen him at six thirty.

      “Want me to drive you?” he offered. “I don’t mind. I need to stop by Operations anyway.”

      My eyebrows rose with a question.

      “To pick up my bid packet. And to talk to a pilot friend, an instructor.” He read my polite skepticism. “Seriously? All right, I’m thinking about transitioning to the 767 instead of the L-1011.”

      “Sounds g—”

      “But wait, there’s more. We’re about to start flying the 757, and the flight deck is similar to the ’67. So I’ll be able to fly either without retraining. New plane, new lines, new opportunities,” he finished. “Now do you believe me?”

      “I believed you before,” I fibbed. “But it sounds like a lot of new stuff. Can an old dog learn new tricks?”

      “I’m not that old. Besides, the old tricks still get results.”

      “Are we still talking about flying?”

      “You tell me. Now come on, let’s get a move on.” He grabbed his car keys and glanced at our luggage. “All that? For… what? Two days?”

      “It’s my fault,” Christy said immediately.

      “Dress clothes,” I explained. “We have another graduation.”

      “Yeah, I know,” he said. “I’m just giving you a hard time. Payback for the age crack.” He looked at the suitcase and garment bag. “I think they’ll fit in the back. Christy’ll have to sit in your lap, though.” He grinned. “You can talk about the first thing that comes up.”

      “I see where you get it,” Christy said to me.

      “What?” Dad asked.

      “His delightful sense of humor.”

      “Yeah, I’m the charming one. His mother’s the smart one.”

      “One outta two ain’t bad,” I said under my breath.

      Christy frowned. Be nice.

      “What was that?” Dad said.

      “Your hearing is starting to go.”

      “What?”

      I raised my voice. “I said… Your hearing is— Oh, very funny.”

      “Gotcha.” He winked at Christy. “Come on, let’s blow this popsicle stand.”
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        * * *

      

      The flight attendants were wrapping up the preflight briefing when Christy suddenly stiffened. She stared intently at the attendant in the aisle a few rows ahead of us. She was a pretty blonde, tall and svelte. She was a little too made-up for my taste, and nothing about her stood out as something that Christy might find attractive.

      “What’s the matter?” I asked her in a low voice.

      “Did she just say, ‘on behalf of the pilots and crew’?”

      “I think so. Why?”

      “Nothing,” she lied.

      “No, tell me.”

      “Yesterday. You asked if your dad was meeting ‘a friend from the crew.’ You didn’t say ‘a pilot friend.’ You’re very precise. With your words.” She thought back, and her eyes widened. “Oh my gosh! He was meeting a stewardess, wasn’t he? Flight attendant. Whatever. You know what I mean. But… he had a date!”

      I chuckled. “I’m surprised you figured it out.”

      “Surprised? What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Nothing. I just didn’t think it was obvious.”

      “Of course it was! His clothes, his attitude, his aftershave! And… he didn’t come home last night. I heard him this morning after you left for your run.”

      “I thought you were asleep.”

      “Paul, dear, I always wake up when you leave.”

      “Always?”

      “Always. I can’t help it. But you’re trying to change the subject. I’m right, aren’t I? He had a date.”

      I nodded. “Does that bother you?”

      “Not me. What about your mother?”

      “She knows,” I said with more confidence than I actually felt.

      “Are you sure?”

      “She knows in general. Besides, think about where she is.”

      “Oh. I suppose you’re right.”

      “Mmm hmm. What’s good for the goose…”

      “…is good for the gander.” Her brows knitted. “I… don’t want to be like that. Don’t want us to be like that, I mean.”

      “Okay,” I said slowly.

      “I don’t mind if you…” She glanced around at the other passengers. “You know,” she finished in a guarded tone. “I’m fine if I know what you’re doing. Like with Terri. But… promise me we’ll never be like that, where I go off with my ‘friend’ and you do whatever you like with your own… um… ‘friends.’ I know that doesn’t make sense, but—”

      “No, I think I got it,” I chuckled.

      “This isn’t funny,” she said. “It’s serious. I don’t want to end up like Wren’s parents. I don’t want to be like yours, either. Or mine, for that matter.”

      “How ’bout we do what we want. You know, figure it out for ourselves.”

      “Fine, Mr. Flippant. This is all so easy for you.”

      “Yeah, you’re right. I’m sorry. And for the record, this isn’t easy for me. I’m having to figure it out as I go… just like you are.”

      “I’m glad,” she said, part serious, part resentful. “I hate feeling like I’m the only one who doesn’t know what I’m doing.”

      “No, there are two of us in this relationship.”

      “Are there?”

      “Of course!”

      “No, two of us who don’t know what we’re doing. That’s what I meant.”

      “Oh, thank God,” I said with genuine relief.

      “I do. Every day. And… I know I should feel guilty, but I’m glad you don’t know what you’re doing either. I don’t mind figuring things out together, but I get scared when I think you’re going to leave me if I don’t do it quick enough.”

      “No, never. I’m pretty patient, especially where you’re concerned.”

      “I know. And thank you. But I can be pretty dense sometimes.”

      “Not dense,” I said gently. “You were raised differently. And you’re trying to figure out my world.”

      “Our,” she corrected. “It’s our world now.”

      “Right. Our world.”

      She breathed a sigh and began to relax for real. “There are so many things, aren’t there? To figure out. In relationships, I mean. They’re complicated.”

      I nodded.

      “My mother would probably tell me to get used to it. But… do you think we ever will?”

      “Of course. It might take twenty years, but I’m willing to give it a try.”

      “Do you really think it’ll take that long? We’ll be old then.”

      “No we won’t,” I laughed. “We’ll be my parents’ age. They aren’t old.”

      She didn’t want to argue, but she clearly disagreed.

      “What?” I teased. “You don’t want to grow old with me?”

      “I don’t want to do it at all. What if you get tired of me? Or don’t like the way I look? What if I get fat? What if my—?”

      “Do you really think I’m that shallow?” I asked.

      “No.” She sighed. “I know you aren’t. But I still worry about things.” She thought about it and sighed again. “God, grant me the serenity…”

      “Yeah.”

      She leaned against my arm and fell silent.

      “You okay?” I asked after a minute.

      She nodded. “Only, I wish we weren’t staying with my parents.”

      “Why? ’Cause we can’t sleep together?”

      “I don’t think you understand,” she said. “How much I miss it when you aren’t there.”

      “It’s only two nights.”

      “That’s okay. I can sneak—”

      “Oh no you can’t,” I said quickly. “Your dad already had a talk with me. He heard us last time.”

      She bolted upright, and her eyes grew wide. “He heard us?”

      “Not… you know. He heard us talking.”

      “Oh my gosh, don’t scare me like that!”

      “Sorry,” I chuckled. “Anyway, you can’t do it again. I’m supposed to send you back to your own room if you do.”

      She frowned.

      “Their house, their rules.”

      “I know. Only, I don’t like them. Not anymore. The rules, I mean. Not my parents. I still love them. I just wish… Ugh! I’m not a little girl anymore. Why do they—? Oh my gosh! This is exactly what your mom and Erin were arguing about.”

      “Yep. And I had a similar conversation with my dad. This morning.”

      “It’s like they don’t want us to grow up or something.”

      “They do, but they need time to adjust.” They aren’t the only ones, I thought sardonically.

      “How long? They wouldn’t even let Danny and Sabrina spend the night together.”

      “Then you and I don’t really stand a chance. We’ll just have to follow the rules.”

      “I know. I don’t have to like it, though.”

      I let her sulk, and I was about to make a suggestion when she spoke up.

      “Maybe we can go for a walk tonight? Down to the beach? What’s so funny?”

      “I was thinking the same thing.”

      “If I can’t sneak into your room, I’m definitely going to need some time alone. With you, I mean.”

      “I was hoping,” I chuckled.

      She rolled her eyes. “Oh, Paul. You’re so silly sometimes.”

      “Yes, but I’m your silly.”

      “Mmm, I know.”
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        * * *

      

      We didn’t get our walk on the beach. Well, we did, but not alone. Rich said he was home for Father’s Day, but he was really there to keep an eye on yours truly. And, of course, he offered to join us when Christy told her parents we were going for a walk. We couldn’t say no without making it obvious what we were up to.

      “I don’t need a chaperone,” Christy complained as we left the house. “I’m a grown woman.”

      “Twenty-one,” Rich agreed. “All grown-up.”

      “I can look after myself.”

      “Mmm hmm.”

      “You aren’t going to listen, are you?”

      “Nope.”

      “Ugh!”

      He glanced at me. “How’s the hand?”

      “Healing. How’s the face?”

      “The same. Stitches came out the day before yesterday. How long do you have to wear the splint?”

      “Another two weeks.”

      “So I got the better end of the bargain?”

      “Oh, no,” I said sincerely. “I’d wear a full cast for six weeks if I could do it again. The look on your face was priceless.”

      “Mmm. I can imagine. Where’d you learn to hit like that? Not judo or wrestling.”

      “Boxing. A guy named Dwayne. Golden Gloves type. Good guy. Really good fighter.”

      Rich nodded. Then he eyed me sideways. “You could still join the Navy, you know. After college.”

      Christy tried clearing her throat, but Rich ignored her.

      “You could do OCS,” he continued. “I don’t think you have what it takes to be a SEAL, but you might make a decent pilot. Sub service is pretty selective too.”

      “Rich, I can do anything I want. SEALs, pilots, subs… doesn’t matter. It’s all the same, hard work and pigheaded determination. But Christy and I have other plans.”

      “It isn’t because of your mother?”

      “No. To be honest, I never knew she felt that strongly about it.”

      “Well, you aren’t a pantywaist, that’s for sure. And your father’s a genuine hero. It was an honor to meet him, by the way.”

      “What exactly did he do to earn your respect? Your father’s too.”

      “You mean you don’t know?” Rich said smugly.

      “No. And if I had to guess, you don’t either.”

      He didn’t deny it. “I could probably pull some strings and find out, even if it’s still classified, but my dad told me enough. He respects your old man, and that’s good enough for me.”

      “He respects Paul too,” Christy said.

      “Yeah, he does,” Rich said, albeit reluctantly.

      “So why don’t you?” she pressed.

      “I do, Sis. I just don’t like him. There’s a difference.”

      I spoke up, “I think you don’t want to like me, Rich.”

      Again, he didn’t deny it.

      “You think I’m trying to take Birdy away from you, that I won’t protect her like you do.”

      “Well? Will you?”

      “What do you think?” I said. “I stood up to you. Several times. Once when you had a gun.”

      “Yeah,” he chuckled. “Sorry about that. The weapon, I mean. I shouldn’t’ve used it. I’d’ve been in real trouble. I’m not sorry about hitting you.”

      “I know the feeling.”

      “Ha! I’m sure you do.” He fell silent and then snorted a laugh. “You’re a cocky one too.”

      “I just about have to be,” I said, “to fit in with you bunch of lunatics and overachievers.”

      “Yeah, I’ll give you that.”

      We walked in silence and crossed the main road to the oceanside park.

      “I think we’re going to walk to the playground,” Christy said. “You can go back now if you’d like, Rich.”

      “Sorry, can’t. Orders.”

      “Whose? Mom’s or Dad’s?”

      “Doesn’t matter. Orders are orders.”

      “What if I gave you an order?”

      “Sorry, Sis, you don’t outrank me.”

      “Neither does Mom.”

      He snorted.

      “So you won’t leave us alone?”

      He thought about it and looked at me. “I will, on one condition.”

      “Which is?” I said cautiously.

      “You swear that nothing… immoral… will happen.”

      My eyebrows lifted.

      “Well?” he said.

      “Rich, you know we live together, right?”

      His jaw muscle twitched.

      “And we’re sleeping together,” I continued. “Not just once in a while, but every night.”

      Christy stiffened and held her breath.

      “I know,” Rich said flatly.

      “Your parents do too.”

      “So what if they do? Besides, I don’t see how that’s relevant.”

      “It’s relevant because everyone knows what’s going on, but none of you are willing to face the truth and admit it.”

      “What’s your point?” He was being obtuse on purpose, but it made his position crystal clear: he wasn’t going to acknowledge the mile-wide chasm between his beliefs and reality.

      I decided to be polite instead of sarcastic. “So if you don’t see it and don’t talk about it, it doesn’t happen?”

      “You’re starting to catch on. You’ll have to ask my brother to explain. Jim, I mean. He’s the theologian in the family. Me? I just follow orders.”

      “And you’re very good at it.” I tried not to let my annoyance show, but he saw it and grinned.

      “Oh, I’m good at everything I do.”

      “You’re pretty cocky yourself.”

      “I grew up with a bunch of lunatics and overachievers,” he said dryly.

      “Yeah, I guess you did. And I’m not going to win this argument, am I?”

      “Nope. Not a chance.”

      We stared at each other with a surprising lack of hostility.

      “Fine,” I said at last. “I swear, nothing ‘immoral’ will happen.”

      “My definition of immoral,” he insisted. “Not yours.”

      “Yeah, okay,” I agreed. “Your definition.”

      He grinned again. “Did you know I dated a lawyer once?”

      “Everything’s a sparring match with you, isn’t it?”

      “Uh-huh. And I hate losing.”

      “It runs in the family.” I glanced at Christy. “Next time I’ll let you argue with her.”

      “Where’s the fun in that?” He turned serious. “No funny business. You’re on your honor.” He gave me another meaningful look before he turned and walked away. The smug son of a bitch even started whistling. Cheerfully!
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        * * *

      

      My bedroom door opened at six o’clock the next morning. I’d been awake for a while. I was alone, too, and had been all night. I didn’t even bother to open my eyes.

      “Whaddya want, Rich?”

      “Time for PT,” he said. “Get your ass up. Let’s go.”

      “Seriously? You know I’m not in the military, right?”

      “Get dressed. I’ll be outside. See you in five. That’s minutes, by the way.”

      I met him in five. Minutes. He gave me time to stretch and then we set off at a leisurely pace.

      I glanced at him sideways. “Are we gonna see who’s the biggest badass today?”

      “No. I know who is.”

      “Good. ’Cause I’m not in the mood to run a marathon.”

      “The only easy day was yesterday,” he said.

      “Hooyah.”

      “Don’t say that.”

      I paused. “Why not?”

      “You haven’t earned it.”

      “Fair enough.”

      We ran in silence for the next ten minutes. Rich eyed me several times, but I was in good condition and wasn’t winded.

      “Five miles sound about right?” he said. It was an honest question, not a challenge.

      “Sure, no problem.”

      He nodded and pushed buttons on his watch. It beeped and went silent.

      “Pick up the pace a little?” I suggested.

      “Yeah, okay.”

      We finished the five miles in companionable silence and turned into the neighborhood. We slowed to a walk to cool off. And when we neared his parents’ house, he looked over at me.

      “I still don’t like you.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” I said mildly. “But… who’re you trying to convince, me or you?”
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        * * *

      

      Christy and I wished Harold a happy Father’s Day over breakfast. I called my parents’ house and left a message on the answering machine for my own father. I told him I loved him and apologized for doubting him.

      Then Christy and I went to shower and get ready, separately. Brooke’s graduation started at ten thirty, and we needed to leave by nine. Christy wore a strapless white sundress that showed off her tan shoulders and slender figure. I’d chosen a blue and white seersucker suit to match, with a lime green tie for a splash of color.

      Anne offered to lend us her car, and I wondered why she was willing to do that when she wouldn’t let us walk on the beach by ourselves. Part of me suspected that Rich had more to do with it than his parents, but I couldn’t be sure.

      Then again, Christy and I had plans all day, with little time for extracurricular activities. I was pretty sure I could find someplace private if I really wanted to, but I didn’t have a time machine to do it and still be everywhere we needed to be.

      “Let me get the camera,” Anne said before she let us leave.

      “Didn’t we do this already?” Rich muttered.

      “Be nice, Richard,” she told him. “Or I’ll start asking when you’re going to bring a girl home to meet us.”

      “You know what my life’s like,” he protested mildly. “I don’t have time for dating.”

      “You need to find a nice woman and settle down. Before you’re thirty,” she added pointedly. “You’ll need a wife if you want to make the Navy a career.”

      “I know,” he said in resignation.

      “You’ll find someone when the time is right. Now, run along, dear. Let me take my pictures.”
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        * * *

      

      We met Brooke and her family on campus about an hour before things began. Her father was a distinguished man in his mid-fifties, tall and slim, with light brown hair, hazel eyes, and glasses. He looked like the scientist he was. Her mother was slim and rather plain. She had red hair, but it was a deeper auburn than Brooke’s, although their eyes were the same.

      Brooke’s older sister took after their father. She had the same hair and eyes, and she even wore similar glasses. She was a scientist too, a chemist, and married to a physicist. They lived in New Mexico and worked as researchers in a government lab. Their brother looked like a male version of Brooke, with coppery red hair, freckles, and their mother’s blue eyes. He still lived in Texas, where he’d just finished a PhD in microbiology.

      They were all reasonably attractive and highly intelligent, with nearly a dozen advanced degrees among them, but none of them were in the same league as Brooke. Some random combination of genes had given her supermodel looks and Nobel laureate brains. In other words, she’d won the genetic lottery, literally.

      We posed for pictures and then spent the rest of the time talking to Brooke’s family. Her brother and I had a good-natured argument about which was the “real” UT, the University of Tennessee or the University of Texas.

      “UT is bigger,” he said.

      “But Tennessee’s had the name since 1794. Texas wasn’t founded until…?”

      “Um… 1893, I think.”

      “Ouch. Almost a hundred years later.”

      “Ninety-nine.”

      “But who’s counting?”

      “Okay, but Texas has the prettiest girls.”

      “I dunno,” I said. “Look around, dude. California girls.” I put my arm around Christy, who beamed on cue. “They’re pretty cute.”

      “Let’s agree to disagree. UT is bigger but Tennessee is older.”

      “You mean Texas is bigger but UT is older.”

      “Whatever,” he said. “But we agree that California has the prettiest girls.”

      “I sure like mine!”

      “Oh, boy,” Christy said. “Come on. We need to go in. They’re going to start soon.”

      The ceremony itself was a lot smaller than I thought it’d be. The individual colleges held separate events, so Brooke’s was only about five hundred people. They finished in less than two hours and held a reception on the commons immediately after. Unfortunately, Christy and I couldn’t stay.

      “When do you have to meet your family?” Brooke asked her.

      “Oh, we have plenty of time.”

      Brooke looked at me, and I checked my watch.

      “We need to leave now. Sorry.”

      “Can’t we stay a little longer?” Christy wheedled.

      “We’ll see her later.”

      “Where are you meeting them?” Brooke asked.

      “A place called Bali Hai.”

      “See? It’s close,” Christy said.

      “Chris, that’s Shelter Island! It’s fifteen miles from here.”

      “So? We can get there in, like, ten minutes.”

      “Only if you’re a bird. It’s more like thirty-five for those of us who drive,” Brooke said.

      “I drive,” Christy muttered.

      Brooke looked at her watch. “You need to go. We’ll hang out later. Did you bring your swimsuits?”

      “Of course,” Christy said.

      “We’ll come to your house when we get back,” I promised.

      Brooke glanced at her family and then leaned close. “There’s… um… supposed to be a party on the beach tonight.”

      “Ugh!” Christy said. “I don’t wanna talk about the beach.”

      Brooke frowned, so I explained.

      “And then you wouldn’t do anything after he left,” Christy accused.

      “I gave my word.”

      “Fine. But what if he does it again tonight?”

      “Don’t tell him,” Brooke said. “Just say you’re going to hang out at my house. My whole family’ll be there.”

      “Do you think it’ll work?” Christy asked.

      “It’s worth a try,” I said, and Brooke nodded. I looked at my watch again.

      “Yeah, you need to go.” Brooke hugged Christy and then me. Her body felt good in my arms, and she sighed without realizing it.

      I grinned. “Yeah, me too.”

      She flushed pink. Then she moistened her lips and looked at me from under her lashes.

      Mr. Big reacted predictably.

      “Uh-oh,” Christy said. “We need to go, before someone gets us in trouble.”

      “Who, me?”

      “No, him. We’ll see you later,” she said to Brooke.
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        * * *

      

      Christy and I met her family for a late Father’s Day brunch, and Harry, Marianne, and the kids joined us. The Bali Hai was a tiki restaurant straight out of the fifties. The buffet was on the pricy side, but we were there for the atmosphere more than anything. Besides, Christy, Rich, and their mother ate enough for several people, so Harold definitely got his money’s worth. Afterward we lingered over mai tais and enjoyed the amazing views of San Diego Bay and the downtown skyline.

      Harry, Marianne, and the kids said goodbye after an hour or so. Rich gave me a pointed look before he left as well. It was a silent reminder of our conversation in Knoxville. Christy and I were glad not to have a self-appointed chaperone but also a little confused about why he’d gone.

      “We thought you could use a break,” Harold said as we walked out to the parking lot. “I told Rich I’d keep an eye on you.”

      The women were far enough ahead that they couldn’t hear.

      “Um… okay,” I said cautiously.

      “So, while you’re out with Birdy tonight, just remember…”

      I waited for him to finish, but he never did. “Remember what?” I said at last.

      “I’m sorry, what were we talking about?”

      “Nothing,” I chuckled.

      “Right. Nothing.”

      “And… um… thanks.”

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

      Back at her parents’ house, Christy and I changed into comfortable clothes over our swimsuits, packed towels and a few other things in the beach bag, and slipped off to Brooke’s without any fuss. She and her family were in the middle of a game of Trivial Pursuit when we arrived.

      “Fresh blood,” her father said.

      “Watch out,” her sister warned, “he means that literally.”

      “I concede,” Brooke said. She removed her piece from the board and dumped its five little wedges into the pile.

      “But you were winning,” her father protested.

      “I guess.” She shrugged and then smiled at Christy. “C’mon, I’ll grab my suit. We’ll meet you out there, Paul.”

      “So,” her father said when the girls had gone, “Brooke tells us you’re studying to be an architect.”

      I nodded, and we had a polite conversation about how I knew his daughter. Then he asked how I’d hurt my hand. I fibbed and told him an accident at the gym, which he accepted at face value. I wasn’t ashamed of the truth, but it was a longer story than I wanted to go into. I decided to change the subject anyway, so I asked about Brooke’s brother.

      “He had to return to Austin,” his mother said. “He just started a new job.”

      “Ah, okay. Well, it was nice to meet him.”

      “He said the same about you.”

      The girls returned.

      “Ready to go?” Brooke said. She wore her wrap and carried a beach towel.

      “Sure. Nice talking to you,” I told her family.

      They collectively smiled and returned their attention to more important matters, like whose turn it was in the game. They weren’t New Yorkers, but they were surprisingly loud after the quiet conversation from a moment before.

      “Sorry,” Brooke said as soon as I closed the patio door behind us. “They’ve been like that all weekend. They’re driving me nuts.”

      “That’s what families are for,” I said. “You wanna hang out or go for a swim?”

      “Swim, please,” Christy said immediately.

      “What I really want is a drink,” Brooke said under her breath.

      “Nervous?” I asked.

      “A little, yeah.”

      “Well, don’t be. Let’s just relax.”

      She nodded and removed her wrap. Her bikini was blue and pink, with French-cut bottoms and a bandeau top. It was more conservative than the one from Easter, but she looked just as good in it. She blushed when she saw my expression.

      “I should apologize now,” I said. “For anything Mr. Big says or does, especially when you look like that.”

      “I told you,” Christy said to her.

      “You too,” I added. “Between Rich and my hand, I haven’t been able to relieve any pressure all weekend.”

      “Oh, you poor thing,” she mocked.

      “Hey, two days is a long time.”

      “Not really,” Brooke said.

      “Are you kidding?” I shot back. “Have you ever gone two days without… you know?”

      “Of course.”

      “She’s lying,” Christy said immediately. “She probably did it last night.”

      Brooke’s rosy cheeks were answer enough.

      “She’s an evening person,” Christy added. “I’m a morning person.”

      “Do you have to tell him all my dirty little secrets?” Brooke complained.

      “What?” Christy said. “It’s natural. Everyone does it.”

      “Yeah, but what would Sister Prune say?”

      Christy made a comical horror face. “Oh no! Not Sister Prune! Ahhhhh!”

      Brooke rolled her eyes but couldn’t suppress a grin.

      “You love me,” Christy said. “You know you do.”
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        * * *

      

      Brooke eventually relaxed as late afternoon turned to evening. Her family finished their game, and we ate dinner with them on the patio. Her sister had baked a big southwest casserole with Hatch chiles, and her mother threw together a salad to go with it. Her father opened several bottles of wine.

      “To our last graduate,” he toasted, “and our next doctor.”

      Brooke and Christy both grew a little flirty as dinner progressed and the wine flowed. I half-expected her parents to do the same, but they were quietly affectionate instead of showy about it. Her sister and brother-in-law didn’t drink much at all. They weren’t teetotalers, but neither of them had a second glass.

      “I heard about a party tonight,” I said at last, if only to move things along, “on the beach. Are you girls interested?”

      “Yeah!” Christy said immediately.

      Brooke turned reluctant all of a sudden, and I wondered if I’d missed something.

      “Go on,” her mother told her. “Have fun. Just you kids. Take a blanket and some wine.”

      My eyebrows flew up before I could stop them. Her father missed it completely, but her mother picked up on my surprise.

      “It’ll be your last chance,” she told her daughter, “before you’re too busy with your internship.”

      Brooke nodded and glanced nervously my way.

      “We don’t have to if you don’t want to,” I said.

      “Of course she wants to,” Christy said. “Don’t you?”

      “Go on, sweetheart,” her mother urged, “have fun with your friends.”

      I heard something in her voice and wondered if she knew what we were planning. A party on the beach? A guy and two girls? A blanket and wine? It was too much like the setup for a Penthouse letter or a scene from a porn movie. She answered my probing look with a bland smile, and that convinced me. She knew.

      “Yeah, okay,” Brooke said.

      Her mother’s smile turned genuine. “Let’s go find the blanket.”

      “Wine’s in the fridge,” her father said.

      “Don’t forget the corkscrew,” Christy added cheerfully.
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        * * *

      

      We left Brooke’s house with Christy’s beach bag plus another loaded with a large blanket, two bottles of wine, and a small picnic hamper. Christy grew more excited with each step, while Brooke’s attitude went the opposite direction.

      “What’s the matter?” Christy finally asked her.

      “What? Oh, nothing,” Brooke lied.

      “No, something’s bothering you,” Christy pressed. “I thought you wanted to go to the beach.”

      “I do, but…” She glanced at me.

      “Cold feet?” I said.

      “I hate that I’m like this. Sorry.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” I told her. “Do you want to go to the party instead?”

      “No,” she laughed ruefully, “I want to be someone else, someone more confident.”

      “The wine’ll do that.”

      Christy nodded.

      “I thought it had!” Brooke said.

      “We don’t have to do anything,” I told her.

      “Unh! What about me?” Christy whined. She looked at Brooke. “You know what you need? A good, hard fucking. Doesn’t she, Paul?”

      “That’s up to her.”

      “I want to,” Brooke insisted, “but I don’t know if I can.”

      “Of course you can,” Christy said. “Paul, dear—”

      “Whoa, there, Little Bit,” I said. “Let’s slow down. Remember how long it took you?”

      “But she’s done it before!”

      “Yeah… two months ago. And she hasn’t seen me since.”

      “Yeah, okay. You’re right.”

      “I thought I was ready,” Brooke said sullenly.

      “Don’t worry about it,” I told her. “Let’s just find a nice little dune, someplace private, and relax.”

      “Are you sure? You aren’t upset? I know she is,” she added without looking at Christy.

      “Oh, Brooke, no! I’m not, I swear. I just want you to be happy.”

      “Thanks,” Brooke said. Then she forced a smile. “I… um… know a good place. Take a left instead of a right when we get to the park.”

      Ten minutes later we crested a row of dunes and descended into the shelter beyond. The wind dropped, along with the sound of traffic from the main road. We could still hear the sound of the surf, but another row of dunes hid the ocean from view. Christy and I spread the blanket while Brooke unpacked acrylic wineglasses from the hamper.

      The evening was warm, and we were well out of sight, so I took off my shirt and kicked off my shoes. Then I opened a bottle of wine and poured three glasses. Brooke drained hers immediately. She held it out for a refill.

      “Thanks.” She took a smaller drink. “I don’t know why I lost my nerve. Earlier. This’s all I’ve been thinking about for, like, a week.”

      “Do you want to get comfortable before we do anything?” I suggested.

      “You mean, do I wanna get naked?”

      “Something like that,” I laughed. Then I looked around, just in case. “Does anyone—?”

      “No. That’s why I picked it. The party’s up the beach, at the north end of the park. No one comes down here unless they’re planning to make out.”

      “Like us?”

      “Like us,” she agreed.

      I nodded to Christy, who untied her linen capri pants and slid them down her legs. I gestured at the drawstring on my swimsuit.

      “You want me to…?”

      “Yes, please,” they said in unison. That lightened the mood, and they shared a grin.

      “Why was I nervous?” Brooke mused as she took off her shorts.

      “You’ve done it before,” I added. “And enjoyed it.”

      “It’s all I’ve been thinking about. Even more than graduating.” She added with a laugh, “I was so excited that I didn’t wear panties!”

      “Hold on, what?”

      “I didn’t!” She finished unbuttoning her shirt. “I took them off in the bathroom before it started. They’re still in my purse!”

      “Brooke O’Neill,” Christy said in wonder, “you tramp.”

      “I know, right!”

      “What was it like?”

      She thought about it as she unfastened the catch on her bikini top. Then she casually dropped it to the blanket. Her breasts were pale and perfect, and her light pink nipples almost disappeared against her creamy skin. She hooked her thumbs in her bottoms.

      “It was breezy,” she said at last. “I don’t have any fur to keep my lady parts warm.” She lowered the bottoms and stepped out of them. “I shaved completely last week,” she added superfluously. “That’s how excited I’ve been.”

      “It’s kinda fun, isn’t it?” Christy kicked off her own bottoms. They landed four feet from her other clothes.

      Brooke followed my glance and laughed. “Yeah, she’s always been like that, a mess.”

      “Who, me? I’m not a mess. I’m very tidy.”

      “You are not!” Brooke knelt and brushed sand from the edge of the blanket. “Okay, how’m I supposed to sit? Cross-legged seems… I dunno… indecent.”

      “Exactly!” Christy sank to the blanket and sat with her feet tucked under her.

      “You know I can’t do that. My legs go to sleep. Aw, to hell with it.” She sat cross-legged and brushed imaginary sand away from her pussy.

      “Hey,” Christy said to me. “You still haven’t taken your swimsuit off.”

      “Oh, yeah! Sorry, I was distracted.” I slid my shorts down my legs and kicked them aside. My erection sprang up.

      “Ooh, that’s more like it,” Christy said.

      “Well, hello!” Brooke laughed. “It’s been a while since I’ve seen one of those.”

      “Me too.”

      “Do you need to get reacquainted?” I asked.

      “Mmm, yes, please.” Christy crawled toward me and knelt at my feet. She began kissing the underside of my cock.

      “I’d better warn you,” I said, “I don’t know how long I’ll last. I’m pretty worked up, and it’s been a while…”

      “Yummy testicles,” Christy murmured before she gently captured one.

      “Care to join her?” I asked Brooke.

      “Maybe in a minute.” She stood instead. After a moment’s hesitation she moved to my side.

      I put my arm around her and bent to kiss her. She sighed and molded her body to mine. Hers was warm and soft, and she sighed into my mouth when I cupped her ass and pulled her against me. We made out for a couple of minutes, and she grew more excited. Then she grinned and sank to her knees beside Christy.

      I lasted barely a minute once both girls started sucking. Christy moaned softly as the first spurts coated her tongue. She tried to share, but the next spurt hit Brooke’s cheek instead. She captured my cock and flinched in surprise at the force of the final gushes.

      “Oh my gosh,” Christy panted, “that was a lot.”

      “I’m a good squirrel,” I joked. “I saved up my nuts.”

      “That was terrible,” Brooke laughed. She wiped semen from her cheek and licked her finger. Then she licked a drop that had oozed from the tip of my shaft. She began sucking, and I closed my eyes. Christy joined her a moment later, and they continued until I thought I might come again. I finally had to pull my cock away.

      “Unh!” Christy complained.

      “On your back,” I told her.

      “Oh. Yes, sir.”

      “Brooke, on top of her in a sixty-nine.”

      The girls moved into position, and I knelt behind Brooke’s perfect ass. I set my cock at her opening and slid into her. My vision swam. Her pussy felt like a sauna that had been heating up for days. She moaned as I filled her completely, and I paused to catch my breath. I wasn’t sure how long I’d last the second time, either.

      I held Brooke’s hips and didn’t move. I breathed deep through my nose and tried to ignore the rising tide of pleasure. Then Christy started licking my balls instead of Brooke’s clit. My whole body seemed to swell, until I arched my back and cried out. Waves of ecstasy surged through my dick and spread outward. I closed my eyes and gave in.

      When I opened them again, my senses flickered to life one at a time. The stars snapped into place and the surf hiss-boomed in the distance. The salt tang of the ocean filled my nostrils, and I tasted a lingering buttery sweetness from the wine. Brooke’s hips felt solid in my hands, her skin warm against mine.

      I caught my breath and waited for my senses to stop overloading my brain. Then I sat back, and Christy squeaked in surprise. Pearly drops glistened on her forehead, and I couldn’t help but laugh. I’d shot so much semen that it had leaked from Brooke’s pussy when I’d pulled out. Christy recovered quickly and began licking our combined juices.

      I swallowed to moisten my mouth and then found my wineglass. It had fallen over and spilled onto the blanket. I dusted off a few grains of sand and refilled it. Then I watched the girls for several minutes, until Brooke cried out softly and held Christy’s hips.

      She eventually relaxed and caught her breath. Then she swung her leg over Christy’s head, although Christy sat up before she could move between her legs.

      “What’s the matter?” Brooke asked.

      “Nothing. I just want a drink before we keep going. But I’m fine. For now, I mean.”

      “Don’t you want me to—?”

      “I’m fine. I… um… took care of things this morning.” She glanced at me and blushed. “Maybe a couple of times.”

      My eyebrows rose with amusement.

      “I’m still in the mood,” Christy continued quickly. “Only, I want to let it build up. I know that doesn’t make sense, but—”

      “She wants to simmer for a while,” I said.

      “Exactly!”

      “Oh, okay,” Brooke said. “I thought you didn’t want me to. Like, at all.” She glanced at me. “You know, since Paul’s here.”

      “Oh my gosh, no! Besides, he doesn’t do it like you do. Sorry, you don’t,” she said to me. “Don’t get me wrong, I love when you do, but…” She shrugged. “You aren’t like Brooke.”

      “That’s okay,” I said. “Everyone eats pussy better than I do. I think there are straight women and high school boys who do it better.”

      Christy rolled her eyes. “You aren’t that bad.”

      “You aren’t,” Brooke agreed. “But you aren’t as familiar with the equipment as we are.”

      I changed the subject with the wine bottle. “Who’s ready for more?”

      “Me, please.” “I am.”

      I refilled their glasses and we sipped in silence.

      “I’m glad I came tonight,” Brooke said. “I’m sorry I started to chicken out.”

      “You’re here now,” I said.

      “And that’s all that matters,” Christy finished.

      “Thanks, but… I’ve been thinking, about this camp of yours.”

      “What about it?” I asked.

      “I know I said I’d come, but… I’m having second thoughts. Is it a bunch of old people and weirdos? I don’t wanna go if guys’re just going to stare at me.”

      “It isn’t like that at all,” I laughed. “The main camp is for couples and families. Most are older, my parents’ age or retirees, but there are younger ones too, in their twenties or early thirties. Everyone’s really cool, though. No one stares.”

      “They don’t,” Christy agreed. “It’s a rule or something.”

      I nodded. “Besides, we’ll be staying in the new part of the camp. It’s only for swingers.”

      “Are there really that many?” Brooke asked.

      “Yes and no. Maybe five or six couples at any given time. But we tend to hang out together, so it seems like more.”

      “The new camp is just for us,” Christy added. “Paul and Trip are working on it. It won’t even be officially open until next year.”

      “Who’s ‘us’?”

      “At first just Paul and me. Then Wren and Trip. Erin, Leah, and Mark are supposed to be there later this summer. They’re in Europe now. Erin and Leah, I mean. Mark’s in… Seattle?”

      I nodded.

      “So it’s a small group,” Christy finished. “And everyone’s our age.”

      “What’re they like?” Brooke asked.

      Christy described Wren and Trip in glowing terms. I was a bit surprised, especially about him, but it made sense. She was trying to convince Brooke, not scare her off. I nodded along as she described Erin, Leah, and Mark.

      “So… what?” Brooke said. “Is it, like, sex all the time?”

      “No,” I laughed. “Trip and I have to work. During the day, at least. We’ll have nights and weekends to do what we want, though.”

      “What about us?”

      “You girls are basically on vacation. So you can relax by the pool, read a book, play games, whatever.”

      Christy nodded enthusiastically.

      “Sounds pretty normal,” Brooke said.

      “It is. But we’re still swingers, so…”

      “We can do whatever we want,” Christy said.

      “Whenever you want,” Brooke finished with a nod.

      Christy baited the hook. “So… you could do it with a couple of guys. At the same time.”

      Brooke swallowed hard.

      “And when Mark gets there… three guys.”

      “Three…?”

      “Mmm hmm. Three guys, all at once.”

      “All at once…?”

      “Three mouths, three sets of fingers, three dicks,” Christy said in a low voice, “all for you.”

      “Oh, Chris… I never should’ve told you.”

      “Why? I told you all my fantasies.”

      “Yeah, but now you’re using mine against me.”

      “Mmm, I know. So you’ll come?”

      “God help me… yes.”
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      Christy and I flew from San Diego to Atlanta and then drove to Knoxville instead of camp. We’d forgotten a certain suitcase, the one with our sex toys. I didn’t think it was a big deal—not enough to drive three hours for—but Christy made it clear that I was wrong. Worse, I complained about it and then had to eat my words when we discovered other things we’d forgotten. Most of them were minor, but one would’ve been a problem—I’d left the house thermostat set to cool.

      “I had a checklist and everything,” I berated myself. “I went over it before we left.”

      Christy thought back and then avoided my eyes.

      “Hold on,” I said, “I did, didn’t I?”

      “Maybe you wanted to, but I… um… might’ve… distracted you. A little.”

      “Oh, that’s right,” I laughed. “You did!”

      “Sorry?”

      “It’s all right. And it’s a good thing you made a stink about the suitcase—”

      “I did not ‘make a stink’!”

      “Fair enough. You were pretty insistent, though.”

      “So? I wanted our toys. I have plans.”

      “Well, it’s a good thing we came home first. The bathroom light and basement door weren’t a big deal, but the A/C was. Unfortunately, now I’m wondering what else I missed.”

      “Why don’t we just ask Sayuri?” Christy said. “To keep an eye on the house, I mean.”

      “Do you think she’d mind?”

      “Of course not. I’ll go ask her.”

      “Hold on a sec.” I glanced at my watch and counted forward. “You know it’ll be late when we get to camp. We might as well spend the night here. I mean, we have the house to ourselves,” I hinted.

      “Uh-uh, no way. You have to say it. That’s what you’re always telling me, Mr. Good for the Goose.”

      “Yeah, you’re right. Talk to Sayuri and then hurry back. We’ll get something to eat first. Maybe Chinese?”

      “Yum!”

      “And then I have plans for you.”

      “Nefarious plans?”

      “Naughty ones.”

      “Ooh, even better.”
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        * * *

      

      I swallowed to moisten my mouth and then waited for my eyes to focus. My heart rate and breathing would take a minute before they returned to normal, so I pushed myself upright. The ache in my hand reminded me that I needed to avoid putting too much weight on it.

      Christy lay on her stomach, and her back rose and fell with her own heavy breathing. I sat back on my heels, and she sighed as my cock slid out of her.

      “You okay?”

      She nodded. “Tingly.”

      I caressed her pink bottom and stretched toward the nightstand to snag the ribbon with the handcuff keys.

      “Thank you, Mr. Kidnapper,” she said as I released her. “Did my father pay the ransom?”

      “No. He told me to keep you.”

      “Unh! He did not!” She pulled off the blindfold and pretend-glared over her shoulder.

      “You’re going to have to pay it yourself.” I slapped her thigh with my semi-hard cock as a reminder. “The hard way.”

      “Mmm, hard… Do I need to make another payment?”

      “Oh, boy.” I swung my leg over hers and scooted to the side.

      “Well, I have to pay if I want my freedom.” She rolled to her side and grinned up at me. “Isn’t that the deal?”

      “Sounds like a letter in Penthouse.”

      “Ooh, it does!” Her enthusiasm turned to a frown. “Speaking of which…?”

      “No, I haven’t subscribed yet. We were so busy that I forgot. Besides, we’re about to leave town for three months.”

      “That’s okay. We can stop on the way and you can buy them. It’s in the Handbook, you know. Page two.”

      I laughed and lay on my back. Christy scooted closer, lay along my side, and slid her leg over mine. We sighed in mutual exhaustion.

      “I thought page two was seducing your friends,” I said after a moment.

      “No, that’s page six.”

      “How do you remember all this stuff?”

      She shrugged and fibbed, “I just do.” She changed the subject before I could ask her about it. “If we’re going to buy magazines, do we need to buy anything else?”

      “Like what?”

      “I dunno. Maybe flavored lube or something? A new collar? Oh, darn! We were supposed to go to the store in San Diego.”

      “We were kinda busy.”

      “I know.”

      “Besides, we have plenty of toys to keep us occupied.”

      “I know. Only, I like shopping for them.”

      “Let’s try window shopping instead. Or maybe a catalog.”

      “Ooh, that sounds fun! I’ll ask Brooke. She’ll know which is the best.” She sighed and fell silent, although I could feel her working up to something. “I… um… thought of something else we might need.”

      “Oh?”

      “Maybe some rope? And tent stakes?”

      I frowned uncertainly. “What for? Camping?”

      “Um, no, not exactly.”

      “Then… what?”

      “Think about it,” she prompted. “What do I like?”

      “Well, the ropes are obvious. To tie you up.”

      “Mmm hmm. And…?”

      “Ah, right. The tent stakes are so we can do it outside.”

      “I promise, I’ll be a good captive. I won’t scream or anything, even if you have your way with me.”

      “You’re a kinky little thing,” I chuckled.

      “Mmm, I know. But only for you.”

      “Maybe I should thank God.”

      “You should,” she said. “He made me this way. He made you like it.”

      “No, I think you did that,” I said. “I wasn’t into bondage and discipline before I met you. Maybe a little, just for fun, but nothing serious.”

      “Well, you’re into it now. And you’re very good at it. Master.”

      “Ha! Master, huh? Okay, but… what should I do with you?”

      “I have a few ideas,” she said coyly.

      “I bet you do,” I chuckled. “So… tell me.”

      “I can’t just tell you! You have to force it out of me.”

      “Which is exactly what you want me to do.”

      “Of course.”

      “So… Wren was right? I don’t know what I want until you tell me?”

      “No. You weren’t ready. Before, I mean.”

      My eyebrows rose with a question.

      She felt it and answered, “That’s what my mom thinks. Marianne too. She said you had to ‘sow your wild oats’ before you were ready to settle down.”

      “And… am I? Ready to settle down?”

      “I don’t know. Are you?”

      “Yes and no,” I said after a moment. “I’ll be honest, I dunno if I’ll ever be ready to ‘settle down’ like Marianne and your mom mean it.”

      “Good,” Christy said with obvious relief. “I won’t either.”

      “But whatever I do, it’ll be with you.”

      “I know. I feel the same.” She sighed. “It’s kinda scary, though, isn’t it? Not really, but you know what I mean.” She paused to gather her thoughts. “I get so worked up sometimes, especially when I think about all the things I want to do. And not just with you. Maybe I need to sow some of my own wild oats.”

      “Maybe you do.”

      “I’d… like that. Especially if you watch. And for the record, I don’t mean like Wren. She wants everyone to watch. I only want you. And only ’cause I know you like it.”

      “That’s sort of why I enjoy bondage and discipline,” I said. “I don’t really get off from tying you up or spanking you. I get excited ’cause you get excited. The fun part is what comes after. Well, for me.”

      “I like that part too, but I know what you mean. My mom says that’s what real love is, when you do something for the other person. Something you wouldn’t normally do, I mean.”

      “She’s right.”

      Christy fell silent and then said, “You really aren’t upset? That I don’t want to have sex with other men? I will if you want me to. Well… I’ll try. I don’t know if I can.”

      “I don’t want you to. Not if you don’t want to.” I thought about it and tried to explain, “I guess it isn’t fun if I like something and you don’t. Like anal sex. Or vice versa. You like pain, but I don’t.” I held up my splint and flexed my healthy fingers. “I can live with it ’cause I have to, but I don’t particularly enjoy it.”

      “I can’t explain why I like it,” she said.

      “Doesn’t matter. You do. But you don’t try to make me like it too. That’s how I feel about you and other men.”

      “Or me and anal sex.” She shuddered for effect.

      “Exactly.”

      “Thank you, by the way. For not trying to force me.”

      “What? To do anal? Or to have sex with other men?”

      “Either? Both!” She laughed and then fell silent. After a moment she sighed. “I’m kinda excited to do things with Trip. I know I complain about him, but Wren’s right, he’s a nice guy. Well, when he isn’t annoying me, but you know what I mean. Besides, I know how you are.”

      “Oh?”

      “You get excited when I talk about guys in my past and things I’ve done. So I’m kinda hoping you’ll get more excited if you watch.”

      “Oh, I think I will. As long as you’re enjoying yourself.”

      “Paul, dear… I love giving head. I do it for myself. Don’t get me wrong, it’s even better ’cause you enjoy it too, but that isn’t really why I do it. I know that’s kinda selfish—”

      I shook my head.

      “—but it’s what I discovered with Vaughn. Yeah, he was a jerk, but I didn’t really care.”

      I nodded.

      “At least I learned some things. About myself, I mean. Like how I like being forced. Or humiliated. The threat, at least. And I learned from you that it’s okay to do the things I used to be afraid of.”

      “And that’s a good thing,” I finished.

      “The best.”
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        * * *

      

      Trip had left us several surprises at the Retreat, and they were all good. He’d bought a used truck, a weathered Chevy that had probably been new about the time I’d started kindergarten. He explained in a note that it ran fine, despite its looks. We’d need it to haul building supplies from town and around camp. He’d also finished the work on two of the bungalows, he wrote, so Christy and I wouldn’t have to sleep on an air mattress in the clubhouse. Last but certainly not least, he’d installed the pool pump and filter equipment.

      “Trip finished the pool for us,” I told Christy when I finished reading.

      “He did it for Wren, I’m sure. Oh, don’t look at me like that. I know you want me to say he did it for me, but even if he did, she probably told him to.”

      “It was the last thing he did. He literally added it as a postscript, an afterthought.”

      “For real?”

      “Mmm hmm. Besides, why do it before he left? I mean, if he did it for Wren, she won’t be able to enjoy it till they get here. On the other hand,” I pointed out, “someone else will be able to enjoy it now.”

      “Oh, wow. That was really nice of him.”

      “Yep.” I gave her another moment to appreciate it. “All right, let’s unpack and make a list of things we need from the store.”

      The bungalows didn’t have proper furniture yet, so we’d be sleeping on an air mattress after all. But Trip had found some apple crates to use as nightstands and dressers. Christy hummed happily to herself as she emptied our large suitcase.

      My work clothes took up most of the space. I normally brought a few T-shirts and pairs of shorts, but I didn’t fancy the idea of doing construction or demolition with that much skin exposed.

      Slashes and gashes and cuts, oh my!

      I chuckled at my own wit and said to Christy, “I’m gonna clean out the pool. Then I’ll start the hose running to fill it.”

      “Ooh, we can go for a swim tonight.”

      “Um… no, probably not.”

      “Why not?”

      “The pool won’t be full. It’ll take days.”

      “Please don’t tease me like that.”

      “No, I’m serious. Gimme a sec and I’ll figure out how long.”

      “How?” she asked suspiciously.

      “Math. It’s easy. Length times width times depth for the volume. Oh, wait. Yeah, I’ll have to do average depth. The rest is easy, though. Multiply by seven point five gallons per cubic foot. Divide by nine gallons per minute for an average garden hose. Finally, divide by sixty. Then twenty-four. For hours and days. Obviously.”

      “Obviously,” she said, unamused. “Do you really just know all those numbers? Seven times sixty, point five into nine…? What was the rest?”

      “Of course I know ’em,” I laughed. “I have to. It’s my job.”

      “Okay, but can you really do all that math in your head?”

      “I can if someone stops asking questions.”

      She glared.

      “Here, I’ll prove it.” I knew the exact dimensions of the pool, but it was shaped like an L, which complicated things. Still, the math simplified nicely. “Seventy-two hundred. Cubic feet,” I added. “Now, multiply by five-sixths.”

      “Hold on. You said seven point five. And divide by nine.”

      “Ah, so you were paying attention?”

      “I’m always paying attention, Paul, dear. I just don’t know what it means.”

      “Well, seven point five divided by nine is five-sixths. It simplifies.”

      “Uh-huh. If you say so.”

      “Math says so. Anyway, seventy-two divides evenly by six, so the rest is easy. A hundred. Hours.”

      “What? How long it’ll take to fill? That’s, like, a week!”

      “More like four days and four hours, but yeah.”

      “Four days and four hours,” she mocked grumpily. “You’re worse than Brooke.”

      “Much worse,” I laughed. “But cheer up. If we start now, we can go swimming on Saturday. Evening. At seven twenty. And thirty seconds.”

      “Smarty-pants,” she said under her breath.
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        * * *

      

      We spent the rest of the afternoon in town. We stopped by the hardware store for chlorine and pool supplies. Much to my surprise, Christy knew most of what we needed, and she charmed old Mr. McMasters in the process. He added several things we’d need for a new pool and threw in a booklet that explained the whole process. Afterward, he told us where to go for lawn and garden furniture. Christy worked her magic there too, and the woman gave us a discount on folding lounge chairs.

      “You’re going to have the whole town wrapped around your finger by the end of the summer,” I teased Christy as I loaded the chairs.

      “End of the summer? I’m hoping for the end of the day.”

      “Well, good luck at the liquor store.”

      “I don’t need luck,” she boasted. “Smile and be polite, and the world’s your oyster. That’s what my nana says.”

      “She’s right about that.”

      The dapper old gentleman at the liquor store wasn’t exactly immune to Christy’s charm, but she delicately cleared her throat and nudged me instead.

      “Go on,” she whispered. “Smile. Be polite.”

      “Excuse me,” I said. “I’m hoping you can help me. I have a list…?”

      We started with the liquor, and he quickly pulled bottles from the shelves. Then we moved to the wine. He even suggested a few that were better and cheaper than the ones on our list. Thirty minutes later, Christy and I left with four cases, plus the man’s promise to order anything special if we wanted it.

      “That poor man,” Christy said as we pulled out of the parking lot.

      “Poor man? He seemed happy enough to me.”

      “I’m sure he’s terribly lonely. Can you imagine what it’s like for him? Here? In South Carolina?”

      “Why? What’s the matter with him?”

      “Nothing, really. Only, he’s gay.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “Of course. Couldn’t you tell?”

      “I just thought he was polite. And a snappy dresser.” I listened to what I’d just said. “Oh, please, that’s such a cliché.”

      “Whatever you say, dear.”

      We pulled into the parking lot at our final stop, the Winn-Dixie. Christy surprised me when she took over. I’d been grocery shopping with her before, and she’d never been that serious.

      “I’ve moved a dozen times since I was five,” she explained. “I can’t plan a menu or feed a family, but I know the basics, like how to restock a kitchen. And we need even more in this case, ’cause Trip didn’t leave anything. I don’t think he even ate there.”

      “Why would he?” I said. “He probably ate with Susan. Besides, the kitchen is Wren’s department.”

      “You mean a woman’s department,” Christy accused.

      “Maybe in Trip’s mind, but not in mine. Then again, you should probably cut him some slack. You’ve seen Wren in the kitchen. She’s the boss. Can you imagine anyone trying to tell her what to do?”

      “I know. You’re right.” Christy took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I don’t know why I’m getting upset. Trip’s been fine lately. Yeah, he made that dumb crack on your birthday, but he’s been fine since. He even did the pool for us.”

      “For you,” I corrected. “He wouldn’t’ve done it if it were only me.”

      “Yeah. So… why’m I picking on him?”

      “No clue.” I glanced at her sideways and added, “Maybe we can all start fresh when he and Wren get back from Florida.”

      “That’s a good idea.”

      “I… um… think they’ll both be pretty happy.”

      Christy narrowed her eyes. I didn’t think she could read me that easily, but she must’ve seen something in my bland expression.

      “Oh my gosh! Are you serious?”

      “What? I didn’t say anything.”

      “You didn’t have to! Is he really going to do it?”

      “Do what?” I said evasively.

      “Propose! You have to tell me. Please, please!”

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

      “Paul Dean Hughes, don’t lie to me.”

      “Okay,” I relented. “But you have to swear—”

      “Paul!”

      “Yeah, all right. If I can’t trust you, I can’t trust anyone.”

      “Thank you. But you’re stalling.”

      “I don’t know how much there is to tell.”

      “Where’d he get the ring? What’s it look like? How’s he going to ask? Where? Oh my gosh! There’s a million details, and they’re all important.”

      “Note to self…,” I chuckled.

      “Exactly! This is a really important moment in a woman’s life.”

      “It’s pretty important for the man, too. Okay, here’s what I know… It isn’t much,” I cautioned.

      “Stalling.”

      “Right. Sorry. Here goes…”
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        * * *

      

      Christy chattered happily as we unloaded everything back at camp. She even offered to cook dinner.

      “Mom says I need to be more ‘domestic,’ whatever that means.” She paused and then sighed as her mood went from upbeat to pensive. “I don’t think she understands. That I don’t want to be like her, I mean. It’s so weird. She understands about me being on the pill and even us living together. Erin’s right, though. ‘Out of sight, out of mind.’ But this is something else. It’s like she’s stuck in the past sometimes. Like, ‘a woman’s place is in the home.’”

      “Really? She said that?”

      “She didn’t actually say it, but what else could she mean? Only, I don’t want to be stuck at home.”

      “Who said you have to be? Not me.”

      “I know. You’ve always been very good about us deciding for ourselves. But I suppose I’m feeling guilty.”

      “Why?”

      “I… don’t know. And that bothers me more than anything.”

      “Regular old Catholic guilt?”

      “Maybe,” she conceded. “And maybe I’m just annoyed.”

      “At what?”

      “All this!” She gestured at the grocery chaos in the Retreat’s clubhouse.

      “What about it?”

      “Maybe I am ready to settle down. No, not like that,” she added quickly. “I still want to be a swinger. But… I want someplace permanent. I hated moving when I was little. My mom practically had to drag me out of the house at a new place.”

      I nodded.

      “Well, I’m sick of it! No, not camp. It’s fine. I know it’s only temporary, and we’re doing it for work. But when we’re married, I want a house with a yard and a pool and a studio. I want pets, too! Dogs. Big ones. And I don’t want to move every three years when your job changes.”

      “We might have to,” I said as reasonably as I could.

      “Not if you and Trip are successful.”

      My eyebrows rose with surprise and a question.

      “I really want you to succeed. Not only for you, but for us. I know I’m never going to have a real job, much less a career, but—”

      “Of course you will. At least, you will if I have anything to say about it.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Positive,” she said. “But… think about it. I know how hard it is to be an artist. I’ll never make a living at it. I certainly won’t be able to support myself. So I’ll probably end up teaching kindergarten. Or worse, art classes at the community center. Or I’ll be a stay-at-home mom, like Marianne. She loves it. But what if I’m like Lynne instead?”

      I pulled her into my arms. “We’ll figure it out.”

      “I know. Thank you. But that’s why I want you to do well. With Trip, I mean. I… know it’s only a dream, but I want to be a real artist, not a teacher or a sad nobody at the community center.”

      I chuckled. “I can’t imagine you as a nobody.”

      “Thank you. But that’s why you and Trip need to succeed. Then maybe I can have a real job. And we won’t have to move if you own the company.”

      “You know,” I said after a moment, “this is why your father became an admiral.”

      Christy frowned at the non sequitur. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means that your parents probably had a similar conversation. Oh, say, thirty-five years ago. You’ll have to ask your mom.”

      “What’re you talking about?”

      “The reason your father’s successful. Sure, he’s smart and ambitious, but he couldn’t’ve done it without your mother. I think he realizes that.”

      “Of course he does.”

      “And you see the similarities?”

      “What? Between them and us? Of course. But you’d be successful even without me.”

      I snorted, polite but firm disbelief.

      “You would,” she insisted.

      “Probably. But only middling so. I need you if I want to be really successful. My designs are better with you. And I work harder. This is going to sound crazy, but I want to impress you.”

      “Oh, Paul, you do! All the time.”

      “Thank you. But still, it isn’t enough. Not for me, at least. And especially not when you say things like that, about a house and pool and pets. You’re right, I can give you all those things if Trip and I are successful.” I had a sudden thought and laughed. “Listen to me, talking like the patriarchy. I won’t ‘give’ you anything. You’ll earn it, just like your mother does. Like mine too, for that matter.”

      “How?”

      “Keep encouraging me. Keep telling me you want me— want us to be successful.” I paused for a moment to gather my thoughts. “Your mom told me it took your dad a while to figure out what she was doing, directing things and encouraging him from the background. Oh, I’m sure he listened to her, but maybe not at first.

      “My parents are the same,” I continued. “I think that’s why my dad left the Navy. And it’s why he’s been successful with the airlines. My mom wants nice things and a nice life, especially for Erin and me, so she supports him, encourages him.

      “But they’re from a different generation. Your parents too. They got married with the idea that the man would have a career and the woman would raise the family. It took them a while— Well, it took our fathers a while to figure out that our mothers were important too. Not to the family, but to their careers. You and I are different. And I know it, right from the beginning. You’re just as important as I am to our success.”

      “Thank you,” she said softly.

      “You’re welcome. But don’t start thinking our partnership is a one-way street, where you support me and my career. I support you and yours too. Heck, one day you might make more than me, and I’ll stay at home and raise the kids.”

      She scoffed.

      “It could happen. And if it does, I’ll be proud of you, proud of us. So keep encouraging me. But encourage yourself too, and listen when I do it. You will have a job. You will have a career. And you will be a somebody. Maybe not right away, but eventually.”

      “If you say so.”

      “I say so.”

      She smiled and pressed her face to my chest. “I love you so much right now.”

      “I love you too.” After a moment I chuckled at a predictable urge from the little head.

      “Yes, please,” Christy said before I could ask.
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        * * *

      

      I jogged to the main camp to say hello to Susan the next morning. She and my mom were having breakfast on the patio outside the master bedroom. They were talking and reading the newspaper like an old married couple, which they sort of were.

      “Morning,” Susan said. “And welcome. We came by on Monday, but you weren’t there.”

      “Yeah, sorry we didn’t call. We made an unscheduled detour to Knoxville.” I didn’t elaborate. “We got here yesterday but spent most of the afternoon in town. I thought I’d stop by this morning before I got busy and forgot.”

      “Very nice of you.”

      “Is Christy getting settled okay?” my mom asked.

      “Yeah.” I told them about our trip to town and how she’d taken over the kitchen.

      “Oh? So she decided to cook?”

      “Don’t start, Mom, okay?”

      Susan teased her gently, “No one’s good enough for your little boy?”

      “Well, how did you feel when you met Dawn and Olivia?”

      “It didn’t matter. They love my sons and make them happy.”

      Mom frowned at the evasion.

      “Besides, I liked them both from the beginning.”

      “You did not! You thought Dawn was after Kirk’s money.”

      “She was,” Susan laughed. “And she’s nearly doubled it already. She’s making twenty-six percent. Twenty-six!”

      “What about Olivia?”

      “What about her?” Susan said disingenuously.

      “Her looks?”

      “So she looks like me. Men marry their mothers, you know that.” She gestured at me. “You think it’s a coincidence that Christy’s a blue-eyed blonde with brains and ambition?”

      “Yes.”

      “Oh, my,” Susan laughed. “Someone’s in denial.”

      “I am not in denial.”

      “Okay,” I said abruptly. “This conversation just took a turn for the Freudian. That’s my cue to say goodbye. I love you, Mom.” I bent and kissed her cheek. I did the same to Susan and added, “I love you too.”

      “What a nice young man,” she teased my mother. “Someone must’ve raised him right. Who could that be?”

      “It certainly wasn’t his father,” Mom muttered.

      “Don’t worry about her,” Susan said to me. “She woke up on the wrong side of the bed.”

      “Did not.”

      “Did too.” Susan grinned and added to me, “She’ll come around. Between you and Erin and… other things, she’s dealing with lots of changes.”

      “Am not.”

      “Are too. In the meantime,” Susan continued, “I’m sure you have work to do.”

      “Yes, thank God,” I said.

      “Him too,” she agreed.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I went to work on the Retreat and started with the next bungalow. But I struggled with things that would’ve been easy without my splint. My hand felt fine, maybe a little sore, but not too bad. So I took off the splint and went back to work.

      Christy brought me lunch and noticed immediately. She frowned but didn’t say anything, although she probably should’ve. By the time I finished for the day, my hand was swollen and tender, and I couldn’t grip a tool without pain shooting up my arm.

      “Let me see.” She shook her head and sighed. “You’re as bad as my brothers. It isn’t bruised, so I don’t think you re-broke it. Let’s ice it tonight and see the doctor in the morning.”

      “It isn’t that bad,” I protested.

      “Paul, this is your hand. Your right hand.”

      “So? I can jerk off with my left.”

      “Funny, ha ha. But think about it. Your entire career depends on your hands. Do you really want to risk nerve damage or permanent injury?”

      “No.”

      “Mmm.”

      To her credit, she didn’t continue to browbeat me, and she didn’t ask silly questions about why I’d taken off the splint. Instead, she brought me an ice pack and cut up my dinner so I could eat one-handed.

      The swelling went down eventually, although my hand still ached in the morning. Christy insisted on driving us to town.

      “You don’t have to,” I said. “Besides, I’m not even sure you can. I’ve never seen you do it.”

      She found her purse, took out her wallet, and defiantly showed me her California Driver’s License. Her sixteen-year-old self even looked good in the photo.

      “Very cute,” I said. Then, “Hold on, you never got a Tennessee license?”

      “No. Why? Was I supposed to?”

      “You’ve lived there four years,” I said in mild exasperation.

      “So?”

      “You were supposed to get one when you became a resident. Never mind. It doesn’t matter.”

      “Thank you. Now…” She gestured for the car keys.

      “Oh, no, you still aren’t driving.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because your license expired.”

      “It did not!”

      “Did too. A year ago.”

      She looked at it and then stomped in frustration.

      “Oh, boy,” I chuckled, “you really hate losing.”

      She glared.

      “Don’t worry, I’m okay to drive.”

      “Stupid license,” she grumbled.

      “Come on, let’s go.”
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        * * *

      

      The doctor X-rayed my hand and said that I hadn’t re-injured it. He added that the fracture showed signs of healing. Then he asked why I hadn’t been wearing my splint. I told him and braced for a lecture. He didn’t disappoint. He didn’t give me too much grief, but he made it clear that I needed to give the bone time to heal. He described all the bad things that could happen if I didn’t, while Christy silently nodded along.

      “So,” he finished, “wear the splint, young man, for another ten days. You shouldn’t have any complications. But it might be several weeks before you can use the hand for work.”

      “I can’t wait that long,” I balked. “I have a job! Several, as a matter of fact.”

      “You do construction? I can write your boss a note. Light duty, things that don’t require the use of tools.”

      “No. But thanks.”

      “Are you sure? I don’t mind.”

      I shook my head. “I’m sort of the boss.”

      The doctor’s shaggy eyebrows went up.

      “I have a partner, but he’ll understand. I can still work,” I said, “just not with my right hand. Correct?”

      “You can hold things with your thumb and other fingers,” he agreed, “but only to steady them. No gripping.”

      “Yeah, okay,” I said in resignation.

      “Give it a couple of days to recover first. Can you do that?”

      “I think so.”

      “After that, take things in stages. Start exercising your hand in five to seven days. Don’t overexert yourself. Once you stop wearing the splint, work up to holding and lifting things.” He added a laundry list of symptoms I should watch for. “Come see me if you experience anything I just mentioned.” He waited for me to nod and then finished with a smile. “Would you like a lollipop?”

      “No, thanks.”

      Christy cleared her throat.

      “On second thought…”

      The doctor chuckled and extended a glass jar of Dum Dums. “Try the watermelon.”
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        * * *

      

      We returned to camp, and Christy offered to help if I really needed to work. I told her it could wait. Besides, I had plenty of things to do that didn’t require manual labor. Trip probably wouldn’t be happy, but I’d cross that bridge when I had to. Some part of me was counting on him to be in a good mood after Wren agreed to marry him.

      “Let’s just hope she says yes,” I said.

      “Are you kidding?” Christy said. “She’s been ready since last summer. That’s part of the reason I was so grumpy.”

      “For real?”

      “Yeah. I was miserable, but everyone else was happy, which only made it worse.”

      “Sorry about that.”

      She shrugged. “I’m happy now. That’s all that matters.”

      “Yeah. And speaking of which… I think I’ll take the doctor’s advice and take a couple of days off.”

      “Oh. Okay. Do you want to go to the lake?”

      “Well, I might have a better idea.”

      “I’m sure you do,” she laughed. “But I should be on top.”

      “Ha! No, it isn’t sex.”

      Her eyebrows shot up.

      “Well, not right away,” I admitted.

      “Whew! You had me worried.”

      “Let’s pack a lunch and go on a picnic.”

      “Ooh, where to?”

      “It’s a surprise.”
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        * * *

      

      “Oh my gosh, Paul, it’s beautiful!”

      I surveyed the lake and the gravel that formed a beach of sorts. The rocks were as bright as I remembered, especially in the noonday sun. A series of boulders led like stepping stones to the big flattop rock, with clear water beyond. The quarry wall on the far side of the lake rose in a sheer cliff. It wasn’t as tall in real life as in my memory, but the waterfall was just as serene, just as beautiful.

      “It’s even better in person,” Christy added. “Let’s go for a swim.”

      She dropped her pack, kicked off her shoes, and hopped toward the water as she flung her socks in different directions. She danced from boulder to boulder until she reached the big rock, where she scampered to the top.

      She stopped and peered over the far edge. Then she turned and waved happily, with an ear-to-ear smile and white teeth that flashed in the sun. I returned the wave before she faced the lake, raised her arms, and sprang into the air. She arched gracefully, her body in a perfect diver’s pose. At the top of the arc, she brought her hands together and plunged out of sight.

      I held my breath until she swam into view and waved. Her brown skin glistened in the sun, and she laughed exuberantly. After a moment she kicked away. Then she turned and swam toward the middle of the lake, a water nymph entirely in her element. I took off my own pack, grabbed her shoes and socks, and added mine to the little pile.

      When I looked again, Christy had reached the far side. She frolicked and swam through the edge of the waterfall. Then she dived and stayed under for nearly a minute, until I began to worry. I shouldn’t have. She surfaced and blew out her breath. Then she swam toward me with a lazy backstroke, until she reached the gravelly slope of the beach.

      “Aren’t you coming in?” She stood and waded toward me. Her brown nipples had shrunk to the size of dimes, and her wet hair looked almost sandy blonde instead of its usual sun-kissed flax.

      “I don’t know if I should.” I waved my splint by way of explanation.

      “Don’t be silly. Take it off. Just be careful. Besides, I’ll be doing most of the work.”

      My eyebrows rose with a question.

      “My mother said I should be more domestic.”

      “Oh?”

      “Mmm hmm. And I have a nice little house that needs warming.”

      “Oh, you do, do you?”

      “Yes. It’s very cozy. The garden’s nice, too. Not a single bush to spoil the view.”

      “Ha!”

      “Do you know anyone who wants to visit?”

      “I might know someone,” I admitted.

      “Mmm. So… what’re you waiting for?”
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        * * *

      

      We spent the rest of the afternoon relaxing on the big rock. Well, I relaxed. Christy was in the water about half the time, swimming or diving. She started with basic dives and gradually worked up to somersaults and gainers.

      “I can’t do the really fun ones here,” she explained. “Not without a springboard. Besides, the water’s only about twelve feet deep.” She squeezed water from her hair and nodded toward the waterfall. “It’s probably a hundred out there. I only went down about thirty feet, but I could see things on the bottom, like the crane.”

      “I’m sorry, did you say ‘crane’?”

      “Yeah. It’s sticking up. The whatchamacallit. The part that sticks up, the lifty part.”

      “The boom?”

      “Yeah, the boom! But it’s far enough down that you’d never hit it in a million years. The water’s really clear, isn’t it? So I could see the other stuff, too, like the bulldozer.”

      “The bulldozer?”

      “Hold on, I thought you’d been here before. Didn’t you see what was under the water?”

      “No,” I said slowly. “I didn’t think I needed to.”

      “Oh my gosh, yes! And you need to make sure it’s deep enough.”

      “Deep enough? For what?”

      “For diving! What’ve I been doing for the past hour? D’you think I’m going to dive if I don’t know what’s under the water and how deep it is? That’s crazy.”

      “Well, yeah, I get that part,” I said. “But why’s it matter how deep it is out there?”

      “That’s where the cliff is.” She frowned in genuine puzzlement.

      “And…?”

      Her frown turned into disbelief as realization dawned. “Hold on, haven’t you ever dived from the cliff?”

      “Are you crazy? That’s, like, fifty feet!”

      “More like thirty,” she said calmly.

      “This from the girl who can’t do math?”

      “I can do math. I just can’t multiply and divide. But I know what thirty feet looks like.”

      I ignored the Christy-logic and simply stared at her.

      “It’s the same as a 10-meter platform. Maybe a little higher, but close enough.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “Of course. I’ve done it a million times. It’s the best feeling in the world. Well, not as good as sex, but pretty close. It’s like flying.”

      “Are you serious?” I repeated. “You really wanna jump off the cliff?”

      “Dive,” she corrected. Then she thought of something and grinned. “Any idiot can jump off a cliff.”

      “Well, I’m not an idiot.”

      “No,” she said quickly, “that isn’t what I meant. It’s something you said to me, about how sex is a skill. ‘Any idiot can slide a dick into a pussy,’ you said. ‘But there’s a lot more going on than just Slot A and Tab B.’ Boy, you were right about that!” She flashed back to the original subject before I even had time to react. “Do you think we can go? To the top, I mean. And… um… maybe bring a ladder next time?”

      “A ladder? What for?”

      She frowned in thought. “Hmm, you’re right. That wouldn’t work. It’d have to be a rope or something. Ooh, I know, a rope ladder!”

      “What’re you talking about?”

      “How’m I supposed to get back to the top? I can’t walk all the way around. That’d take forever. And please stop,” she added. “Being slow on the uptake. I’m talking about diving from the cliff. So I need a rope ladder. Please and thank you.”

      She made another logical leap. “Ah, now I get it. Why you say ‘your wish is my command’ to Wren. She’s very demanding, isn’t she. And that’s your way of making fun of her. Well, please don’t do it to me.”

      “Furthest thing from my mind,” I said with absolute candor.

      “Good. Now, are you ready?”

      “To go to the top?”

      “Yes, please. And maybe bring a blanket?”

      “Because we’re going to need it? For a little housewarming party?”

      “See? You do know what I want.”
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        * * *

      

      We hiked to the quarry the following day as well. Christy ran the last hundred yards. I picked up her pack from where she’d dropped it and then followed the zigzag trail of shoes and socks to the little beach. She was already halfway across the lake.

      I took off my splint and joined her, although I had to go easy on my pinky. I could still use my right hand for steering and gentle strokes, but I relied on my left hand and feet to get where I was going. Christy swam around and treaded water until I reached her. Then she beckoned me toward the waterfall.

      “Come see.” She took a couple of deep breaths and went under.

      I followed as far as I could, deeper than I’d ever been, even in the ocean. My ears popped after a couple of seconds, and I felt the pressure in my chest. I stopped and peered toward the bottom. The water was crystal clear, and I could make out the crane’s boom, far below. Other shapes leapt out, including a boxy white one, but I couldn’t tell what they were. Christy’s eyes were better than mine.

      She kept going another fifteen feet or so, until she realized I wasn’t with her. Then she rolled to her back and hung motionless below me. Rays of light played across her nude body and made her look like a siren sent to lure me to the depths. At least I couldn’t hear her song, since I hadn’t thought to tie myself to the mast. I admired her lithe figure instead, until my lungs cried out for oxygen. I headed toward the surface and treaded water until Christy popped up beside me.

      “How deep were we?” I panted. “Fifty feet?”

      “I was. You only made it to about thirty.”

      “I’ve never been that deep.”

      “I can tell,” she grinned. She wasn’t even breathing hard.

      “I didn’t expect so much pressure. At least, not so quickly.”

      “One atmosphere every ten meters. That’s thirty-two feet, nine and three-quarter inches,” she added matter-of-factly. “I memorized it. And the inches are important. A girl needs a certain number of them, every day. They’re like vitamins, you know. Mmm, vitamin P.” She immediately scrunched her nose. “Oh my gosh! P as in penis, not the other pee.”

      “What, no golden showers?” I laughed.

      “Eww, gross, disgusting!”

      “Stick to waterfalls and diving?”

      “Yes, please.”

      “Speaking of which, where’d you learn to dive like that? So deep, I mean.”

      She shrugged. “I’ve always been able to. I don’t float very well. I used to think it was ’cause I’m so small, but Rich said I’m dense. No, not like that. It has to do with muscles and fat and… um… displacement! Yeah. Ask Rich. He’ll explain it. Anyway, he and I used to have contests to see who could hold their breath longest.”

      “Who won?”

      “He did, usually. But only ’cause he’s more stubborn.”

      “That’s the pot calling the kettle black.”

      “I suppose. Did you see the crane? The bulldozer? And I think there’s a truck down there. An old-timey one, with a camper or something.”

      “For real?”

      “Uh-huh. Other things too, but I can’t tell what they are.”

      “Why don’t you just dive down and check ’em out?” I suggested, only half joking.

      “Paul, dear, it’s a hundred feet. I can only go fifty or sixty.” She grinned. “Besides, I have better things to do… up here.”

      My eyebrows shot up. “Seriously?”

      “I have needs, you know. Vitamin Penis. Hmm, maybe I’ll just say vitamin S. Yeah, that works. I need several doses, every day.”

      “You already had one.”

      “But I need more. Now, please.”

      “Insistent little thing, aren’t you?”

      “Yes. Besides, we can’t very well have sex in the lake back at camp. So we have to do it here. You know I love doing it in water.”

      “And on land,” I teased, “at the beach, in the car…”

      “I seem to recall someone else who likes doing it those places,” she said loftily. “Maybe next time we can bring a float or something. Ooh, I know! An air mattress.” Her eyes glowed with enthusiasm. “I love floating when I lay out, and my mind gets going sometimes. You know what I mean. So… um… it’d be nice to have a convenient boyfriend. Then I could ride you or suck you whenever I feel like it. Mmm, vitamin injections.”

      I snorted a laugh. “Sounds like you’ve thought about this.”

      “Oh my gosh, yes! All the time. Ever since you told me about the quarry. But even before. I used to float in Brooke’s pool and daydream about all the things I wanted to do with—” She stopped abruptly and turned thoughtful. Then she frowned.

      “Uh-oh,” I said. “What’s the matter?”

      “You. What you said.”

      “About…?”

      “That I didn’t sleep with you until we started talking marriage.” Her frown turned into a glare, but I knew her well enough to interpret it.

      “I was right,” I laughed, “wasn’t I?”

      “No,” she lied.

      “Mmm hmm.”

      “Well, that’s how I was brought up. Women only had sex with their husbands. And ‘good girls’ didn’t have sex with anyone.”

      “Do you still believe that?”

      “You know I don’t. Only, sometimes I do. Not for real, but when I’m not thinking. Maybe that’s why I was upset the other day, when we were unloading groceries. My mom doesn’t want me to be like her. She wants the opposite, in fact. She wants me to have choices she never had.”

      I nodded.

      “So… I guess maybe I was feeling guilty. About what I want. What we want. Not the house and careers, but the other stuff, the sex stuff. And just now, when I was talking about daydreaming. I almost said ‘husband,’ like I could only have sex with one person, ever.”

      My eyebrows rose with a question.

      “No,” she answered immediately, “I’m not thinking about sex with other men. I still don’t want to do that. But… maybe you were right. About me, I mean. Maybe I did only sleep with you ’cause we were talking about marriage. And… um… maybe that’s why I did it with Simon too.”

      I let her work through it.

      “You’re right about the other things, darn you. About me and sex, I mean. It makes sense when I stop and think about it. You probably think I’m crazy, though. I want to do all these perverted things—spanking and bondage and all my fantasies—but I won’t do something ‘simple’ like sex with another man.”

      “Sex isn’t simple,” I said.

      “You can say that again.”

      “Sex isn’t simple.”

      She rolled her eyes but smiled. “You really get me, don’t you? And I don’t mean my weird hangups and silly justifications. You understand. Like, you truly understand what’s going on in my head.”

      “Not always,” I admitted, “but most of the time. You don’t always say what you mean—”

      She snorted agreement.

      “—but I can usually figure it out.”

      “I’m glad you do. And… I think that’s why I’m so horny all the time. Yeah, my libido, but it’s more than that, isn’t it? It’s the way you make me feel. Like now. You aren’t doing anything special, but I wanna make love to you more than anything. And I don’t mean sex or fucking,” she added. “We can do that later.”

      I nodded.

      She glanced down and realized she’d sink if she stopped treading water. “Um… maybe we should go back to the shore first?”

      “Yeah,” I laughed.

      “I told you, I don’t float very well. Stupid density.”

      “That’s okay. Once I can stand up, you won’t have to.”

      “I can float on your penis instead. And you can shoot me full of vitamins!”

      “Yes, please.”
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        * * *

      

      We eventually moved our little campsite to the top of the cliff, where we spread our blanket at the edge of the forest. We ate lunch and drank a bottle of wine, and Christy lay quietly until she dozed off.

      I gave her another few minutes before I dug into my backpack and pulled out several lengths of rope. The tent stakes clanked against each other, but I’d wrapped them in a T-shirt that muffled the sound. I set them aside, along with my hammer and a few other things.

      I spent a couple of minutes tying ropes to a pair of stout pine trees about eight feet apart. I tried a shoelace knot first, the only one I knew. It didn’t work, so I tried a couple of other loops. I couldn’t really call them “knots,” because knots were supposed to hold the rope instead of slipping or coming loose entirely. I eventually managed a tangle of knots and hitches that worked, but the Boy Scouts would’ve laughed me out of the troop.

      “Note to self,” I muttered, “buy a damn book on knots.” I snorted a laugh when I imagined myself with a merit badge in Bondage and Discipline.

      Christy was still sleeping lightly, so I knelt by her side. I covered her eyes with the T-shirt. She jerked awake, and I put my hand over her mouth before she could cry out.

      “Well, looky here,” I said in my best redneck voice, “Sleeping Beauty.” I uncovered her mouth. “Scream if you want. No one will hear.”

      “Who are you?” she asked instead. “Where’s Paul? What’ve you done with my boyfriend?”

      “Him? Oh, he left. Went on a nature hike or somethin’.” I tied the T-shirt into a makeshift blindfold. “Don’t want you to see our faces. You might recognize us.”

      “You’re from camp?” she said uncertainly.

      “Yep. Been watchin’ you. And we thought we’d have a little fun while your boyfriend’s gone. Hope you don’t mind.”

      “Hold on… ‘we’?”

      “Yep. Me an’ my friends… um… Bo an’ Luke.” I cringed and hoped she wouldn’t laugh. Note to self, I added, write the script before you have to come up with something on the fly.

      Still, Christy played along. “What’re you going to do?”

      “Oh, we’ll think of somethin’. Start with this.” I lifted her to her knees and thrust my half-hard cock in her face. “Suck it.”

      She hesitated a moment and then practically attacked me. I breathed a long, low sigh as her lips worked their magic.

      “Enthusiastic little thing, ain’t she?” I said to my imaginary friends. “You want a turn, Bo?”

      “Yeah, okay,” I said with a different redneck accent. I was overdoing it, but Christy didn’t care, especially when I “replaced” my dick with Bo’s.

      She tried to swallow him whole, the lucky bastard.

      After a couple of minutes, I tried another accent. This one was rougher, more insistent. “Hey, lemme have a turn.”

      Christy moaned when I pulled my hard-on away, but she started sucking again when I gave her Luke’s dick instead.

      “Think we should fuck her?” I asked in his voice.

      “Oh, we’re gonna fuck her,” I said in my own. “But let’s tie her up first. We don’t want her to run off before we’re done havin’ our fun.”

      She whimpered in faux-fear but didn’t stop sucking. I gave her another minute before I pulled my cock away. Then I lifted her to her feet, and she squeaked in surprise.

      “Time to try your shaved snatch,” I said.

      “I bet it’s as hot as her mouth,” I added in Luke’s voice.

      “No, please,” Christy begged. “I’ll do anything you want, but not that.”

      I ignored her and marched her toward the trees. She struggled weakly as I raised her arm and slid the knot over her hand. The rope was too long, so I looped it around her wrist a couple of times. She figured out what I wanted when I pressed it into her palm. She didn’t struggle at all when I tied her other wrist and looped the rope around it.

      “Let’s have some fun, boys,” I said.

      “No, please,” she whimpered as I moved behind her.

      I ignored her and thrust my cock between her thighs. The heat of her pussy caressed my shaft as I began teasing her with it.

      “We saw you fucking your boyfriend earlier,” I whispered in her ear. “You’re a horny little thing, ain’ you? Well, we have plenty o’ cock for you.”

      “Yeah!” I added in Luke’s voice. Or was it Bo’s? I couldn’t keep them separate, so I gave up trying. “Fuck her… uh… Jethro.” Seriously? Jethro?

      I rolled my eyes and shook off the distraction. Then I pulled back, angled my hips, and slid into Christy’s molten pussy. She arched her back and moaned, so I grabbed her by the throat. She stiffened with one of her mini-orgasms as I finished impaling her.

      “Damn, boys,” I said when I could think straight, “she’s more than ready.”

      “Hurry up,” I said in Luke’s harsh voice. “I want me a piece o’ that.”

      “Wait your turn. I’m’a have some fun first.”

      I rolled my eyes at the ridiculous dialogue. Fortunately, Christy didn’t seem to care. I grabbed her breast and squeezed hard. The temperature in her pussy shot up a couple of degrees.

      “You like it rough,” I said in her ear, “don’t you?”

      She whimpered. I slammed my hips into her ass, and she cried out.

      “Yeah, boys,” I said, “she’s a good’un, all right. Nice ’n’ tight.”

      I began fucking her with short, hard thrusts. I held her in place with one hand on her throat and the other on her clit. She gasped and moaned and then went silent with another mini-orgasm.

      “Did you just come on my cock?” I said.

      “Lemme have a turn,” Luke said. Or maybe it was Bo.

      I pulled out, slapped Christy’s ass, and moved aside. Then I stepped into place again. I grabbed a handful of her hair and pulled her head back.

      “Tell me you want it,” I hissed.

      She shook her head stubbornly.

      “Beg for it.”

      “Never.”

      “Beg.” I started rubbing her clit again. She whimpered and shook her head. “Beg for it,” I repeated. “Tell me you want it.”

      “I… want it,” she rasped.

      “Want what? Say it!”

      “Your cock.”

      I grinned. “Where?”

      “In— Inside me.”

      I slid into her again and steadied her with my hands on her hips. Then I began fucking her harder than before. I slapped her ass a couple of times too, although I nearly cried out from the pain when I used my right hand in the heat of the moment.

      I pulled out after several minutes, and Bo started fucking her. He was the gentle one, I decided. Luke was the roughest, and Jethro was somewhere in between. I pulled out, shifted to Jethro, and started fucking her again. Then I switched with Luke, who pounded her mercilessly. Her soft cries and slapping sounds filled the clearing.

      “On your knees,” I said at last.

      She released the ropes, and the loops gave her enough slack to fall to her knees. Her arms stretched upward, and her chest heaved with her breathing. Her blindfold had slipped out of place, so I tugged it over her eyes again.

      Then I grabbed a handful of hair and shoved my cock into her mouth. I was still in my Luke persona, so I switched to Jethro instead. I didn’t want to hurt her for real, and Luke was the kind of guy who’d ram his cock down her throat without thinking.

      “That’s a good girl,” I said in my own voice. “I’ll give you what you want.”

      She moaned and swallowed me deeper.

      I should have my head examined, I thought wryly, for multiple personalities.

      Do you mind? the little head shot back. I’m trying to concentrate here.

      Oh, shut up, I told him. You’re part of the problem.

      Am not.

      I fell silent and enjoyed Christy’s enthusiasm. A minute later she moaned as I filled her mouth. She kept sucking after I stopped shooting, until I pulled my semi-hard cock from her mouth.

      “Don’t go anywhere,” I told her facetiously. Then I let her listen as I hammered the tent stakes into the ground around the blanket.

      “Please don’t,” she begged. “Just let me go. I won’t tell anyone, I swear.”

      I ignored her and tied a couple of ropes to the stakes. Then I spent several frustrating minutes trying to pick loose the knots around the trees. I finally managed it, but not before I seriously considered just cutting the things. Unfortunately, I hadn’t brought scissors or even a knife.

      Note to self…, I thought for the fourth or fifth time.

      Christy followed docilely as I led her to the blanket and told her to lie on her back. I spread her arms, tied them, and did the same to her legs. Once she was secure, I checked her blindfold and gave her a light slap on the cheek. Then I stood back to admire her.

      Her cheeks and chest were pink with arousal, and her taut breasts heaved with her breathing. Her outer labia were puffy from the pounding earlier and had turned a darker pink than her chest. Her inner lips peeked out. They were plump and damp with moisture. I let the tension build until she began to squirm with anticipation.

      “Okay,” I said at last, “let’s get down to business.”

      “What business?” Bo asked. (He wasn’t too bright.)

      “The business of fucking,” Luke said.

      I knelt between Christy’s legs and settled into the missionary position, although I was careful not to put too much weight on my right hand. I set my dick at her opening and then slammed into her. I fucked her hard as Luke. I never said a word the whole time. I simply grunted and slapped her around, and she cried out when I buried my cock and filled her with come.

      I needed a little more time to recover before the next round, so I read the Forum and Letters in Penthouse. And when I was ready, I played with her pussy and pinched her nipples as she sucked Jethro’s growing hard-on. Then I moved between her legs. I lifted her hips and scooted under her thighs. I slid into her, and she came almost as soon as I started playing with her clit. I made her come two more times before I unloaded inside her.

      I gave her some water after that. Then I checked her blindfold and brushed away tendrils of sweat-damp hair. I wanted to make sure she was okay for real. She hadn’t said her safe word, but I didn’t want to take any chances. She seemed fine, so I moved to the end of the blanket and opened the latest issue of Playboy.

      The pictorial with Bo Derek was hot, but the other models were nothing special. Pretty? Yes. Arousing? Not really. I flipped through the articles and decided that they were worse than the vanilla pictorials.

      “The final days of John Belushi?” I muttered to myself. “Talk about depressing.” I set the magazine aside and knelt by Christy’s head.

      She opened her mouth and began sucking my soft cock. After a couple of minutes, I switched to my Bo persona and caressed her face. She moaned and swallowed me deeper. I eventually grew hard, and I played with her clit as she sucked me. She coaxed a final load from my balls before she came again herself.

      I sat back to catch my breath. My watch lay on the other side of the blanket, so I checked the time by the sun. It had sunk about halfway to the horizon, and I realized that Christy had been tied up for several hours.

      She hadn’t complained, but she was obviously tired. She was probably hungry too. She usually had an afternoon snack, and semen wasn’t a real substitute.

      “Time for us to go,” I said in my Jethro voice. “I’m gonna untie you.”

      I loosened the knots around her ankles. Then I released her arms, and she rubbed her wrists. She had faint red marks where the ropes had dug into her skin. I added another mental note—the sixth?—to learn what the hell I was doing. Pain was one thing, but permanent marks were another.

      “Don’t move,” I told her. Then I used the ropes to tug the tent stakes loose. I shoved them in the bottom of my backpack, ropes and all. “Count to a hundred,” I said at last. “Then you can remove the blindfold.”

      She nodded and relaxed. Her nipples rose and fell with her regular breathing. I flirted with the idea of having sex with her again, while she was simply blindfolded instead of bound, but that was the big head talking, not the little one.

      Maybe some other time, he said flippantly. You can be Gomer Pyle. Or Goober. Yeah, Goober!

      I rolled my eyes and gave the area a final scan for anything that might connect Jethro to me. I felt guilty for running off and leaving Christy alone, but that was part of the fantasy. Still, I couldn’t resist one last tease.

      I knelt beside her and kissed her. She resisted at first, but then she realized I was kissing her as me, not one of the attackers. The kiss heated up, and the little head twitched with interest. He wasn’t really serious, so I pulled back and let her cool down.

      “That was fun,” I said in my own voice. “We’ll have to do it again sometime.”

      “Yes, please.”

      “Now, count to a hundred.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Or five-sixths of one twenty, whichever is less.”

      “Smarty-pants,” she laughed.

      “Yes, ma’am.” I stood and jogged down the hill.
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        * * *

      

      I returned about fifteen minutes later and found that Christy had cleaned up. Her damp towel hung from the limb of a pine tree, and she’d tidied the blanket. She’d even replaced the T-shirt and magazines in my backpack. She lay curled on her side, as though she’d been asleep. She pretended to wake up when she heard me. She even yawned and stretched.

      “How long was I asleep?”

      “A while.”

      “Mmm, I had the most wonderful dream.”

      “Oh?”

      “Bo and Luke Duke.”

      I suppressed a grin. “At the same time?”

      “Oh my gosh, yes! And Jethro Clampett. Did I ever tell you I had a crush on him?”

      “For real?”

      “Yeah. Laurie and I used to watch reruns when we lived in Japan. He never did any of the things he did in my dream, though. Jethro, I mean, not Laurie.”

      “So it was one of those dreams?” I chuckled.

      “Uh-huh. And now I feel like I’ve been rode hard and put away wet.”

      I snorted. “Wren’s right, you sound like an imposter when you try to talk like us.”

      “So sue me,” she said playfully. “That’s how they spoke in my dream. You don’t speak like that, though.” She pretended to think of something. “Hold on, where’ve you been?”

      “Me? Oh, I… um… went for a hike. You were asleep, so…”

      “Well, I’m awake now. And starving! Do we have anything to eat?”

      “Of course.” I knelt on the blanket and opened her backpack. “A couple of granola bars and an orange.”

      “Yum!” She tore open one of the bars and took a bite.

      “Want me to peel the orange for you?”

      “Yes, please.” She gave me a coy look. “Unless you want to feed me something else.”

      “Seriously?”

      “No,” she grinned, “I’m just kidding. I’m still a little worn out from my nap.”

      “Oh, thank God,” I said under my breath.

      “Mmm, I do. Five or six times. Every day.”
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        * * *

      

      Trip and Wren arrived after dinner on Sunday evening. Christy and I were relaxing by the pool when we heard the car. It rolled to a stop, and Wren jumped out. Christy ran to her and shrieked with excitement when Wren showed her the ring. Trip climbed out and stretched his back. He shook his head at the girls’ antics and greeted me with a wave.

      “Congratulations,” I said.

      “Thanks.”

      “She said yes?” I added wryly.

      “Yeah. I still can’t believe it. I feel like the guy who’s won the pennant before the season’s even started.”

      I chuckled. “That’s a good thing, right?”

      “I hope so.” He nodded at my splint. “What happened there? You hurt yourself?”

      “In a manner of speaking. I hit something hard. Rich’s head.”

      “Oh, that’s right! Wren told me. Sorry. I sorta forgot everything that happened before Friday.”

      “I understand.”

      “Have you done any work?” he asked.

      “Not really. A few things, but…” I shrugged guiltily.

      “Don’t worry about it,” he said. “A broken hand’s always worse than it seems. Besides, I’ve been thinking…”

      “Oh?”

      Wren interrupted, “Are you already talking about work?”

      “Yeah, sorry,” Trip said. He glanced at me. “We’ll catch up later.”

      “Or tomorrow,” she suggested.

      “Yes, dear. Isn’t that what you say to Christy?” he asked me. Then he asked her, “Does it really work?”

      “Of course.”

      “Sounds like good advice. Yes, dear,” he repeated to Wren. “Whatever you say, dear. Tomorrow, dear.” He paused to listen to himself. “I kinda like it. It has a certain… ring to it.”

      Wren rolled her eyes but smiled.

      “Come on,” I said. “We’ll help you unload. Have you eaten?”
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        * * *

      

      Trip and I spent the next morning going over the project schedule.

      “I can still work,” I assured him. “I just can’t use tools with my right hand. Not for several days.” My injured finger didn’t hurt, but I wasn’t sure how strong it would be after weeks of inactivity. “Maybe longer,” I conceded.

      “No problem,” Trip said. “I know how it is. We’ll deal with it. Can you draw? You have a ton of design to do.”

      “I think so. I can probably do it now, even with the splint. Rough sketches, for sure.”

      “That’s fine. We need to get approval for the design of the new cabins. Same with the clubhouse. Then I need some preliminary floor plans. I can’t do cost estimates until I see them. And speaking of drawings, I still haven’t seen them for the RV bathhouse.” He added a pointed look, in case I didn’t feel guilty enough already.

      “Yeah, all right. I’ll start working on them.”

      “You should’ve started weeks ago. Hustle up. Time is money.”

      “You’re no fun,” I griped. I was trying to be funny, but he took me seriously.

      “I’m plenty of fun when I’m your friend. But right now I’m your business partner. This is still a business, isn’t it?”

      “Yeah, you’re right.”

      “Okay, then let’s talk about moving things around, schedule-wise. With you on the DL—”

      “Whoa, the what?”

      “Sorry, I’ve been listening to baseball. The DL, the Disabled List. Anyway, even with you on the DL, we have plenty to do until you’re healthy. I need to work on the bungalows. You need to design some buildings. I need to get a crew started on the road. You need to design—”

      “Hold on. We’re doing that now? I thought it was for later in the year, after the busy season.”

      “It was. But the company had a contract fall through. I got them for a good price, but only if we start now. So they’re doing the road and utilities at the same time. We need to expand the right of way first, to thirty feet— What’s so funny?”

      “Thirty feet. Ten meters.”

      He frowned in confusion.

      “Never mind.”

      “Right. Anyway, as I was saying… Widen it to thirty feet. Then the utility companies can bury the mains. I want to bury new phone lines too, while we’re at it.”

      “Why? We already have poles.”

      “Yeah, but underground is better. I wouldn’t bother if it was still the old Southern Bell. Those guys were assholes. The new company is BellSouth. Same people, but now they understand what happens when they annoy their customers. Gee, I wonder why. Anyway, they’re a lot more accommodating. Then again, maybe it’s just ’cause a large shareholder is doing the asking.”

      “You mean Susan?”

      “Yeah. I swear, Paul, she owns stock in a hundred different companies. Technology, telecoms, healthcare, you name it. Those are just the big ones. She’s a major shareholder in at least a dozen smaller ones. Hell, she even owns things like hotels and day care centers! I had no idea.”

      “I did,” I admitted, “but not the extent of it.”

      “The woman’s a genius. I learned more from her in a week than I did in a year of business classes.” He paused and shifted gears. “Back to the utilities. It’s twice as expensive to bury the phone lines, but we have to do most of the work anyway, so…”

      “Right. Got it. Bury everything.”

      “Yep. And then upgrade it and turn it into a proper road once they’re done.” He shuffled his notes. “Okay. So, you need to spend this week designing things.”

      “What about the bungalows? I can still work,” I insisted.

      “Let me worry about that. I’ve been injured before. It takes longer than you think to heal. So you do light work this week.”

      “But—”

      “It’s still work,” he said. “Not manual labor, but I know how much time goes into designing things.” He chuckled softly. “It used to bug the hell out of me, especially when you’d stare out the window or into space. I thought you were goofing off. But then you’d come up with these amazing ideas, and I realized you were thinking and designing the whole time. Maybe not consciously, but that’s how it works. And it’s one of the things that convinced me to shift my priorities from architecture to business.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah. I’m really a hands-on guy. I need to have things in front of me. Sure, I think about ’em, but not like you. You can work in your head. So it might not seem like you’re doing anything, but then you put pencil to paper and designs appear. It’s pretty impressive.”

      “Thanks,” I said humbly.

      “You’re welcome. So, don’t worry about the bungalows. I’ll take care of ’em. You just do what you do best.”

      “What’s that?” Wren said from the door. She wore a T-shirt and shorts. Christy was with her, also in a T-shirt but with a skirt instead of shorts. “I’m just kidding,” Wren added. “You’re talking about work, right?”

      “Yeah,” Trip said. “What’re you up to?”

      “I need the keys to the car, please. We’re going to town for groceries.”

      “You wanna talk schedules before you go?” he asked. “Since you’re here and all.”

      Wren looked at Christy, who shrugged and nodded.

      “Pull up a chair,” Trip told them. He scooted toward me to give them room. “I put Paul on the DL for this week,” he began.

      “Hey,” Christy squawked, “he isn’t disabled!”

      Trip gave me a wry look. “See? Even she knows what it is.”

      “I know what Osoto gari is,” I muttered.

      “What?” he laughed.

      “I’ll show you sometime.”

      “Nah, it’s cool.” He turned to the girls and continued, “Anyway, he’s on the DL, but I still need him to design stuff. Christy, you too, if you don’t mind.”

      “Sure. How can I help?”

      “Keep him focused. And do your thing to make his designs better.”

      She shot me a grin.

      “But also… I was hoping you’d work on the landscaping. Sorry, lemme rephrase—Susan was hoping.”

      “She wants me to plant flowers?” Christy asked.

      “No,” he chuckled, “she wants you to design the landscaping. She has a good idea what she wants, but… I told her you had experience.”

      “Not really.”

      “Your mom said you did it when you moved to San Diego. I overheard her talking to Paul’s mom.”

      “I didn’t really do anything,” Christy demurred. “I just said what looked good and where it should go.”

      “That’s sort of what landscape design is,” he chuckled. “Besides, from what I understand, it’s mostly about color and scale. You can do that in your sleep. And… it’s something you and Paul can do together, while his hand heals.”

      “Oh, okay. Since you put it that way…” Then she added, “If it’s okay with him.”

      “Are you kidding?” I said. “I get to design something with my girlfriend? Sign me up!”

      Wren rolled her eyes. “Oh, brother.”

      “Hey, be nice!” Christy told her.

      “I’m just kidding, my love. It sounds fun.” She turned to Trip. “What do you want me to do?”

      “Would you mind helping me?”

      “Do what? Never mind. Of course I’ll help.”

      “I want to finish trimming out the bungalows. It won’t take long, three or four days, but it’s quicker with an extra pair of hands. Besides, the furniture’s supposed to be here soon. Once we get it assembled and installed, the Retreat’ll be complete. Or close enough. Susan still has to decorate—Christy, she wants your help with that too—but we can sign off on our part.”

      We all nodded.

      “One other piece of business before we go,” Trip added. He looked at Christy and me. “Wren and I need to head back to Atlanta next week. Her father’s throwing his annual Fourth of July party. Y’all’re welcome to come…”

      “Sure, maybe,” I said.

      “Only, I wanna see the fireworks here,” Christy said.

      “So we’ll be staying,” I finished smoothly.

      Trip and Wren smiled at each other, although hers turned into a smirk when she looked at me.

      “Yeah, yeah, I know,” I said. “I don’t know what I want until she tells me.”

      “What’s this?” Trip asked with a curious grin.

      “Nothing,” Wren said. “You were saying…?”

      He knew an “I’ll tell you later” expression as well as anyone.

      “Right. Okay. So, we also need to buy a computer while we’re in Atlanta.” He held up his hand to forestall my objection. “Yeah, we’ve been using yours. No offense, but it’s old. And it isn’t an IBM. I need a real computer, a work PC.”

      He was probably right, but I still felt an irrational urge to defend my Commodore. It had been a good little computer and done everything I’d asked it to. That wasn’t saying much, but it was the principle.

      “So?” I said mulishly. “Why do we need a new one? Besides, they cost a fortune!”

      “It’s a company expense,” Trip insisted. “And we can afford it.”

      Christy added in a more soothing tone, “Paul, yours is fine for typing papers, but it doesn’t have a spreadsheet or hard drive or anything.”

      “I don’t know what those are,” I said, “but we don’t need ’em.”

      Christy and Trip shared a look.

      “Anyway,” he said cautiously, “Wren’s father put me in touch with the guy who does the computers for the restaurants. He’s going to set up a new one with all the bells and whistles. I’ll buy it myself if you don’t want the company—”

      “No, you’re right,” I said. “Christy too. I guess it’s time for me to join the Digital Revolution. Besides, I… um… I’ve been reading about this new thing called AutoCAD. Professor Ledbetter says it’s the wave of the future. Professor Joska doesn’t think much of it, but…” I shrugged and remained undecided.

      “Ledbetter’s right,” Trip said. “And no offense to Joska, but he’s an old fogey.” He waited a moment before he added, “So, we’re agreed? We’re getting a new computer for the company?”

      I nodded.

      He polled the girls as well.

      “Whatever you think,” Wren said.

      “Absolutely,” Christy said with enough enthusiasm for both of us. “It’s the wave of the future. I’ll convince Mr. Stick-in-the-mud.”

      Trip grinned. “My partner in crime.”

      “Uh-uh, not so fast,” Wren joked. “She’s mine, remember? Besides, we still need to run to town.”

      “That’s fine,” Trip said. “Paul and I can work out the rest of the schedule, now that we have a plan for the next week or so.” He thought for a moment. “I think I left the car keys in my shorts pocket.”

      “Stop doing that,” Wren said flatly. “It’s fine when you do your own laundry, but I don’t remember to check the pockets like you do. One of these days, I’m going to wash your wallet or something you care about.”

      “Yes, dear,” he said facetiously.

      “Stop that too. It works for Christy and Paul because they mean it.”

      “What? I mean it too.”

      She wasn’t buying it.

      “Yeah, you’re right,” he admitted. “Sorry, babe.”

      “Better,” she said.

      “And I’ll try to do better about emptying my pockets.”

      “My father has a nice bowl,” Christy suggested. “My mother bought it for him. It’s more like a dish, but you know what I mean.”

      “We’ll look for one in town,” Wren agreed. Then she asked Trip, “Anything you want from the liquor store?”

      “Jack Daniel’s. Belle of Lincoln if you can get it. Tribute or anything special if you can’t.” He glanced at Christy. “What’s a good Irish whiskey? Doesn’t Jameson have an 18-year-old?”

      “They do,” she said in surprise. “It’s really good.”

      “A bottle of that too,” he said to Wren, who nodded. “Anything special for you, Paul?”

      “Dude, I’m not exactly a connoisseur. That’s Christy’s department.”

      “Well, you picked her,” he said, “so you clearly have good taste.”

      “Oh, boy, it’s getting deep in here,” I said.

      “Yeah, you’re right,” he laughed. “But I’m trying to avoid past mistakes. I may not be a New Age guy, but I can change.”

      “See why I love him?” Wren said. “You’re on your own for lunch,” she added. “But I’ll make something special for dinner. To celebrate.”

      “Sounds good, babe,” he said. “Grab some cash from my wallet. I… um… might’ve left it in my shorts.”

      She rolled her eyes but gave him a kiss. Christy did the same to me, and with less eye-rolling.

      “All right,” Trip said after they’d gone, “let’s talk about the rest of the summer…”
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        * * *

      

      Our days fell into a routine pretty quickly. Trip and Wren worked on the bungalows. I felt guilty that I couldn’t help, especially since it was my own fault, but they didn’t say anything. In fact, Wren seemed to enjoy herself. She was still in a state of post-engagement bliss, and she went out of her way to spend time with Trip.

      Christy and I spent most of our time in the main camp. She was a little self-conscious at first, especially when people noticed that she was shaved, but no one made a big deal about it. Besides, every woman in camp shaved some part of her body. Most of them just legs and underarms, but a small number trimmed their pubic hair as well. And Susan had been waging a subtle but highly effective “love it or leave” campaign for the better part of a year.

      People’s reactions to me were more extreme. No one said anything, but the vibe from some was clear—“real men” only shaved their faces. I scoffed at the idea, and I wasn’t afraid to return the stares of anyone who questioned my manhood.

      The other reactions were more interesting. Several women and even a couple of men were intrigued more than shocked. None of them said anything either, but I made a mental note of the ones who were interested, especially an attractive couple with a small son.

      The stares and silent exchanges mostly happened in the background. I had a job to do, after all, and it wasn’t to scope out prospective swingers. So I sketched the current buildings and played with ideas for new ones, while Christy did the same with the landscaping. She knew far more about trees, shrubs, and flowers than I realized.

      “My nana has a beautiful English garden,” she said. “The same things won’t grow here, but I can see what does. Azaleas and laurels, of course, but hydrangeas, viburnum, and ferns too. Oh, and clematis and phlox by the clubhouse.”

      “Don’t forget the pine trees,” I said flippantly.

      “Paul, dear, there are a lot more than just pine trees. There are dogwoods, redbuds, magnolias, lindens, and even live oak. I don’t know what some of the others are, but I’m sure I can find a book.”

      “Sounds like Trip picked the right person for the job.”

      “And don’t you forget it, Mr. Doubting Thomas.”

      “Not me,” I said. “I never doubted for a minute.”

      “What? That Trip would pick me? Or that I’d know what I’m doing.”

      “Either? Both. He’s really good at finding talent.”

      “I still think you’re teasing me. I’m not sure how, but I know you.”

      “Yeah,” I chuckled, “I’m teasing you, but only a little. You’re really cute. I like watching you work.”

      “Uh-huh,” she said, unconvinced.

      “I do. Here, I’ll prove it.” I flipped to a new page in my sketchbook. I studied her for a moment and started drawing. She was sitting on a rock with her own sketchbook on her knees. She wore her hair up, held in place with a blue ribbon. She looked like the Sunbeam bread girl, so I drew her as a nude, grown-up version.

      I still couldn’t draw faces very well, so her eyes were too large and her mouth too small, but she was at least recognizable. I added a bit of shading to give her some depth before I turned the book and showed her.

      “Wow! That’s really good,” she said. “You’ve improved. Like, a lot.”

      “I’ve been practicing. But… I think about you so much that I can draw you with my eyes closed.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Hold on, something’s missing.” I set the book on my knees again. I drew an outline of a man’s legs and butt. Mine, obviously. Then I sketched an exaggerated hard-on, aimed right at Christy’s face. “I can’t draw these as well as you do, but you’ll get the gist.”

      “Oh my gosh,” she laughed when I showed her. “Paul, it’s huge!”

      “Mmm, I know.”

      She rolled her eyes.

      “But wait, there’s more.” I added a massive jet of semen, complete with a huge splash as it hit her face. She squawked when I showed her.

      “Are you trying to drown me?” Her mock outrage softened to amusement and then affection. “Do you need some attention? Is that what you’re trying to tell me?”

      “Well, now that you mention it…”

      “I think you missed your calling,” she said as she gathered her pens and pencils.

      “Stud architect?”

      “No,” she laughed, “naughty manga artist.”

      “I don’t know what that is, but it sounds fun.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Come on. We need to find someplace private if you want to indulge your fantasies.”

      “Our fantasies,” I corrected.

      “I suppose. Only, yours are pretty vanilla. Mine are much more perverted.”

      “Ha! You might be right.”

      “I know I am. Coming, dear?”
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        * * *

      

      Our evenings fell into a routine as well. Since Trip and Wren were working on the bungalows, Christy and I fixed dinner. We didn’t make anything special, but Wren still found something to compliment. Afterward, we took our party outside.

      We didn’t have proper patio furniture yet, so we arranged the folding lounge chairs in a circle. Trip and I made a fire in the middle, while the girls refreshed our drinks. The fire was more for ambiance than warmth, but it also kept the bugs away. We drank and talked and relaxed for several hours, until about ten o’clock, when Trip and Wren called it a night.

      Christy and I went for a swim and made love in the darkened pool. Something about water made her even hornier than usual. I wasn’t about to complain, but I still thought it was amusing. Afterward, we took a shower to rinse off the chlorine and went to bed ourselves.

      On the second evening, Trip brought out his guitar. Christy only hummed along at first, but then she began singing as well. He humored her and asked if she wanted to sing anything in particular.

      “Do you know ‘Landslide’?”

      “Fleetwood Mac? Are you sure? That’s Stevie Nicks.”

      She shrugged with feigned indifference. “If you can’t play it…”

      Poor Wren nearly burst a blood vessel trying not to laugh.

      Trip shot her a glare but then focused on his guitar. He played the opening melody, and Christy closed her eyes to enjoy the familiar song. Her normal speaking voice was higher than Stevie Nicks’s, but she sounded exactly like her when she started singing. Trip was so surprised that he lost the tune.

      “Sorry. Bug flew in my eye,” he claimed. He even blinked and rubbed it. “Start over?”

      He did better the second time, and they finished the song to raucous applause. Well, as raucous as Wren and I could manage.

      “Do you know ‘Rhiannon’?” he asked immediately.

      “Of course.”

      He started playing. And when he finished, he launched into another song, “Crazy on You,” by Heart. Christy didn’t miss a beat. The next few songs became a game. Could he suggest something she couldn’t sing?

      He tried Blondie first, “Call Me.” I’d never heard an acoustic version, but Christy sang it perfectly. Then he tried Abba, “Super Trouper.” Same result. He finally suggested Simon & Garfunkel, “Scarborough Fair,” and he harmonized with her as she sang the melody.

      “That was fun!” he said at last.

      “It was,” she said. “Thanks.”

      “I had no idea you were such a good singer.”

      “You never asked.”

      “She’s right,” Wren said. “She sings all the time around the house.”

      “I guess I never noticed.”

      “Mmm,” Christy agreed politely.

      “You wanna keep going?” he asked.

      “Sure. But your guitar’s out of tune.”

      He frowned. “I tuned it last week.”

      “Well, it’s out of tune now,” she insisted.

      He strummed and then picked a few notes. “Sounds fine to me.”

      “Whatever.”

      “Get your thing,” Wren told him. She added to us, “He bought this fancy new contraption that tells him exactly what the note is.”

      “It’s just a tuner, babe. But yeah… I’ll be right back.” He returned with a small gray box, which he set on the chair between his legs. He turned it on, and a little VU meter lit up. He strummed a note on the guitar, although he frowned at the reading from the little device.

      “She’s right, isn’t she?” Wren said.

      “Yeah, but it’s only five cents off. I can’t even hear it.”

      “Ahh.”

      “Can you?” he asked Christy.

      “Of course.”

      He tried to hide his disbelief, but he adjusted the tuning peg. He played another note, looked at the VU meter, and then glanced at Christy.

      “Now it’s sharp,” she said.

      He loosened the string a fraction and looked chagrined that she’d caught him. He began tuning the other strings. Christy decided to make a point, so she told him which ones were out of tune. She even told him flat or sharp. He tried to ignore her and focus on the tuner instead, but his expression told the tale.

      “How’d she do?” Wren asked when he finished. “Right every time?

      “Yeah,” he admitted. Then he thought of something and said to Christy, “Sing a middle C.”

      She frowned. “Why?”

      “I just wanna check something.”

      “Okay.” She sang a single, clear note.

      Trip glanced at the VU meter, and his eyes widened. “Now a G.”

      She sang.

      “How about a D? Now an A. F-sharp. E-flat.”

      His eyebrows rose with each note. “Close your eyes,” he said at last. “Sorry. Please.”

      She sighed.

      “Humor me,” he asked politely. She closed her eyes, and he plucked a string. “What note was that?”

      “Low E.”

      “You aren’t peeking?”

      She exhaled in growing annoyance and faced away from him.

      He held a fret and played another note.

      “B-flat,” she said without hesitation.

      He played several more, and she named them all. Then he plucked three strings together.

      She thought for a moment and said, “A, C-sharp, E.”

      “How ’bout this one?”

      “D, F-sharp, A.”

      He strummed a full chord, and she named all six notes. He played several more, with increasingly complicated fingering, and she knew them all.

      “You have perfect pitch,” he said.

      She faced him again. “You could’ve just asked.”

      “He’s stubborn sometimes,” Wren said.

      “Not this time,” he insisted. “I’ve met thousands of musicians, but not one with perfect pitch.” He looked at Christy. “That’s… incredible. You’re incredible.”

      “You finally noticed?” Wren said.

      “Babe,” he said to her with exaggerated patience, “this is so rare that I’ve never seen it. And I’ve been around musicians all my life. Literally. Brenda Lee sang me a lullaby the day I was born. Have you always been able to do it?” he asked Christy.

      “Yes.”

      “How?”

      “I don’t know. I just do it. I’m not a freak or anything.”

      “No, that isn’t what I meant,” he said quickly. “I just wanna know if there’s a trick or something.”

      “Not that I know,” she lied. She saw my surprise and silently begged me not to say anything.

      Fortunately, Wren and Trip couldn’t read her like I could. He turned off his little tuner device.

      “Anything you wanna sing next?” he asked Christy.

      “Do you know ‘Both Sides Now’?”

      “Joni Mitchell? Seriously? You can sing that? Sorry, forget I asked. Of course you can.” He strummed a few notes and then looked to her for approval. “How’s the tune? Better?”

      “Much better,” she agreed.

      He started playing, and Christy joined in.

      About halfway through the song, Wren leaned toward me and whispered, “I’m glad she finally did it.”

      “Did what?”

      “Knocked him off his high horse.”
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        * * *

      

      “Okay, what was that about?” I asked Christy later, in the privacy of our bedroom.

      “What was what?”

      “You know.”

      She stared at her hands.

      “You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to.”

      “It isn’t that,” she said. “Only, I don’t want you to think I’m a freak or something. I’m not!”

      “No, of course not.”

      She thought about it for a long time, and I let her work through her feelings.

      “I… have this thing,” she said at last, “sort of a brain defect.”

      My eyebrows went up, but I didn’t say anything.

      “It’s called chromesthesia. They discovered it when I was little. I see sounds.”

      “For real?”

      She nodded.

      “Hold on, you see sounds instead of hearing them?”

      “No, I hear them too.”

      “So… that’s how you know the notes?”

      “Yeah.”

      “That’s so cool!”

      “Maybe to you. It’s just normal to me. But it makes me different, so I don’t like to talk about it. It isn’t like my metabolism. People understand that. This is my brain, so they think I’m a freak or something.”

      “I don’t.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Will you tell me about it?”

      She looked up hopefully. “Do you really wanna know?”

      “Absolutely! Do the notes have colors? Shapes? Patterns?”

      “They’re colors. Middle C is sort of blue-violet. High C is lavender. The C above that is mauve, only brighter. Other notes are other colors, but always brighter as they go up.” She glanced at me to make sure I was following. “That’s how I could tell when Trip’s guitar was out of tune. The color was too dark. Then he tried to fool me, and it was too light.”

      “Is it just with music?” I asked.

      “No. Any sound. Like, your voice is a blend of red and orange—two of my favorite colors, by the way.”

      “Does the reverse happen? I mean, do you hear sounds when you see colors?”

      “No. But I can remember the colors of things I’ve heard.”

      “Hold on… is that how you remember things I say?”

      She nodded. “Other people too, but I pay more attention to you.”

      “I kind of wondered,” I admitted. “I mean, your memory’s better than mine, but it’s uncanny how you can repeat my exact words sometimes.”

      “Anything I’ve ever heard. As long as I’m paying attention.”

      “Wow. That’s really cool.”

      “I suppose,” she said. “But… it means I’m a freak after all.”

      I sat up quickly and pulled her into my arms. “No! You’re special. Very, very special.”

      She sniffled. “Sometimes I don’t think so. Yeah, I’m good at music and art, but you’re right, I can’t even do simple math.”

      “Who cares? I don’t. Matter o’ fact, I think it’s cute.” I chuckled. “I used to think you weren’t paying attention.”

      “I don’t. Not really. I never had to worry about time or money or anything else. My mom or brothers always did it for me. But… I can’t seem to focus when it’s numbers.” She shrugged. “I learned eventually, but I think I was in fifth grade before I could do my times tables. They wanted to hold me back, but my mother—” She laughed at a memory. “I think she threatened them. Their jobs, I mean. Like, for real.”

      “I can totally see her doing that,” I chuckled. “What about your brothers? Do they know about… uh… what’s it called again?”

      “Chromesthesia. It’s a form of synesthesia. The signals in my brain are cross-wired or something. And they know. My brothers, I mean. That’s why Rich has always been super-protective. He thinks I might break or something. Me? I just live with it. But I don’t talk about it, ’cause I know I’m different.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me? Sooner, I mean.”

      “I didn’t want you to think I’m weird.”

      “Of course you’re weird! So am I. But the only thing I care about is, ‘Can we be weird together?’”

      “You really mean it?”

      “Absolutely. I… don’t think I’d be happy with someone normal. I mean, like Gina or Leah or… any of the other women I’ve dated.”

      “That’s a lot of women.”

      “No kidding,” I laughed. “Although… I wasn’t really ‘dating’ most of them. Still, it took me this long to find the right one!” I kissed the top of Christy’s head and simply held her for a moment. “And I like that you’re different. Chromesthesia. Did I say it right?”

      She nodded.

      “That’s really cool. So… what’s my voice look like now?”

      “The same red-orange, but with a hint of saffron.”

      “Ha! A ‘normal’ person would’ve said yellow. Or orange-yellow.”

      “Like Buddhist monk robes,” she agreed.

      “But we aren’t ‘normal,’ are we?”

      “No.”

      “And, for the record, I think of colors like that too. Like, mauve isn’t the same as pink. It has more blue in it.”

      “Exactly,” she agreed. “So… um… you don’t think I’m weird? For real, I mean?”

      “I do think you’re weird, but I also think you’re perfect. Perfect for me, that is.”
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        * * *

      

      Trip and Wren spent the next evening with Susan. They updated her on our progress, but then they must have stayed to hang out. Christy and I enjoyed a quiet evening by the pool, and we didn’t smirk too much when Trip and Wren returned and looked like they’d had an orgy.

      Christy and Trip entertained us again on Friday evening. He was a pretty good singer himself, but he chose to harmonize or let her sing solo.

      “I can’t believe I never noticed,” he said. “I knew you were an art prodigy, but I had no idea about the music.”

      “I sing all the time,” she said. “Mostly to myself, but still.”

      “I never listened.”

      “Maybe ’cause I’m a woman?”

      “No, that isn’t it,” he said firmly. “My dad’s produced some of the biggest women in country music.” He paused for a moment of serious introspection. “I guess I took you for granted.”

      Christy’s eyebrows flew up, at least ten meters.

      “Yeah, sorry about that,” Trip continued. “I guess I always thought of you as Wren’s friend or Paul’s girlfriend, but never as a person yourself. I mean, yeah, I think of you as a person,” he added hastily, “but I never paid attention to what you do. That makes me sound like a real jerk, but…” He shrugged. “Anyway, since I’m apologizing, I’m sorry if you thought I was acting like God’s gift to women or something.” He glanced at Wren. “Isn’t that what you said?”

      “Close enough.”

      “I guess I’m used to being the best at everything,” he continued. “You can’t really blame me, though. In high school I was always the captain of the team, King of the Prom, you name it. It wasn’t until I met Paul that I finally had to face the truth, that I might not be the best.” He paused to let his words sink in.

      “Wren blew me away too,” he added with a smile. “She’s the best at so many things. Not just cooking and— other stuff.” He’d almost said “women’s work.” He’d had a few drinks, and Wren decided not to make a big deal about it.

      “Right,” he continued. “Anyway, she’s really good at a bunch of stuff I admire. Business stuff, like PR and marketing and advertising. I think we have a real future together, and not just in bed.”

      “Oh, brother,” she said fondly.

      “I never noticed how awesome you are too,” he said to Christy. “That was really dumb on my part. I can’t imagine Paul and Wren being interested in someone average.”

      “I’m interested in plenty of people who’re average,” I said, “but not for anything serious. Like Lily. She was fun and cute, but not someone I want to hang out with. Not long-term.”

      “Sorry,” Christy said.

      “Don’t be. We didn’t know.”

      “What ever happened with her?” Trip asked. “Never mind, tell me later. I’m trying to apologize.”

      “Don’t let us stop you,” Wren laughed.

      “I won’t! Anyway, I’m sorry, Christy. I didn’t mean to take you for granted. I’ll try to pay more attention from now on.”

      She smiled. “Thank you.”

      “And I’ll try to remember that I can’t be the best at everything.”

      “Including being a swinger,” Wren said with a significant look.

      “Right you are, babe!”

      “Although,” she added, “you’re still pretty good at it.”

      “But don’t expect me to swoon over you,” Christy said. “You have to put some effort into it.”

      His eyebrows rose at the challenge. “Too bad you’re… um…” He gestured at her bikini bottoms and finished lamely, “You know, indisposed.”

      “She isn’t sick,” Wren laughed. “She’s on her period. Women have them. Get used to it.”

      “Yeah, of course,” he said. “But it’s too bad.”

      “We can do other things,” I suggested into the silence.

      “That’s really up to Christy, isn’t it?” Trip said.

      “Whoa, that sounds pretty New Age,” I teased. “I mean, letting a woman decide for herself?”

      “Dude,” he shot back, “I’m not that bad. I’m not as touchy-feely as you, but I’m not a total chauvinist.”

      “You aren’t,” Christy agreed.

      “But a little more touchy-feely would be nice,” Wren said. “You can practice on me.” She yawned and added, “In the morning. Sorry. It’s been a long day.”

      I blinked at how quickly things had gone from innuendo to exhaustion.

      “Hey,” Trip said, “some of us have been working all day.”

      “We’ve all been working,” I said through a fake smile.

      “Yeah, you’re right. Sorry. I saw the sketches on my desk before dinner. Thanks, by the way. But you gotta admit, sketches aren’t the same as sinks and light fixtures.” He thought of something and laughed at himself. “I’d better be careful, or you’re gonna remind me of that in the fall, when I’m pushing paper and you’re doing site visits.”

      “Count on it.”

      “But I’m still worn out. We’re goin’ to bed. Y’all wanna hike to the quarry tomorrow? Remind ourselves why we’re doin’ this?”

      “We’d love to,” Christy said.
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        * * *

      

      “Hey,” Trip said the next morning, “I owe you an apology. Seems I’m doing it a lot lately, but…” He shrugged. “Anyway, I didn’t mean to make it sound like we’d been working and you hadn’t.”

      “Yeah, I know,” I said. “But thanks.”

      “And Christy told Wren that you’re feeling guilty. About your hand. ’Cause you weren’t able to help with the bungalows.”

      “That’s part of it,” I admitted.

      “Don’t,” he said flatly. “We’re a team. The girls too. The others step up when one of us is injured. Even when we aren’t,” he added, “like Wren and her thesis. You and Christy really made her life easier. Now it’s our turn to do the same for you. So forget about me and my dumb comments. I’d had a couple of drinks, but that’s no excuse.”

      I nodded.

      “Besides, I don’t want you to throw my words back at me. I meant what I said about this fall. You’re gonna be working your butt off, juggling school and site visits, while I’ll be a glorified secretary, moving papers from one stack to another.”

      “Fair enough.”

      “Anyway, how’s your hand?”

      I had finally taken off the splint for good, and my hand felt odd without it. I flexed my fingers experimentally.

      “Still a little weak?” Trip ventured. “Yeah, it’ll be like that for a while.”

      “You seem to know a lot about it.”

      “Yeah, I broke mine once.”

      “Punch someone?”

      “Ha! No. Caught a ball I shouldn’t’ve.”

      My eyebrows rose with an invitation to explain.

      “State tournament when I was a junior,” he said. “Bottom of the ninth, two outs. We were up by one, but they had a man on base. Full count, so it was my last chance to end it. I threw a beautiful slider. I knew the guy was gonna swing, and I thought I had him.”

      “What happened?”

      “He caught it with the end of his bat. Line drive, straight at my face. A real ‘catch it or eat it’ moment.”

      “And you caught it?”

      “Yeah. Threw up my pitching hand and caught it for the last out.” He laughed ruefully. “We won, but I broke three fingers. Had to wear a cast for six weeks. Took me another six before I could pitch again. My slider was never the same.” He flexed his right hand. “It still aches sometimes, when the weather turns.”

      He gestured at mine. “Go easy on it for a week or two. Longer if you need to. Yeah, it’s ‘only’ your pinky finger, but you’d be surprised how much you use it.”

      “Will do,” I agreed.

      He clapped me on the back and turned us toward the clubhouse. “You wanna go over those sketches while the girls pack for the quarry?”
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        * * *

      

      “God, this was exactly what I needed,” Wren said. She rolled to her back and stared at the sky. Wispy white mares’ tails floated high in the summer haze. The sun had started its long slide toward the western horizon, but we still had plenty of daylight left. “It’s hard work,” she added. “What you all do.”

      “Which part?” Trip asked. “Hauling this stuff up the hill? Or the construction?”

      “Both,” she laughed. “But I meant the construction.”

      “Yeah. Thanks for your help this week. I couldn’t’ve done it without you.”

      “Anything for my man.” She raised her left hand and gazed at her engagement ring. “I like the sound of that. My man,” she repeated.

      “Feels good in your mouth,” Christy teased.

      “You wouldn’t know,” Wren shot back.

      “Whose fault is that?”

      “Not mine,” Wren said. She waved her hand vaguely in Trip’s direction. “Talk to him.”

      “I’m working on it,” he said. “I apologized, didn’t I? And I’ve been good all week.”

      “You have,” Christy agreed. “Thank you.”

      “But I shouldn’t have to remind you,” Wren said to him.

      “Yes, dear,” he replied with genuine contrition.

      “Better.” She arched her neck and stared at me upside down. “Now, what do I have to do to get you to stop saying that thing I hate?”

      “Don’t be so demanding?”

      “I told you,” Christy said in a singsong.

      “Yeah, you did, my love,” Wren agreed. “I’ll work on it. How’s this? Paul, will you please come over here and give me your dick?”

      “Oh, Wren,” Christy laughed. “You should see his face. I think you scared him.”

      “Not scared,” I said. “Surprised. Did she just… ask nicely?”

      “I think she did. What’re you gonna do about it?”

      “What d’you think? Should I give her what she wants? Or tease her a little?”

      “She’s been really good,” Christy said. “Besides, she doesn’t like teasing.”

      Wren shook her head with comical intensity. We’d all had a couple of glasses of wine with lunch, but none of us were tipsy. Instead, Wren was relaxed and enjoying herself.

      “Yeah, you’re right,” I said. “But what about Trip?”

      He spoke up, “I’m fine. Y’all have fun. I’ll watch.”

      “Uh-uh,” Wren said. “You come here too. That’s an order.”

      “Now she’s givin’ me orders?” he joked. “Shouldn’t this be the other way around? I’m still the man, right?”

      “I dunno, are you?” she taunted.

      He glanced at me. “Should we do what she wants?”

      “Yeah, probably. She sort of asked nicely.”

      “She asked you!” he laughed. “She gave me an order.”

      “But… are you really going to complain? I mean, she ‘ordered’ you to give her your dick.”

      “That’s true.”

      Christy rolled her eyes and crawled toward Wren. She lay beside her and propped her chin on her hand.

      “Now d’you see?” Wren said to her. “I don’t get anything unless I’m demanding.”

      “You got me? Does that count?”

      “It does, my love. Who needs men anyway?”

      “Unh, I do!”

      “Yeah, maybe you’re right,” Wren said. She arched her neck and looked at us. “Last chance, guys.”

      “You heard the lady,” Trip said to me.

      “She-who-must-be-obeyed?”

      He frowned, nonplussed.

      “The fearsome white queen? Ayesha? She? Okay, maybe that’s a bit obscure. But still, you don’t read much, do you?”

      “No,” he laughed. “Not like you. I’m too busy working or getting laid.”

      “Fair enough.”

      We moved toward the girls and knelt to either side of Wren’s head. She reached for us and began stroking our dicks.

      “My two favorite men,” she said. Christy pinched her nipple, and she gasped. “All my favorites.”

      “Why would you want to read when you could be doing this?” Trip asked me.

      “Seriously,” Wren agreed.

      “And I thought Paul talked too much,” Christy said under her breath.

      “It’s called banter,” Wren laughed. “It’s foreplay. But you’re ready to play for real, aren’t you, my love?”

      Christy looked at me.

      Go for it, I told her silently.

      She grinned and rose to her hands and knees. Wren offered her Trip’s semi-hard cock, and she kissed the tip. Then she began sucking. After a moment she closed her eyes to enjoy the feeling of a new man in her mouth. I had to hold back a laugh when I thought she might swoon for real. She felt me watching and flushed slightly, from excitement more than embarrassment.

      Wren laughed when my dick twitched in her hand. “Someone likes watching. What about you, babe?” she asked Trip. “Was it worth the wait?”

      “Totally.”

      Christy moved forward, and Trip rested on his heels. After a moment he unfolded his legs and sat on his butt instead. She settled on her stomach.

      “Much better.”

      Trip leaned back and braced himself on his hands. Christy swallowed his hard-on again, and he shot me a goofy look.

      “No kidding,” I agreed.

      Wren and I returned our attention to each other. I touched her thigh, and she parted her legs for me. I ran my fingers through the little triangle of pubic hair and teased her for a moment. The hood of her clit protruded at the top of her shaved labia. I touched it and made her squirm. Then I slid my fingers into her lubricated channel.

      “Mmm, that’s nice,” she said languidly.

      I thrust a finger inside and felt the heat and moisture of her arousal. She arched her back and moaned deep in her throat.

      “You want me to fuck you?” I teased.

      “You know I do. But I’m trying not to be demanding, remember?” Her eyes crinkled with a smile. “You should reward good behavior.”

      “Oh, I should, should I?”

      “Mmm.”

      I chuckled and moved between her legs, and she guided my hard-on to her opening. I slid into her without a lot of teasing, and she met my eyes as I steadied myself above her.

      “Be careful with your hand,” Trip said.

      I rolled my eyes. “Thank you, Dr. Whitman.”

      “Hey, I’m just sayin’, don’t do too much, too s— Oh, sweet Jesus!”

      Christy hummed to herself as she pulled back and adjusted her angle on his cock. She deep throated him again. His dick wasn’t as thick as mine, so she had an easier time getting him into her throat. She bobbed slowly, and he groaned at the sensations.

      “You were saying?” I prompted.

      “Me? Nothing. God, that’s good.”

      Wren touched my hip as a polite reminder of what I should’ve been doing. I began fucking her with slow thrusts. She gazed up at me for several moments before she drew me down for a kiss. We lingered over it, and she smiled when I pulled back.

      I started fucking her seriously, and she closed her eyes. Her nostrils flared as a wave of pleasure washed over her. Part of me wanted to split my attention between her and Christy, but I knew better. Besides, I’d have plenty of opportunities to watch Christy give a blowjob. None of them would be the first, but a blowjob was a blowjob. Still, I couldn’t resist.

      She was in her own little world. She lay on her stomach with her arms underneath her for support. She bobbed on Trip’s cock, while he relaxed and simply enjoyed the show. Then he groaned as she sucked him deep again.

      I glanced back at Wren and realized she’d been watching me.

      “She’s fine,” she said quietly. “Trip too. He’s totally cool about it.”

      “Are you sure?”

      She nodded.

      “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. Now… if you don’t mind?”

      I grinned.

      “Hey, I’m trying to be less demanding.”

      “How’s that working for you?”

      She glanced between us. I’d stopped thrusting when we’d started talking. “Not so good,” she said wryly.

      “Maybe we’d better go back to the old way?”

      “More talking, less fucking?” she teased.

      I rolled my eyes, and she laughed brightly.

      “Oh,” she said, “you mean my old way?”

      “Y’all okay over there?” Trip asked.

      “We’re fine,” she told him with a lingering grin. “Paul just realized I was right after all.”

      “You tell him, babe. Oh, Jesus,” he gasped as Christy tried to swallow him whole. “Never mind. Y’all’re on your own.”

      Wren glanced at me. “Where were we?”

      “I was about to say—”

      “Uh-uh. Don’t. My wish is for you to fuck me.”

      I grinned and said in a monotone Cylon voice, “By your command.”

      She sighed. “I am so glad you and I were never serious.”

      “Serious about what?” I teased.

      “Dating.”

      “Well, it’s a moot point now.” I shot a glance at her left hand. She raised it and admired the ring. I gave her a moment before I rocked my hips and settled into a more comfortable position.

      “At least you’re serious about fucking me,” she said.

      “Oh, absolutely.”
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      Christy sank to the air mattress and dried her hair with a towel. I propped my head on my hand and studied her from behind. She didn’t have an ounce of extra fat, and she tanned as easily as Erin or my mom.

      It wasn’t fair. I had to eat right and exercise if I wanted to keep my weight down, and I turned pink at the thought of the sun. I had a decent tan, but it had taken weeks, and I still had to use sunscreen if I spent more than a couple of hours in the sun.

      Christy finished with the towel and hummed quietly to herself as she ran a brush through her damp hair. Then she began plaiting it into a loose French braid. I watched the play of well-toned muscles in her shoulders and arms.

      “It isn’t fair,” I repeated aloud.

      She glanced over her shoulder. “What isn’t?”

      “You.”

      “What about me?”

      “That you’re so thin and small and lovely.”

      “Skinny and scrawny, you mean? And kind of ordinary.”

      I chuckled. “No.”

      “I am, especially compared to Wren.”

      “You’re prettier than she is. And I like your body better.”

      “Thank you. But please don’t compare me to Brooke or Leah.”

      “Who?”

      “Brooke and Le— Oh. Funny, ha ha.”

      “What can I say? I’m not in bed with Brooke and Leah. I’d rather be in bed with you.”

      Christy gave an experimental bounce on the air mattress. It creaked softly, even under her slight weight.

      “Next week,” I said to her unspoken question. “Trip said it was supposed to be here yesterday, but it’s still at the factory. Evidently, the Fourth of July is a whole week in North Carolina.”

      “I don’t mind,” Christy said. “The bed, I mean. Besides, it’s kinda fun. It feels like we’re camping.”

      “Yeah, but I can’t tie you to the air mattress and have my way with you.”

      “You can’t tie me to anything right now.” She finished plaiting and tied the braid with a blue silk ribbon, similar to the red one we used for the handcuff keys. “I know this sounds horrible,” she continued, “but I’m looking forward to being alone for a couple of days. Don’t get me wrong,” she added quickly, “I love Wren, and Trip’s been much better, but we can’t do… um… certain things when they’re around. You know what I mean.”

      “Bo and Luke things,” I said.

      “Hmm. I suppose you and Trip could do Bo and Luke things. Hold on, shouldn’t it be the other way around? Bo’s the blond one, isn’t he?”

      “I think so. Why?”

      “Well, Trip isn’t really blond, but his hair’s lighter than yours. Besides, isn’t Bo the one who always gets them in trouble? And Luke’s the one who gets them out of it?”

      “Trouble has a way of finding them,” I chuckled. “But yeah, Bo’s the cute one and Luke’s the smart one.”

      “Well, I think you’re the smart and cute one. So you’re definitely Luke. Trip can be Bo. Then you and Trip can do Luke and Bo things.” She frowned in consternation. “No, that isn’t right either. Trip and you can do Bo and Luke things. Ugh! That sounds weird too.”

      “What’s it look like?” I teased gently.

      “Paul, dear, I know you think you’re being funny, but please stop. Things are supposed to sound a certain way. They have a rhythm. The wiring in my brain has nothing to do with it. Dissonance is just… wrong.”

      My eyebrows rose at the big word.

      “Consonance and harmony are much better. Besides, I can’t explain why ‘Trip and you’ doesn’t sound right with ‘Bo and Luke,’ but it doesn’t. One’s backward, but they have to match. First things first, last things last.”

      I actually understood the Christy-logic, which surprised me. If Trip was Bo and I was Luke, they needed to come in that order. “You and Trip” was the natural way to say it, along with “Bo and Luke.” But the comparisons didn’t agree when she said them naturally and put them together in the same sentence.

      “Besides,” she continued, “you started this whole thing. You should’ve said ‘tie you up and fuck you’ things.” She paused for a moment and considered it. “Mmm, that sounds better.”

      She rose and carried her towel around the end of the bed, and I lay back to watch her. She’d traded her bikini bottoms for soft cotton panties—she was still on her period—but she was nude otherwise. Her sun-bronzed skin was flawless, and it shone with moisture from her lotion. Her small, firm breasts were as tan as the rest of her, and even her nipples had darkened to the color of chocolate. She realized I was watching her.

      “What?” she asked self-consciously.

      “Nothing. Just reminding myself how lucky I am.”

      She smiled. “Thank you. But that’s my job.”

      I kicked off the sheet and exposed my penis. It began to swell with arousal. “Oh, don’t worry,” I said, “I have a job for you.”

      “Mmm, my favorite.”

      “Speaking of jobs,” I said, “are you okay with this afternoon? You and Trip…?”

      She disappeared into the bathroom, hung her towel, and turned off the light. She returned to the bedroom and bent to turn off the bedside light as well. Then she climbed onto the mattress. It creaked as she scooted to my side.

      Her skin was warm and smooth, and her hair smelled of jasmine and honey. She kissed my chest, sighed in contentment, and reached for my penis. She stroked it for a moment before she returned to the conversation.

      “Of course I’m okay with it. You knew I would be. It’s my favorite thing.”

      “Wren was a little worried,” I said.

      “Wren? Or you?”

      “Okay, you got me. Yeah, I was a little worried.”

      “Don’t be. You know me. I love a penis in my mouth. Sure, I’m glad Trip enjoyed it—”

      “Three times!” I laughed.

      “So sue me. I like sucking dick. Oh, and for the record, I’ve decided to call it that from now on.”

      I had an inkling of where she was going with that bit of Christy-logic, too. Either I needed to have my head examined or I was starting to think like her.

      “I know how you are with words,” she added. “Penis, dick, and cock. I like penises. And I don’t really care what they look like. Like you are with breasts, the only thing I care is, ‘Can I see it?’ I used to think, ‘Can I touch it?’ but not anymore.”

      “Makes sense,” I agreed.

      “Some are more attractive than others, but they’re all fun to look at. I don’t want to suck all of ’em, though. I only wanna suck certain ones. Yours, especially, but Trip’s too. Mark’s. I wouldn’t mind sucking Freddie’s, but I don’t think he’s like that. Besides, Rosemary definitely isn’t.”

      “No.”

      “I’d like to suck the guy in the main camp,” she continued. “You know, the one who noticed we were shaved. The one with the pretty wife and little boy, I mean. Not the old one who scowled at us. Ugh, no.” She shivered with revulsion, although she immediately returned to the young couple. “I noticed how you looked at them, though. You were making a list, weren’t you? People who might want to try swinging.”

      “I was,” I chuckled.

      “Well, they should definitely be on the list. His wife was interested. In you more than me, but I’m okay with that. Anyway, where was I? Oh, right. Penises. So, I like them all. But some are nice and suckable. They’re the dicks. Then there’s the last kind, The Cock—”

      I grinned when I heard the capital letters. I liked being inside her head.

      “—and there’s only one of those,” she finished. She answered my unspoken question with a gentle squeeze. “Of course it’s yours. I love everything about him. He’s my favorite penis in the whole world. But he’s a ‘dick’ when I think about him and someone else. He’s a ‘cock’ when you use him on me. Mmm, cock.” She paused to fondle the cock in question, although she turned serious again. “So, that’s what I mean. If I say ‘dick,’ you know I’m talking about someone else. ‘Cock’ means you and you alone. Well, you and him, but you know what I mean.”

      “That… actually makes sense.”

      “Don’t sound so surprised. I know you think I’m silly and illogical, but I’m not. I’m not like you or Brooke, but I’m still logical.”

      “You are,” I agreed.

      “I knew you’d see it my way.” She skipped back to an even earlier part of the conversation. “So, yes, I’d be fine if you and Trip do Luke and Bo things to me. That still doesn’t sound right, but you know what I mean.”

      I nodded.

      “Maybe we should find a better word. Or phrase. Or whatever. How about ‘double-dick things’? No, we can’t say that in public. ‘Double-team’? Obvious. Hmm, maybe… ‘submarine things’?”

      I frowned for a moment but then laughed when it hit me. “Because they’re long and hard and full of seamen? Ha!”

      “I told you, I’ve heard just about every dick joke there is.”

      “Evidently.”

      She sighed. “I suppose we need to shorten it anyway. Maybe we can just say ‘sub sandwich.’ That fits with my metabolism. And it’s pretty innocuous, isn’t it?”

      “Wow, you’re full of big words tonight.”

      “The injections you give me. You have big words in your semen.”

      “That must be it,” I agreed dryly.

      “Okay, so we’ll call it a sub sandwich. A couple of long, hard dicks, all for me. Mmm, I love the thought of you fucking me while I suck Trip’s dick. Only, I wish you could tie me up too. Not with Trip, though, and especially not with Wren. Oh my gosh, no! But… maybe with another guy?”

      She paused to imagine it.

      “Mmm, you could take turns using my mouth,” she went on. “Blindfold me and invite your friends. Then you’d make me suck their dicks while you fuck me. Maybe we could put an ad in the back of one of those magazines. You know, something like, ‘Eager young lady seeks dicks to suck. Men eighteen to twenty-five only, please.’ Hold on, do you think we should make it older? Probably,” she said before I could answer.

      “The man in camp was older, and he was still cute,” she added. “Don’t get me wrong, I think your dad’s cute too, and he has a really nice penis, but I don’t want to suck it. Sorry. But… um… where was I? The ad, right! So, ‘Eager young lady seeks dicks to suck. Men eighteen to thirty, please. Send application and pictures to Box 69—’ Darn it, I forgot our zip code again. What is it? Never mind, you’ll help me write the ad, won’t you?”

      “Oh, absolutely.”

      “I know you think this is funny,” she said primly, “but I’m serious. Okay, maybe not about the ad, but I like sucking dick. And I need a steady supply. Of semen, I mean. It’s good for my hair. And nails, which need all the help they can get. Besides, it has protein. I need lots and lots of protein. My metabolism, you know. Mmm, and my libido. Sorry, can’t talk now. Need to suck. Cock, I mean. That’s him, in case you weren’t paying attention.”

      “Oh, I was,” I assured her. I guided her head to my erection. “Less talking, more sucking.”

      “Yeth, thir.”
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        * * *

      

      Trip and I dressed in work clothes and went to check the road progress on Monday morning. The crew was busy clearing the undergrowth and cutting down trees. They were stacking the larger ones for a logging company to collect, but the saplings, branches, and everything else went into a big wood chipper.

      The foreman was happy to see us, which was a welcome change from the man in Knoxville. The road crew wouldn’t have been working without our contract, and they treated Trip like a proper boss. The job site was loud enough that we were standing forty feet from anyone who might overhear us, so the foreman dropped a couple of hints about the camp itself. He was a local and had heard rumors.

      “Thought I might check it out,” he added.

      Trip deferred to me.

      The foreman was in his fifties and seemed genuine. I felt the need to be cautious anyway, since predators and perverts don’t wear signs.

      “I’m a good Christian,” the foreman felt the need to explain. He was salt of the earth and spoke with an Appalachian twang. “Church every Sunday. But I don’t pay no attention to what they say about this place. God made us naked in the Garden. If it was good enough for Adam an’ Eve, it’s good enough for me an’ the missus.”

      I relaxed slightly when he said the magic word and mentioned his wife. Still, I decided to pass him up the chain of command, to someone with far more experience at separating the curious from the creeps. I pulled out my little spiral notepad, wrote down Susan’s phone number, and tore out the page.

      “Call and talk to her,” I said. “She’ll give you the information.”

      “Much obliged.” He stuffed the note into a leather wallet that was already crammed full of business cards, pictures, and other scraps of paper. “A’ight, back to business,” he said to Trip. “We’re makin’ good progress here, and we’ll be ready for the trencher…”
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        * * *

      

      We returned to camp and toured the cabins next. The smaller ones were all occupied, but only two of the larger ones had families in them. The others were probably safe for guests, but Susan had removed them from the rental list, just to be sure.

      “I talked to her last week,” Trip said, “and we’re cleared for demo on these four. Oh, I forgot to mention, we’re going to rent a dump truck. The pickup doesn’t carry enough, and we’d spend as much time hauling loads to the dump as we do working. So it just makes sense to get something larger.”

      “That’s fine,” I agreed.

      “I figured. But I just thought I’d let you know. It’s your company too.”

      “Thanks, but… You don’t have to tell me about every expense. Besides, you’re way more frugal than I am.”

      He chuckled and didn’t deny it. “Still,” he added, “I like to clear the big expenses with you. Renting is cheaper than buying, but it still costs. We’ll need to rent a backhoe too, with a grapple and maybe shears as well.”

      “Are you sure?” I asked. “We’ll need someone to operate it.”

      “Nah, I can do it. It’s been a few years, but I learned back when I was working for my uncle. It’s like riding a bike.”

      “If you say so.”

      “Trust me. Besides, this kind of demo doesn’t need precision. Knock it down, load it in the truck. And a backhoe’ll be a lot quicker than doing it by hand. Speaking of hands, how’s yours?”

      “Better. Still weaker than I’d like—”

      “It’ll take a while.”

      “—but I can work.”

      “Uh-uh. Stick to design until you’re a hundred percent.”

      “Dude,” I insisted, “I can work.”

      “Probably, but no sense risking a permanent injury.”

      “You sound like Christy,” I grumbled under my breath.

      He laughed. “She’s right. Listen, don’t worry about the demo and other things. The schedule was never set in stone. That’s why Susan’s paying us, to deal with contingencies and other problems. Not that your hand’s a problem,” he added quickly. “It’s just something we have to deal with. So chill out, dude. I’ve rearranged everything to give you time to recover. Spend the next few weeks finalizing all the designs.”

      “Roger that,” I said, although I still felt guilty about it. “And thanks.”

      “No problem. I lined up a local guy for you to work with. He’ll be the architect of record for our permits. He even knows Joska. Well, by reputation.”

      “For real?”

      “Yeah. He said he used to work in Charlotte and had an intern who graduated from MIT when Joska was there. He said he talked about him like he was ‘the cat’s meow.’” Trip shook his head in disbelief. “That’s what he said, ‘cat’s meow.’ He’s a character, but his registration’s current, so he can do what we need.”

      “Cool.”

      “One more thing. You’re officially going to work for him. At least on paper.”

      I frowned. “Why?”

      “Have to.” He quoted, “Architects may not seal drawings that are not prepared under their direct supervision.” He paused to let it sink in. “The guy made a point to emphasize the ‘direct supervision’ bit. Which means you work for him. And you’ll need to meet with him at least twice a week.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Yep. I told you, you’ll still be working. Just not manual labor. Anyway, he’ll review your plans. But you need to have them ready in the first place. Can you draw on that little board we gave you? Or do you need a real table and drafting machine?”

      I thought about it and came to a difficult decision. “I’ll need a real table if I want to do real drawings. Sorry. I guess that means we buy one here?”

      “Are you kidding? No! You’re as bad as Wren.”

      “Then… what?”

      “We’ll swing by Knoxville and bring yours here. On the way back from Atlanta. Have to take the pickup instead of the Rabbit,” he mused. “Won’t be as comfortable…” He thought of something else and made a sour face. “Won’t be as fast, either. But it’s a whole lot cheaper than the alternative.”

      “If you say so.”

      He rolled his eyes and pretend-glared. “You balk at a new computer but want to spend a fortune on a new drafting setup?”

      “For the record,” I said, a bit stiffly, “I wasn’t ‘balking’ at a new computer. I was defending mine. Besides, you’ve bought new things.”

      “Yeah, things we don’t have elsewhere, unless you have a pickup truck and an IBM computer at home. Maybe somewhere else I don’t know about? Your pockets?”

      “You know I don’t.”

      “But you have a perfectly good table, chair, and machine at home. So we’ll bring ’em here.”

      “That’s fine.”

      “Make a list of anything else you want me to bring. Pens, triangles, stencils, whatever.”

      I nodded.

      “Anyway, let’s head down to the houses and take a look there. I need you to start producing drawings. Time is money.”

      I climbed into the pickup truck and scowled.

      Trip started the engine. “What’s the matter?”

      “Now I know how Wren feels when I say, ‘Your wish is my command.’”

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah. If you tell me ‘time is money’ one more time…”

      He laughed, lighthearted and completely unrepentant. “Time is money. So hustle up.”
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        * * *

      

      We spent the next hour poking around the empty houses down in the main part of the camp. Trip used spray paint to mark an X on things we needed to demolish, while I sketched ideas for turning the houses into modern single- or multi-family rentals. I also had an idea to turn one into a rec center, with a fitness room, sports equipment, and maybe even a small arcade.

      “Sweet. I like it,” Trip said when I told him. “Insurance might be an issue, though.” He answered my uncertain frown, “Susan has to carry liability insurance. It costs a fortune. And it goes up with more guests and more risks. Like that commercial kitchen you mentioned for the new clubhouse. She has to be covered if some moron burns himself. The same with fitness equipment.”

      “You’re kidding.”

      “People sue these days.” He shrugged. “Insurance is part of doing business.”

      Susan herself arrived at that point, although she had a new couple with her.

      The man was well-built and handsome, probably in his late twenties. He was taller than me, with sandy blond hair, blue eyes, and a dimple on his chin. He looked like he tried to keep in shape but spent too many hours behind a desk. I silently wondered if I’d look like that when I was his age.

      His wife was younger by several years and even more attractive. She was average height and a blonde as well, although hers probably came from a salon. Her roots were blonde, but her eyebrows and bush were both dark.

      She was one of those women who took great pains to look her best. She’d done her hair and makeup, and her finger- and toenails were painted (red). She wore gold earrings, a gold watch, and gold rings on each hand. None of it was gaudy, though. She reminded me of a younger Caroline Bramwell, the West Virginia inn owner, although perhaps without as many zeroes in her family bank account.

      My eyes flicked over the rest of her. Her breasts were full and round, although slightly flat. They sagged a bit, but her stomach was improbably firm—her belly button was almost an outie—and she clearly did aerobics or something else to stay in shape.

      To my surprise, her eyes grabbed my attention more than her body did, and I found that I couldn’t look away. They were a pale blue, not quite as pure as Christy’s, but close enough. Her complexion was fairer than Christy’s, and she blushed when she noticed the intensity of my gaze. I wanted to kick myself for breaking the cardinal rule of nudists, but at least I’d been staring at her eyes instead of something else.

      Susan saved me from further embarrassment.

      “I’ve been looking for you,” she said.

      “Well, you found us,” Trip said cheerfully. “What’s up?”

      She glanced at the new couple and changed her mind about what she wanted to say. “Do you have time for a quick status report?”

      I had to bite my tongue when his expression changed to one that had nothing to do with business.

      Susan herself struggled not to laugh. “No, not that kind of report.” She shot a glance at the couple and decided to explain, sort of. “Trip and Paul are normally guests, but they’re doing some work around camp. Sorry, let me rephrase, they’re supervising a major renovation and expansion project.” She gestured at our jeans and work shirts. “That’s why they’re dressed like that.”

      The man nodded.

      Susan thought of something and suppressed a smirk. Then she said to Trip, “Maybe you and Wren can come by after dinner?”

      He shot a nervous glance at me, and Susan decided to add a fig leaf, in case the new couple understood the innuendo for what it was.

      “You’re leaving tomorrow, aren’t you?” she said to Trip. “I want to talk about the computer you mentioned. But where are my manners? Trip, Paul, I’d like you to meet Carter and Kim.”

      We shook hands and made introductions all around.

      “On second thought,” Susan said to the new couple, “do you mind if I borrow Trip for a minute? Well, more like ten?”

      “Sure,” Carter said, “no problem.”

      Susan smiled her thanks and led Trip toward the house we’d just left.

      “So, you’re normally a guest?” Carter said to me.

      “Yeah. But she has a pretty big project going on. Trip and I are managing it for her.”

      “She was telling us. And… don’t take this the wrong way,” he asked politely, “but aren’t you a bit young for something like this?”

      “Yes and no.”

      Sandy eyebrows invited me to explain.

      “We’re twenty-one, but Trip’s been doing this since he was sixteen. He has a flair for business.”

      “And you, what do you do?”

      “I do all the design.”

      “They’re the college students Susan was telling us about,” Kim said. “You know, the architects.”

      “Ah, right!” Carter laughed. “Sorry,” he added to me, “I’m a professional skeptic.”

      My eyebrows invited him to explain.

      “I’m an attorney.”

      “Ah, okay. That makes sense. And it explains your accent.”

      “Oh?”

      “Southern but polished. You’ve clearly been to college. And you don’t sound quite like the locals, but you’re definitely from somewhere in this part of the country.”

      “That’s pretty impressive,” he said. “Can you tell where?”

      I winced for show and thought about it for real. I didn’t have Christy’s ear, but I compared him to other people I’d talked to. I kept coming back to when my family had lived in Savannah. And he sounded like Sabrina, Danny’s fiancée. She was from the coast too, although she was cosmopolitan enough that she’d lost most of her accent.

      “No clue,” I said at last. “Somewhere on the coast. Not Georgia or Florida. I know those accents. And not quite South Carolina either. So… maybe… North Carolina?”

      He surprised me with a laugh. “That’s pretty good. I was born in Wilmington.” He glanced at Kim. “You can take the boy out of the low country, but you can’t take the low country out of the boy.”

      She smiled and nodded.

      “We moved to Charlotte when I was twelve,” he added.

      “So you kept the accent,” I said, “but law school knocked the edge off.”

      “You might say that,” he agreed. “How can you tell? Is it just my accent?”

      I shrugged. “You haven’t said ‘y’all’ or ‘ain’t’ or anything like that, and you don’t shorten words or drop the G’s.”

      “I do sometimes,” he admitted, “but only when I’ve had a drink or two.” He affected a slight drawl, “Or when I want to sound like a fine southern gentleman.”

      “Ah, there it is,” I said with a grin. “Your real accent.”

      “Yeah. You’re the first person to notice it, though.”

      I shrugged again. “I pay attention to words and language. I’m weird, I guess.”

      “Not at all. I make a living doing it.” He paused and changed the subject. “Susan said you and your girlfriend are here…?”

      “Christy, yeah,” I agreed. Then I decided to explain why I’d been staring at Kim earlier. “Your eyes are like hers.”

      Kim blinked in surprise, and her cheeks turned pink again.

      “Hers are more blue,” I added, “where yours have flecks of green and gold.”

      “Wow, you really are perceptive,” Carter said.

      “I’m also weird about colors,” I demurred. “And eyes, obviously.”

      “They are beautiful,” Carter agreed. He smiled fondly at his wife. “They were the first thing I noticed about her. Well, her eyes and… you know.”

      She turned pinker still, and he smirked for my benefit.

      I decided to risk annoying him. “This is your first time at a nudist camp?”

      He frowned when he realized he’d made a faux pas, although he seemed genuinely embarrassed instead of upset that I’d called him on it. “How can you tell?”

      I hesitated.

      “Tell me,” he insisted. “Honestly.”

      “We don’t really joke about body parts. Not other people’s, at least.”

      “Right,” he said soberly. “Now I know. Low-brow humor. Sorry about that. Thanks for telling me.”

      “No problem.”

      He considered me for a moment and then said, “We’ll have to get together sometime. Where’re you staying?”

      “Not here. Well, not here-here, in the main camp.”

      He raised a sandy eyebrow.

      “We’re staying in the new part, the Retreat.”

      “Susan was telling us,” Kim prompted him. “Remember?”

      “Ah, right!” Carter said, although I had the impression that he’d known the name and was simply too polite to correct her when she “reminded” him. Then he frowned and asked her, “Why aren’t we staying there? I thought you booked the nicest room.”

      She winced. “I wanted to, but…”

      “They aren’t ready yet,” I said smoothly. “We just finished trimming them out last week. They don’t even have furniture yet.”

      Carter turned to me. “You said you’re staying there.”

      “We are. But we’re sleeping on air mattresses and storing our things in apple crates.”

      He laughed. “Ah, right. Got it.”

      “So Kim really did book the nicest room available.”

      She looked relieved.

      “That makes sense,” he said. Then he added, “Sorry if I came across like a prosecutor. I didn’t mean to cross-examine you.”

      “It’s okay. You’re a professional skeptic.”

      “Yeah, but I try not to do it to people I just met, especially ones I like.”

      Susan and Trip returned at that point, and the conversation turned to general pleasantries about camp and the weather.

      “Well, we’d better get back to work,” Trip said after a few minutes. “It was nice to meet you,” he said to the new couple. He added to Susan, “We’ll stop by after dinner and go over those figures.”

      He didn’t mean to make a pun, but I hid a smile nonetheless. The only “figures” he’d be going over were Wren’s and Susan’s.

      We said goodbye and climbed into the truck.

      “Damn,” Trip said as we pulled away.

      “What?”

      He shook his head and snorted in disbelief.

      “What?” I repeated.

      “You’re one lucky dude.”

      “Why?”

      “Kim.”

      I thought back to the blonde and tried to figure out what he was talking about. “What about her?”

      “Susan said that Carter asked about…” He pursed his lips and thought back. “How did she put it? ‘Couples activities.’” He glanced over to make sure I heard the quotes.

      “Hold on. You mean… swinging?”

      He mimicked a baseball announcer, “A long fly ball to center field… going… going… gone! Home run!”

      “Are you serious?”

      “Hell yeah, dude! And now I’m mad that we’re leaving. She’s totally hot. And I can’t believe you get to fuck her.”

      “Maybe. Besides, it isn’t a competition.”

      “Yeah, well, I’d be winning if it were.” He glanced over again. “No offense, but you’ve been totally weird about women lately. I thought it was Christy’s doing, but then Wren reminded me about all the ones you brushed off last year. I thought you might be getting back into the game with Terri or Lily, but… nothing. So, if you don’t mind me asking, what’s wrong?”

      “Nothing,” I said with a shrug. “Maybe I’m just ready to settle down.”

      He snorted derisively.

      “Not like that. I don’t mean monogamy. I just mean I’m done sowing my wild oats.”

      “Whatever.”

      “Dude, I’m happy with Christy.”

      “Yeah, but you still want to be a swinger, right?”

      “Of course! But ‘being a swinger’ is different for everyone. Christy and I are figuring out what works for us.”

      “Whatever,” he said again, with mild disbelief. “Anyway, you know what Susan was talking about, right? Tonight?”

      “Yeah, I kinda figured.”

      He nodded. “She wanted me to make sure you’re okay. She said you’re more than welcome to join us, but she wasn’t sure about Christy. Wait, lemme try that again. She wasn’t sure if Christy would want to. She likes Christy just fine.”

      “I know,” I chuckled. “I understood what you meant.”

      “Whew! Okay. I was worried that I might’ve offended you… or her… or someone.”

      “Dude, chill out. Christy doesn’t like being taken for granted. That’s all.”

      “No kidding. I mean, who does?”

      “Right. So relax. You don’t have to walk on eggshells around her. Just don’t treat her like sex is a foregone conclusion.”

      “No chance of that,” he said. “Besides, I’ll be too busy. I thought Susan was kidding about her ‘regular reports,’ but… um…”

      “I know about last week too,” I said with a laugh. “I mean, it was pretty obvious when you and Wren came home. You’d had an orgy.”

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

      “I can imagine.”

      “I doubt it,” he said, although he didn’t elaborate. “Anyway, Wren’s keeping me pretty busy now that she’s recovered from school. We… um… also have plans while we’re in Atlanta.” He glanced at me to make sure I was okay with that too. I was. “And now Susan tonight,” he finished. “Sorry if that messes up your plans.”

      “It doesn’t,” I said. “Christy and I’ll have a quiet night by the pool. We’ll be fine.”

      He nodded in relief. “Thanks. I figured that’s what you’d do, but I didn’t want you to think we were sneaking around or anything.”

      “Not at all.”

      “I didn’t want you to think I was upset about Christy, either. I’m totally cool with it. Like you said, whatever works for you all. And… um… no offense, but I dunno how much energy I’ll have with all my other, ahem, commitments. But hey, at least you’ll have Kim as a consolation.”

      I didn’t point out that he was taking her for granted now.

      “That body,” he mused. “I bet she’s amazing in bed. Even if she isn’t, who cares? Right?”

      I shrugged and kept my opinion to myself. I wasn’t entirely sure that Carter and Kim were looking for extramarital fun. They seemed like the right type, but nothing in our short conversation had given me the impression that they were swingers. Still, Susan had introduced us for a reason.

      Trip changed the subject and put my speculation on hold.

      “Back to business,” he said. “I have a list of things you need to do while I’m gone. Start with…”
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        * * *

      

      Trip and Wren said goodbye and headed to the main camp after dinner. Christy and I sat by the pool for a while and then decided to go for a swim. I walked down the steps like a normal person, while she scampered around to the deep end like a manic water pixie. She dived in and swam underwater to the shallow end. She touched the wall, flipped around, and swam back, still underwater. I knew she could hold her breath longer than I could, but I was still impressed.

      She broke the surface almost silently. Then she wiped her eyes and slicked back her hair. After a moment she swam toward me. I was standing in chest-deep water, and I caught her as she drew near. She crossed her arms behind my neck, wrapped her legs around my hips, and grinned impishly.

      I was in one of my quiet moods—not a bad one, just thoughtful.

      “I like when you’re like this,” she said. “I can read your mind and do all the talking for both of us.”

      I arched an eyebrow.

      “Your mom said you used to do it when you were little. You wouldn’t talk. You would, she said, but you wouldn’t. I knew exactly what she meant.”

      I pretended to think back before I shrugged agreement.

      “That’s okay. I know how you are. And I’m in a good mood, so I feel like chattering.”

      The sun had sunk below the trees, and it filled the sky to the west with pinks and oranges and purples. The colors seemed to mirror my mood, and I decided that letting Christy chatter was exactly what I needed.

      She followed my gaze and sighed happily. “What do they say? Red sky at night, sailor’s delight? We should have good weather for the fireworks. I hope you don’t mind that I want to stay here.”

      I shook my head.

      “I knew you’d see it my way. Hey, don’t roll your eyes when I say that. I want the same thing you do. Besides, I’m serious, I’m looking forward to a few days without Wren. Don’t get me wrong, I love her, but she’s been so happy lately that it’s driving me crazy.

      “I’m really excited for her,” she continued, “but sometimes she’s a little much. Although… I think she’s disappointed that we don’t want to go to Atlanta with them. She has plans. With one of her friends, I mean.” It was her turn to roll her eyes. “One of the ones she tried to set you up with. I don’t know which one, so don’t ask. Besides, there are too many to remember. Ugh. Anyway, she has a new boyfriend. The friend, I mean. Duh, of course.

      “Well, the new boyfriend wants to try swinging, although he didn’t call it that. At least, I don’t think he did. Wren didn’t say, but she laughed when she told me about it. Girlfriend exchange or something like that. The friend knew Wren was into that, so…” Christy faded off and turned thoughtful.

      “Do you ever feel that sometimes we’re moving away from people?” she said at last. “Not physically, like moving to a new place, but you know what I mean. The closer you and I become, the further we move away from our friends.”

      I thought about it and shrugged.

      “Maybe you’re right. Not Brooke. I’m closer than ever to her. And Erin. She’s like my new sister. Oh my gosh, I hope she and Leah are having fun. Has your mother had a postcard? Never mind, I’ll ask her next time I see her. Anyway, where were we? Oh, right, moving away. So… yeah. Sometimes I feel like Wren and I are moving apart. Not for real, and not in a big way, but she and Trip have their lives, you and I have ours. Like tonight.”

      I nodded.

      “We should do this more often,” she said with a smile. “I like doing all the talking. I don’t think I wanna do it all the time, though. Like, when your finger was first broken, and I had to be on top when we made love. That was really fun, but not all the time. I need you to hold me down and fuck me sometimes. Mmm, that sounds fun.

      “Unh! What do you mean, ‘Maybe’? Paul Dean Hughes, I don’t think you understand how horny I am. Like, all the time. Especially since we couldn’t do much while I was on my period. You know how I get. I love our morning blowjobs, but I need more.

      “Speaking of which,” she continued, “I think you should start going for a run in the morning again. I like when you come home and ‘catch’ me playing with myself. I get so worked up while you’re gone. You probably think I’m crazy, but it’s some of the best sex we have. I know it’s plain vanilla, but I love feeling you come inside me.” She thought of something else and sighed.

      “I should probably thank my mother,” she admitted. “I wouldn’t be on the pill if she hadn’t told me to. I can be very stubborn sometimes. Oh, don’t act so surprised. Of course I know how I am. So you’d better be glad my mother’s more liberal than I ever realized. Never in a million years…” She fell silent but then shook herself.

      “Anyway, you should thank her. If it weren’t for her, we’d still have danger week. Then where would we be? Exactly. You’d have to pull out and come somewhere safe. And I’d have to worry about my stupid calendar and whether I did the math right. Ugh! No, thank you.

      “So, that’s why you should start going for a run again. I want to feel you inside me. It isn’t the same when I suck you off. Don’t get me wrong, I like that too, but it’s better when we make love. Better for me, I mean. Is that okay?”

      I nodded earnestly.

      “Oh, thank you, thank you. I knew you’d see it my way. Yes, I know,” she said, “you work hard to make me happy too. And I am. Happy, I mean. Mmm, speaking of which, when were you going to tell me about the new couple? Wren mentioned them. Trip told her. Duh. Of course he did. You never said anything, Mr. Talkative. Well? Do you have anything to say for yourself?

      “No? I didn’t think so,” she answered for me. “He said the guy’s really handsome. Carter, right? And Kim, his wife. Trip said she’s absolutely amazing. Like, a ten. She’s a blonde, right? With blue eyes, like me?”

      I wobbled my head in a close-enough gesture.

      “And she has big breasts. Are they big like Lily’s?”

      I shook my head immediately.

      “Like Terri’s? Brooke’s?”

      No, twice.

      “Hmm… Who else do we know with big ones? Not like Susan or your mom? No? Okay, then who? Um… Caroline Bramwell? No. Oh, I know! How about Marianne’s? About her size? Right. A little smaller? And not quite as full? Flatter? Right, more like Nikki’s. Oh, please, don’t look at me like that. I know you checked her out. She’s really pretty. Only, it took you a while to notice, didn’t it?”

      I blinked in mild amazement that Christy could extract so much information from my expressions, but she read that as well.

      “Of course I understand you, Paul, dear,” she said. “I told you, I’m always paying attention. So, what about Carter? What’s his penis like? You aren’t going to make me guess, are you? Of course you are. And yes, I know all about how they change. They look one way when they’re soft and completely different when they’re hard. Some are growers and some are showers. So it probably doesn’t matter what his looks like when it’s soft. Besides, I’ll see it eventually. So, where were we? Oh, right! You’re going to tell me about them.”

      She waited.

      “I’m serious,” she said after ten seconds of silence. “Tell me about them.”

      I did my level best not to grin, but it wasn’t good enough.

      “Unh,” she whined. “Tell me, tell me. Please!”

      I swallowed to moisten my mouth, and Christy somehow found a reserve of patience.

      “Sorry, I was having fun,” I said at last. My voice sounded rusty from disuse. “And you really can read my mind. That should probably scare me—”

      “—but it doesn’t,” she finished. “I know. You do the same to me. Like, when I was talking about Bo and Luke, and you knew what I meant.”

      I nodded.

      “But now you need to talk,” she continued. “For real. About Kim and Carter. I sort of know what they look like, but I want to hear more. Trip just told Wren that they want to be swingers. Did they come right out and ask? Wait, hold on. Let’s go back. Do you want to? Swing with them, I mean.”

      I thought about it.

      “I’m sure you do, especially if Kim’s as pretty as Trip says she is, but… I’m not so sure anymore. I used to think you weren’t picky, that you’d sleep with just about anyone, but I was wrong. You’re very picky, aren’t you? Well, you are now, with me.” She thought of something and frowned.

      “You’ve changed,” she said. “Since we first met, I mean. And especially since we started sleeping together. Is it because of me? Oh my gosh, listen to me! I’m still chattering. I’m sorry. You were saying…?”

      I grinned and moistened my mouth again. “Yes, I’ve changed,” I said slowly, deliberately. “But for the better. I’m more relaxed, now that we’re together. I don’t worry as much. I mean, when’s the last time I actually brooded?”

      She thought back. “You do sometimes, but you’re right, not as much.” She rolled her eyes and blurted, “Oh my gosh, last year! After you found out Wren and Trip were sleeping together. Remember? You disappeared for, like, a month! And we didn’t know where you were?”

      “It was more like a week,” I chuckled, “but… yeah. I remember.”

      “I thought you were going to brood forever. And then you started dating her.” Christy scowled at the thought of Gracie, although she brightened immediately. “But that’s all in the past. You’re mine now, thank you very much. Anyway, where were we? Oh, right, you’ve changed…?”

      “I have,” I agreed. “And for the better. All because of you.”

      She smiled and kissed me impulsively. Then she faux-glared. “Don’t think you can avoid the question. Do you want to? Swing with the new people? And what about me? I… still don’t want to have sex with another man. Do you think Carter’ll be okay with that? Trip sort of is, but not really. He says one thing to you and another to Wren. She says I just need to give him time, but I’m not so sure. Oh my gosh, I’m doing it again! Sorry. You were saying…?”

      I chuckled and kissed her. “I love you. Very much. And I can’t imagine life without you.”

      “Thank you,” she said, part surprised, part pleased. “I love you too. And I can’t imagine life without you. But you’re stalling.”

      “Not really,” I said. “I’m… thinking. The answer isn’t so simple. And… I guess I don’t know. Carter and Kim… They seem like they might be the type, but we won’t know unless we talk to them. And, I’ll be honest, we shouldn’t get our hopes up. Susan said they’re looking for ‘couples activities,’ but we don’t know what that means. Not exactly.”

      Christy considered it and then nodded, albeit reluctantly. “I know. You’re right. But… I can’t explain it. I’m… excited. I don’t know why, but I am. Do you want to swing with them?”

      “I do,” I said after a moment. “I can’t explain it either, but I like Carter. He isn’t like Will. He’s older, for one, but he also seems to care about Kim. She annoyed him once, while we were talking, but he just smiled and moved on. It was kinda cool.”

      “Do you think he’ll be okay that I won’t go all the way?”

      “Who knows? We’ll burn that bridge when we get to it—”

      “Ugh! You and your words. I don’t think you understand how weird it looks when you say things like that. ‘We’ll cross that bridge…’ That’s what you’re supposed to say. That looks normal. ‘Burn that bridge…’ adds this weird green to your voice.” She stopped and sort of shuddered, a whole-body frisson of rejection. “I can’t believe I’m even talking like this. I never talk about colors and sounds. Not even with my family. But… I’m glad you know. I don’t have to hide anything from you, do I?”

      “No.”

      She tested it out, “We’ll ‘burn’ that bridge when we get to it.” She wrinkled her nose. “Still weird, even when I say it.”

      “Sorry,” I chuckled. “I’ll try to be more considerate.”

      “Thank you. But… you were saying…?”

      “Yeah. Carter and Kim. I don’t know. I’d like to, but we’ll have to see.” I let my words hang there. Then I glanced up. The sun had finally set, and twilight had spread her skirts over the world. “In the meantime, all this talk of swinging…”

      “Mmm, me too. But I want you to make love to me first. Right here, in the water. Then you can fuck me and do whatever you want.”

      I kissed her, and she tightened her arms around my neck.

      “It’s like you read my mind.”
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        * * *

      

      Trip and Wren loaded the pickup truck the next morning and left for Atlanta. Christy and I followed in the Rabbit. Trip had offered to let me drive it instead of my Land Cruiser. According to him, it was because the GTI got better gas mileage, but it was a bit of bragging as well. That was how guys kept score, after all. He had a sexy fiancée and a sporty car, and that meant he was ahead. I was happy for him, of course, but I glanced at Christy and decided I’d already won, game, set, and match.

      She must have sensed my thoughts, because she smiled at me. An errant strand of flaxen hair blew across her face, and she tucked it behind her ear. She studied me from behind her sunglasses. I tried to look dignified but couldn’t stop grinning. She laughed, so I stuck out my tongue.

      Trip interrupted our little game when we reached the main road. He honked the horn, and they waved goodbye. We waved back, and he turned the pickup toward the interstate. I turned the other direction and headed toward the architect’s house.

      The man lived at the end of a tree-lined drive, in a white Plantation style mansion. I guessed family money, and probably a transplant from the coast, since that style of house hadn’t been as popular in the piedmont. The locals built their textile mills from red brick, and the wealthy owners tended to follow suit.

      “Nice place,” I said as we pulled to a stop in the circle driveway.

      “Very southern,” Christy agreed. “Do you think he designed it?”

      “No. It’s at least a hundred years old. Not antebellum, though.”

      “How can you tell?”

      “Lots of little things. Second Empire elements, some early Queen Anne, that sort of thing.”

      We climbed the steps to the front porch and rang the doorbell. The housekeeper answered. We introduced ourselves, and she invited us inside. Then she showed us to the parlor and went to fetch her employer.

      Granville J. Blair, III, appeared after a suitable interval. He was a distinguished gentleman in his sixties, with thick white hair, an alcoholic’s florid complexion, and close-set eyes. He was a bit of a dandy, too, and wore a light blue monogrammed shirt, a paisley bow tie, and linen trousers, held up by suspenders instead of a belt. When he spoke, he lingered over his vowels and polished them like the family silver.

      We sat and chatted about the weather for a few minutes, until his housekeeper returned with a tray bearing a pitcher of iced tea and three glasses. Neither Christy nor I particularly liked tea, but we smiled and sipped politely.

      I asked about the house, and Granville gave us the family history instead. His great-several-times-removed grandfather had made a fortune in shipping in Charleston. The sons had been blockade runners during the Civil War, although one of them had been killed during the siege. The other had fled to Barbados and only returned after “Sherman and the Yankees ceased hostilities.”

      I didn’t point out that South Carolina had started the war in the first place, and “Sherman and the Yankees” had only finished it. I rolled my eyes instead, which earned a warning glare from Christy. She agreed with me, but that wasn’t the point. Granville was our host, and I should be polite. So I pasted on a smile, sipped my too-sweet tea, and returned my attention to the Fable of the Blairs, Proud Sons of the Old South.

      The family had eventually moved upstate, where they’d tried to resurrect plantation life. Granville described it in more genteel terms, but plantations couldn’t function without slaves, and the family had descended into rural obscurity instead.

      He never mentioned a wife or children, and I guessed he was a lifelong bachelor. The Blair line would end with him. I couldn’t bring myself to feel sorry. He was a nice man, but a relic of the past. He paused to reflect on it, so I gave him a polite moment and then leapt into the gap.

      “The house is beautiful,” I said. “When was it built?”

      “What? Oh, 1874. It’s been added to over the years, but it hasn’t changed much since I was a boy. Why, I remember…”

      He talked about growing up in the deep south and life before desegregation and the Civil Rights movement. The unspoken message: things were better in the old days, when people respected “social order.” Once again, I kept my opinions to myself.

      I turned the conversation to architecture instead. Predictably, Granville talked about himself. He waxed nostalgic about his time in Las Vegas in the fifties, Miami in the sixties, and Charlotte during the banking boom of the seventies. He’d certainly led an interesting life. Still, I had a job to do, so I brought up the reason for our visit, Susan’s project.

      Granville had heard of the camp but never been there, although he didn’t seem bothered that a nudist camp existed less than twenty miles from his not-so-humble abode. He looked at my preliminary plans and asked intelligent questions. He wasn’t Joska, but he could’ve been a lot worse.

      We eventually decided on regular visits, every Monday and Thursday. He agreed to review my drawings, correct anything he didn’t like, and then sign them for us when we were ready for permits. I suspected he wanted the audience more than anything, since he steadfastly refused when I repeated Trip’s offer to pay for his time.

      He launched into another story before I could wrap things up, so we listened as he spoke about politics, religion, and what was wrong with America. In the process, he perfectly illustrated the very best and the very worst of the Old South.

      Granville J. Blair, III, was an inveterate racist, and not the garden-variety George Wallace kind. Oh, no, he was the insidious kind. He didn’t wear a white hood or attend Klan rallies, but he talked about “negroes” as if they were children and needed someone to care for them.

      He was the least racist person he knew, of course. Why, he didn’t have a racist bone in his body. He employed a Black housekeeper and a Black gardener, didn’t he? He’d worked with Black people for years, hadn’t he? He even boasted about the one time he’d hired a Black man instead of a more-qualified white man. And he hadn’t tried to lynch any of them, bless his heart.

      He was a sexist, too. Big surprise. He was automatically polite to Christy because she was a woman. But he didn’t believe that her talent as an artist compared to mine as an architect, or that her career might eclipse mine one day. As far as he was concerned, women needed to be nurtured and protected. It was our duty as men, after all.

      On the other hand, he was urbane, cultured, and unfailingly polite. He was also intelligent, well-educated, and open to new ideas in other areas, like the one where the local Jezebel expanded her nudist empire. He talked about “gays” as actual people instead of moral degenerates, and I suspected that he and the liquor store owner were good friends.

      He didn’t seem concerned that prayer wasn’t allowed in schools. He didn’t believe that a woman’s right to an abortion might bring about the destruction of the American family. And he didn’t think that life-as-we-know-it would cease to exist if Jews and Muslims practiced a religion besides Christianity. As a matter of fact, he didn’t spout any of the usual Moral Majority nonsense.

      In many ways, he was an enlightened man, a civic leader and pillar of the community. But he had ridiculously outdated ideas about race and gender. And I flat-out rejected his belief in the paternal duty of men. Correction: the paternal duty of white men.

      He finally wound down around noon. Christy and I bid him a polite farewell and made our escape.

      “Wow,” she said as we left the driveway and drove down the tree-shaded lane.

      “No kidding.”

      “Just… wow.”

      “I don’t know where to start.”

      “Neither do I,” she said.

      “He’s an old-school racist—”

      “—and a sexist.”

      “But he’s polite—”

      “—and intelligent,” she finished.

      “Funny—”

      “—and really sweet. But a racist.”

      “And a sexist,” I repeated.

      “Wow,” she said again. “Just… wow.”

      We drove in silence for several minutes, and I turned toward town when we reached the main road. Then Christy shivered and tried to shake off the memory of Granville J. Blair, III.

      “I need a drink,” she said.

      “Amen to that.”
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        * * *

      

      Unfortunately, we had to run other errands before we could have that drink. Trip wanted me to check on the new patio furniture, which had arrived at the lawn and garden store. The owner was happy to see us, and she scheduled the delivery for later that afternoon.

      Then we ate lunch at the corner drugstore, where Christy charmed the woman behind the counter. She recommended the vegetable soup and couldn’t believe it when Christy ate two bowls and two biscuits. Then the woman tried to feed her an entire peach pie. Christy polished off three pieces before she finally said she was full.

      “Never in my life…,” the woman said. “And you aren’t as big as a minute.”

      “Mmm, I’m as big as a pie now,” Christy said. “Yum!”

      “Well, you just come back any time you need more, y’hear?”

      “Yes, ma’am. Thank you.”

      The woman shook her head in disbelief and went to pick up another customer’s order.

      We stopped at the grocery store next, and Christy helped load the cart.

      “I’m still trying to be more domestic,” she announced. Then she gave me a suggestive look.

      “Do we need to have a little housewarming party when we get back?”

      “Yes, please. I’m feeling peachy, and I need some cream.”

      “Ha! Okay, I’ll see what I can do.”

      We stopped at the liquor store on the way out of town. The owner had our order ready, and we loaded it in the back of the Rabbit. On a whim, I asked if he knew Granville.

      “G.B.? Yes, I know him. We grew up together. Why?”

      I explained why I was working with him, in very general terms.

      “Ah, you’re working for Mrs. MacLean,” the man said.

      “Yes. You know her?”

      “It’s a small town. Everyone does.”

      “But… you don’t approve.”

      “I didn’t say that,” he said immediately.

      I had a sudden insight and guessed, “You just wish she’d keep a lower profile.”

      He gave me a piercing look, which I returned calmly.

      “No, of course not,” he said at last. “She can do as she likes.” Then he turned businesslike and smiled. “Anything else?”

      I toyed with the idea of telling him that Christy and I were more open-minded than the local yokels, but his sex life was his business, not mine. Besides, how would I like it if someone told me, completely out of the blue, that they were open-minded and didn’t care that I was a swinger?

      Instead, I gestured at the two cases we’d just loaded. “Is there a bottle of Jameson in there? The good stuff?”

      “No. It wasn’t on the list.”

      “Do you have any in stock?”

      “Yes.” He sensed it was for Christy and glanced at her. “If you like the Jameson, I think I have something else you might like.” He gestured for us to follow him inside, where he took a bottle from a shelf behind the counter. “The Jameson is matured in first-fill bourbon casks, so you only get hints of the flavor. This is the real thing.”

      The stuff had a ludicrous name, Old Rip Van Winkle bourbon, but Christy wanted to try it.

      “Well, I guess we’ll take it,” I told the man.

      “And the Jameson? So you can compare the two.” He was a good salesman, all right.

      “Sure.”

      “Put it on your bill? Or pay for it now?”

      “How much is it?”

      He told me, and I felt the color drain from my face.

      “Please, Paul,” Christy said. “I’ll make it worth your while. I promise.”

      The man gave me a sympathetic but completely unapologetic look. Score one for the gay man who didn’t need my approval. I chuckled wryly, and he seemed to understand.

      “I’ll pay for it now.” I took out my wallet for my credit card and said to Christy, “Trip’d kill me if he saw that on the bill.”

      “What he doesn’t know won’t hurt him.” Besides, she added with a look, bourbon and penis should go well together.

      I snorted a laugh. “Let’s hope you’re right.”
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        * * *

      

      We returned to the Retreat to find that we had visitors, Carter and Kim. They looked relieved when we pulled up and parked beside the clubhouse. I let my eyes linger on Kim, while Christy studied them both.

      “Wow, she’s really pretty,” she said. “Not quite a ten, but her body’s nice. I wish my chest looked like hers,” she sighed.

      “I like yours better,” I said. “And not just ’cause I can touch ’em.”

      “Thank you.”

      “What about him?”

      “He’s handsome. They look good together.”

      “C’mon, I’ll introduce you.”

      “We weren’t sure we were in the right place,” Carter said as we climbed out of the car.

      “Yeah, sorry,” I replied. “We had to run to town. Groceries and other errands.”

      “Want us to help you unload?”

      “Sure, if you don’t mind.”

      “Not at all.”

      Christy cleared her throat very softly.

      “Sorry,” I said, “sometimes I forget my manners. Carter, Kim, this is my girlfriend, Christy.”

      They exchanged greetings. Then Kim offered to help Christy with the groceries. Carter caught my eye and nodded appreciatively. At first I thought it was Trip’s score-keeping, but then I realized it was genuine approval. He was telling me that Christy and I made a nice couple.

      “Let me help you with the wine,” he said aloud.

      We carried the cases into the clubhouse, and his eyes widened when he saw our bar area.

      “This is quite a collection,” he laughed. Then he frowned and glanced at Kim. “Doesn’t the camp have a no-alcohol policy?”

      “That’s what I thought,” she said. “I might’ve been mistaken.”

      “It isn’t really a policy,” I explained. “Some people frown upon it, but the only rule is to be discreet.”

      “Ah, right. That explains why we haven’t seen any alcohol, beer or otherwise.”

      “Not out in the open,” I said. “I mean, I don’t think I’ve ever seen a cooler of beer by the lake. Well,” I amended, “you probably will tomorrow night, but that’s because of the fireworks. It’s a special occasion.”

      “Makes sense,” he agreed.

      “The Retreat is different.”

      “How?”

      “It’s for adults only. Couples, actually.”

      He caught the gist and nodded. “Right.”

      “Besides, it’s just us at the moment. Well, us and Trip and Wren, but they’re—”

      “Headed to Atlanta? Susan mentioned it yesterday.”

      “That’s right,” I recalled.

      “You go to school in Tennessee, right? So… why Atlanta?” He opened his box and began unloading bottles, which he stacked in our makeshift apple-crate wine racks.

      “Wren’s from there,” I said. “Me too.”

      “Really? By the way, this is some nice wine. You have excellent taste.”

      “Wish I could take credit for it,” I said, “but it’s all Wren. Well, her and the guy at the liquor store.”

      “So,” Carter prompted, “Wren’s from Atlanta…?”

      I nodded and told him about the reason for their trip.

      “And what about you?” he asked. “Did you grow up there too?”

      “Sort of. My family moved there… wow… seven years ago. Doesn’t seem like that long, but… yeah.”

      “What about before?”

      “Are you cross-examining me again?” I teased.

      “Deposing you,” he laughed. “Close enough. Sorry about that. No, I ask because I’m curious. Don’t take this the wrong way, but you don’t act like a guy who’s twenty-one. I thought it might be something in your background. Like maybe you’re a politician’s kid or something like that.”

      “No,” I chuckled. “I’m just a regular kid. Well, a regular twenty-one-year-old, but you know what I mean.”

      “Yeah. Still, you don’t act like I did when I was your age. I was all about parties, getting drunk…” He glanced at Kim and added in an undertone, “Getting laid.” He straightened and continued in a normal voice, “Even in law school, I partied more than I should’ve.” He looked at Kim again, fondly this time. “I didn’t really settle down till we were married.”

      “How long ago was that?” I asked.

      “Three years. Right after I passed the bar.”

      “So you’re… what? Twenty-eight?”

      “That’s pretty impressive,” he said. “I know I shouldn’t be, but I’m surprised you figured it out.”

      I shrugged. “Simple math. You probably graduated college at twenty-one, law school at twenty-four. Then six months to a year to pass the bar. That was three years ago, so… twenty-eight.”

      “Right, it’s simple when you think about it, but most people don’t. Think, I mean.” He considered me for a moment and then nodded. “You’d make a good attorney.”

      “Thanks. But I’ll probably stick to architecture.”

      “Yeah! It’s a great field. I was just saying, you have what it takes to be good at…” He thought about it and laughed. “Well, anything.” Then he snorted softly, a laugh at himself. “I wish I’d been half as mature at your age.”

      “Oh, I’m pretty immature sometimes. Just ask Christy.”

      “Kim says the same about me. What’s next?” He closed the empty box and then laughed at my quizzical expression. “Sorry, we’re a little bored down at the main camp. I can’t really blame Kim, because we didn’t know what to expect when we made the reservations, but… How should I put this? The people down there are… older than we were hoping. Or they’re our age, but they have kids.” He shrugged and gestured helplessly. “That’s not what we’re looking for.”

      “I get it.” I seriously thought about asking him the real reason they’d come to camp. I had a better sense of him as a person, and I could easily see him and Kim as swingers. But we were still in the getting acquainted stage, so I decided not to rush things. I glanced at my watch instead.

      “Have we worn out our welcome?” Carter joked.

      “No! Not at all. But I’m supposed to meet a delivery at the gate in about fifteen minutes.”

      “Can I help?”

      “Not like that,” I laughed.

      “Oh, jeez! You’re right.”

      “You forget, don’t you?” I said. “That you’re nude.”

      “Yeah, you do. Want me to run back to the room? I have shorts and a shirt there. Hey, hon,” he called to Kim, “I need to run to the room for some clothes.”

      Kim frowned. She and Christy seemed to be getting along well too, and she clearly didn’t want to leave.

      “Why?” she asked.

      “Whoa, hold on,” I said before he could answer. “You don’t have to run back to camp. I’ll give you a ride—”

      “Why can’t he borrow something of yours?” Christy suggested.

      “That’s even better.” I sized him up. “We’re about the same size. Close enough, at least.”

      “You don’t mind?” he asked.

      “Not at all. As long as you don’t mind.”

      “Of course not.”

      “Then let’s go,” I said. “Hold on a sec. Hey, girls…? We need to have some delivery guys here. Do you want us to drop you at the main camp? Or stay here and stay out of sight till they’re gone.”

      “You have air conditioning here,” Kim said immediately.

      “Ha! We do. I’d forgotten about that.”

      “Yeah,” Carter agreed. “I never thought I’d miss it as much as I do, but…” He shrugged.

      “Oh, I get it. South Carolina in July. Okay,” I said to the ladies, “we should be back in twenty minutes or so. Maybe thirty, if they’re late.”

      “We’ll watch for you,” Christy said to me. Then she glanced at Kim, and her eyes flashed playfully. “We can hide out till they’re gone.”

      “It’ll be fun,” Kim agreed.
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        * * *

      

      Carter and I spent the next hour cooling our heels at the gate. I told him more about my own background, and he shared details of his. He’d been born in Wilmington, as he’d said, and his family had moved to Charlotte when he was twelve.

      His father was a banker who’d climbed the corporate ladder to become the president of the company. Carter had had an extremely comfortable upbringing, although he’d clearly learned the value of hard work. Case in point, he’d gone to college at Duke on a tennis scholarship.

      “I wanted to go pro,” he added, “but I tore a ligament in my knee when I was a junior. Probably the best thing that ever happened to me,” he admitted. “I’d’ve been a good player, but never great. I’m no Marc Flur.”

      “Whoever he is,” I laughed.

      “All-American last year, just turned pro. He was a few years behind me at Duke.”

      “Gotcha,” I said. “And I know what you mean about good versus great. I had wrestling scholarships after high school, but I knew I’d never be in the Olympics.”

      “Right,” Carter agreed. “Same here. So, I finished my degree—”

      “In what?”

      He laughed. “Would you believe… Philosophy? With a minor in French?”

      “Actually,” I chuckled, “I would. You seem like the type.”

      “It was good prep for law school. Oh, hey! We have another connection. I went to Emory.”

      “In Atlanta?”

      “Yeah! You and I moved there at the same time. In ’77, right? Too bad we didn’t meet back then. We could’ve hung out and partied.”

      “Um, dude…? I was fourteen.”

      “Ah, right! It’s easy to forget. You aren’t my age.”

      “No.”

      “So, when did you first start coming to the Pines?”

      “A couple of years before that,” I said. “My family lived in Savannah at the time, and we…”

      We talked for another half-hour before the delivery truck arrived.

      “About time,” I grumbled.

      “Nah,” Carter said. “It’s been fun. We have a lot in common.”

      “Yeah, it has,” I said. “And we do.” How much was another question entirely.

      “I’ll get the gate.” He hopped out of the car, waved to the delivery guys, and opened the combination lock. Then he dropped the chain and motioned them through. I started to remind him to raise it again, but he was already doing it. He returned to the car and jumped into the passenger seat.

      “Did I mention we’ve been bored?” he added with a grin.

      The delivery van followed us to the Retreat, and I cautiously edged to a stop by the clubhouse. I didn’t see the girls, but I wanted to give them plenty of time to get out of sight.

      “There they are,” Carter said. He pointed at the window in our bungalow, the one Christy and I shared. “I just saw the curtain move.”

      We helped the delivery guys unload everything first. Then we unwrapped the padded blankets from four round tables, sixteen matching chairs, and four benches, plus a dozen sturdy lounge chairs and a half-dozen side tables. Carter and I unpacked the boxes of cushions while the delivery guys folded their blankets.

      “This is teak,” he said as we placed cushions on chairs. “It’s expensive. When does the Retreat open? Soon?”

      “Probably not till next season. Sorry.”

      The delivery guys closed their truck.

      “Do you need to let us out?” the driver asked.

      “Yeah,” I said, “I’ll follow you to the gate.”

      “We,” Carter corrected. “I’m coming with you. If you don’t mind.”

      “Sure. Let’s go.”

      We chatted about Susan’s plans for the Retreat as we followed the truck. I kept my answers as vague as I could, but Carter could tell that I was holding back. He probably knew what, too, but he didn’t come right out and say it. He dropped a couple of hints, though, about how the Retreat was exactly what he and Kim were looking for.

      “And you and Christy are the type of people we hoped to meet,” he added. “We’ve only known each other for a day, but we have so much in common…”

      “We do,” I agreed. “Would you like to join us for dinner? Nothing fancy, but—”

      “We’d love to.” He laughed. “I should probably clear it with Kim first, but… yeah. I think she’d like it too.” He studied me for a moment and then decided to say what he was thinking. “I hope you don’t take this the wrong way, but I’m dying to see what you and Christy look like. Naked, I mean. Or nude. Or… whatever you call it.”

      I chuckled. “You’re in for a surprise.”

      “Oh?”

      “You’ll see.”
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        * * *

      

      I parked behind the clubhouse and we climbed out of the car. I felt sticky from the heat and dusty from waiting with the windows down. Part of me couldn’t wait to strip off my clothes and jump into the pool, but another part was slightly nervous.

      I almost laughed when I figured out why—I wanted Carter to like me. I was pretty sure he’d be okay that Christy and I were both shaved, but stranger things had turned me off. Laughter and shrieks from the pool put my worries on hold.

      “What’s going on?” Carter wondered aloud.

      “I think I know.”

      “It sounds fun, whatever it is.”

      We rounded the corner of the clubhouse and pulled up short. Christy and Kim were frolicking in the pool, laughing and splashing each other like kids.

      “I think they’ve been drinking,” Carter said. He pointed at the empty wine bottle and two Solo cups on one of the little side tables.

      “They’re probably on their second bottle.” I glanced at my watch and counted back. “It’s been almost three hours.”

      “You’re probably right. Kim doesn’t get silly until her third or fourth drink. Sorry,” he added, although he followed it with a grin. “Did I mention…? We’ve been a bit bored.”

      “Yeah. But Christy doesn’t need encouragement to drink.”

      “Ah, right,” he said. “Irish Catholic.”

      The girls saw us and stopped splashing each other. They swam to the shallow end of the pool and grinned over the coping like a couple of blonde Kilroys.

      “We’re a little drunk,” Kim said. “Just a little. Hope you don’t mind.”

      “Not at all,” Carter chuckled.

      “You can’t blame us,” Christy said. “You were gone forever. Never mind. Who cares. Come join us.” She kicked away from the side and swam on her back toward the deep end.

      Carter’s eyes followed her. Her small, tan breasts broke the surface and glistened in the late afternoon sun, but the water swirled between her legs and made it impossible to tell that she was shaved. Kim must have been thinking the same thing.

      “Oh my God, Carter,” she said, “wait till you see her cookie.”

      He shot me a nervous glance, but I didn’t react.

      “It’s completely shaved.” Kim swallowed hard when she realized what she’d just said, and her cheeks turned pink through her tan. “Whoops. Did I mention… we’re a little drunk?”

      “I think we got it,” Carter laughed. Then he glanced at me. “Sorry. I hope you don’t mind…” He gestured helplessly.

      “No problem. Besides, she’s right.”

      “About what?”

      “Christy.” I grinned. “Her cookie.”

      “The surprise you mentioned?”

      “Yeah. But… um… she isn’t the only one.”

      His blue eyes widened but then sharpened into understanding. “Ah, right. You are too?”

      “Are you cool with that?”

      “That depends,” he said. “Are you hung like a horse?”

      “Ha! No, not even close.”

      “Okay. Then we’re good. Sorry,” he added. “I know you said not to joke about body parts, but…” He shrugged.

      “It’s okay. We’re friends. Besides, I think we’re past that point.”

      “We’re talking about dicks,” he cracked. “I dunno what point you’re talking about, but we passed it a while ago!”

      “No kidding.”

      “Should we join them?” He glanced at me and grinned. “Unless you’re ashamed of your horse-cock.”

      “My shaved horse-cock,” I corrected.

      “Ah, right. Noted. We don’t have to compare, do we?”

      “No,” I chuckled. Then I eyed him sideways. “We’ll let the girls do that.”

      “Right! Good idea.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Carter did his best not to stare when I removed my boxers and added them to the pile.

      “I have to say something,” he said at last. “And I hope you don’t take it the wrong way, but… that’s a lot cooler than I thought it’d be.”

      My eyebrows ticked up with surprise.

      “Yeah, I know,” he added, “most guys don’t talk about another guy’s dick, but… come on! We’re at a nudist camp, right? Besides, we’re the only ones here. Who’s going to object if I comment on another guy?”

      “Not me,” I said laconically.

      “Right. Hey, hon,” he called to Kim, “have you seen this? Oh, jeez! Sorry,” he said to me. “I didn’t even ask. I’m still learning the etiquette.”

      “It’s all right.”

      “I just wanted Kim to see. Sorry if that seems a little weird.”

      “Not really,” I said. “Besides, I’m the same. I checked you out when we first met.” I shrugged. “We’re guys. It’s what we do.”

      “Right! I’m glad you’re cool with it.”

      “Yeah, definitely.”

      “Are you guys coming in?” Christy called from the pool.

      “’Cause if you aren’t,” Kim added, “would you get us more wine?”

      “Oh, and… um… Paul?” Christy said. “I know I should’ve asked you first, but I invited them to dinner. What’s so funny?”

      “He invited us too,” Carter said before I could answer. Then he turned to me. “We don’t want to intrude. We can eat back at the main camp if it’s too much trouble.”

      “Nonsense.” “No, stay!”

      He chuckled. “Wow, it’s unanimous. Is that okay with you, hon?”

      “Only if you come swimming first,” Kim said.

      “And you have to bring more wine,” Christy added, although she thought about it and frowned. “Only, I’d better stop. Drinking, I mean.”

      “Why?” Carter asked.

      “I can’t make dinner if I’m tipsy. I probably could, but no one would want to eat it.”

      “I can do it,” Carter said. “As a way to say thanks for letting us intrude.”

      “He’s a really good cook,” Kim said to Christy.

      “You don’t have to do that,” I told him.

      “Ah, but I want to,” he said. “The girls’re having fun. Why make ’em stop? You and I can handle dinner, can’t we?”

      “Sure.”

      “Besides,” he added, “it’ll give us a chance to talk.”

      About what? I wondered, although I didn’t let it show on my face. “Sounds good,” I said aloud.

      He flashed perfect white teeth. “Awesome! Come on, let’s see what we want to cook.”

      “Unh,” Kim whined convincingly. “You said you’d come swimming.”

      “And bring more wine,” Christy added.

      Carter and I exchanged a grin.

      I glanced at my watch and said, “It’s a little early for dinner anyway.”

      “Right. I’ll get the wine,” he said. “You have a preference? Red or white?”

      “Not really.”

      “Probably red,” he said. “It should pair well with whatever we decide for dinner.”

      “Oh, I should warn you, Christy doesn’t eat beef or pork.”

      He adjusted quickly. “Ah, right. Vegetarian? That’s a challenge, but I think I can manage it.”

      “Not vegetarian, but close enough. She eats chicken and fish. It’s a Buddhist thing.”

      “But… you said she’s Catholic.”

      “It’s complicated. She’s complicated.”

      “Clearly. But worth it.”

      “Yeah, she is. In more ways than one.”

      “I’ll grab the wine,” he said with a confident grin. “You join the girls.”
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        * * *

      

      We spent the next hour relaxing and getting to know each other.

      “Both my grandfathers were lawyers,” Christy told Carter. “Well, sort of. One was a judge and the other was a politician, but they started as lawyers.”

      “So you grew up around the law.”

      “Not really. They both died before I was born.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” he said. “What about your father? He didn’t study law?”

      “Oh my gosh, no. He’s in the Navy.”

      Carter’s eyebrows rose in mild surprise. He obviously thought she meant a sailor.

      “He’s an admiral,” I said.

      “Right! Of course! I should’ve known. And your brothers? Paul never said how many, but it sounded like several.”

      “Five,” she said.

      “Wow, seriously? Cool. What do they do?”

      “They’re in the military too.”

      “Mostly the Navy,” I chimed in, “but one’s a Marine.”

      “Two,” Christy said immediately.

      Carter noticed my surprise but didn’t pry. “What about you?” he asked instead. “Why aren’t you in the Navy? It seems like the family business, on both sides.”

      “I thought about it, but… I— we want something different.”

      Christy smiled and laid her hand atop mine, supportive and possessive at the same time.

      “What about you?” I asked Carter. “Any brothers or sisters?”

      “One…”

      His younger brother was an even brighter star, and Carter was understandably proud of him. He’d gone to Columbia instead of Duke and had just finished his MBA at Wharton. He was planning to go into finance, probably back in New York City.

      “Very cool,” I said. “And it’s another thing we have in common. One of our friends is going to Columbia. In the fall.”

      “I think he’ll like it,” Carter said.

      “She,” I corrected, and Christy nodded.

      “My apologies. I just assumed…” He glanced at Kim and winced theatrically. “You’re always telling me, aren’t you?”

      “You didn’t know,” she said.

      I let him off the hook by changing the subject. “What about you?” I asked Kim. “Any brothers or sisters?”

      She was an only child, and she’d grown up in a suburb of Charlotte. Her father was old money, very traditional, she said. He was the general manager of a country club that his grandfather had founded.

      She and Carter had met while she was still in college. They’d been set up on a blind date by mutual friends, and the rest was history. She’d worked at the country club for a while but had recently taken a job in a bank, as a lending agent for a Savings and Loan.

      “What do you do for fun?” Carter asked. “I mean, I know you’re in school, but you obviously work out.”

      “Yeah. I used to do judo, but I don’t have time since we started ballroom dancing.”

      “Wow! That’s cool. We should do that. What d’you think, hon?”

      “I’d love it!” Kim said in surprise.

      “What about you?” I asked him.

      “I still play tennis when I can. I need to join a gym or something. I just don’t have time. Not with work.”

      “Do you play too?” I said to Kim. “You must do something to look like you do.”

      “She does aerobics every day before work,” Carter answered.

      “I’d go on the weekends too,” she added, “but Carter likes me home.”

      “When else do I get to enjoy your body?” he said. “Besides, I don’t want you to look like an East German swimmer.”

      “Oh my gosh, no,” Christy agreed. “Some of those women are scary.”

      “Some of those women are men,” he joked. Then he glanced at me and tossed his chin toward the clubhouse. “Ready to start dinner?”

      “Sure.”

      We opened another bottle of wine for the girls and one for ourselves in the kitchen. Carter looked through the fridge, checked the cupboard, and then went looking for spices. In a matter of forty-five minutes, he whipped up an amazing dinner of chicken and mushrooms in a white wine and cream sauce. He served it on a bed of linguine with a tasty spinach salad. I helped make the salad, but he did all the rest.

      “I’m sorry it wasn’t fancier,” he said afterward. “I’ll do better next time.”

      “It was delicious!” Christy said. “Is there any more?”

      “Have I mentioned her metabolism?” I chuckled.

      “Now I’m jealous,” Kim said. “You ate more than the guys, but you’re so tiny.”

      “I suppose,” Christy said. “But I have to eat six or seven times a day.”

      “She ate a decent lunch, but she usually has an afternoon snack,” I added. “That’s why she’s eating everything in sight now.”

      “I am not ‘eating everything in sight,’” she grumped. “Besides, Mr. Meanie, it’s really good. Is there any more?” she repeated hopefully.

      “Absolutely,” Carter chuckled. He extended his hand for her plate, disappeared into the clubhouse, and returned with the last of the linguine and chicken.

      “Yum,” Christy said as he set it in front of her.

      “I can throw together something else if you’re still hungry,” he said.

      “Can we keep him?” Christy asked me. “Please, please? He can live in my studio. I swear I’ll take care of him.”

      Carter laughed and accepted the compliment. “That’s very flattering. Bon appétit.”

      “Mmm, merci beaucoup.” She dug in.

      “You speak French too?” he said in surprise.

      She shrugged. “Only a little,” she added after she finished chewing. “I spoke it for a few months with one of my friends.”

      “When?” I asked in surprise.

      “When we lived in Georgetown. I thought I told you.”

      I shook my head.

      “Oh. Well, my father worked with the French Naval Attaché. I went to school with his daughter, and we used to play together. So I learned French.”

      “Hold on, you just learned French?” All of a sudden I recalled when she’d lived in Georgetown. “Wait, how old were you? That must’ve been first grade, right?”

      She nodded but then silently pleaded with me to change the subject. I tried to figure out why, until it hit me, her chromesthesia. In addition to everything else, it probably made learning languages easier, which also explained why she spoke Japanese so well. Carter followed the entire exchange, although he was polite enough to let it go.

      “I can probably make dessert,” he said instead. “You have everything for Bananas Foster.”

      “Oh, please, please, Paul. Can we keep him? Can we?”

      “Now you see why I have to do aerobics every day,” Kim said. “I’d gain a hundred pounds if I didn’t.”

      “Can’t have that,” Carter agreed. Then he leaned over and kissed her. “I’d still love you, mon petit chou.”

      “Aww.” Christy smiled as she watched them, and her hand found mine.

      “Right,” Carter said to me. “Are you ready to learn how to make Bananas Foster?”

      I blinked.

      “Come on, it’s easy.”

      “Oh my gosh, Paul, please! I’ll love you forever. I promise.”
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        * * *

      

      We lingered over dessert, and then Carter asked me to help him clean the kitchen. He even seemed to enjoy it, which was a nice departure from Trip’s usual attitude about “women’s work.”

      “Are you a bourbon man?” he asked when we finished.

      My forehead creased. “No, why?”

      “I noticed the bottle earlier.” He nodded toward the liquor crate. “Old Rip Van Winkle. It’s really good stuff. Pretty uncommon, so I thought you might be an aficionado.”

      “No, that’s for Christy.”

      “I thought the Jameson was hers. I mean, it’s Irish.”

      “Oh, it’s hers too,” I chuckled. “She likes to try new things. New flavors, especially.”

      His sandy eyebrows ticked upward, but he didn’t say anything.

      “Do you want to try it?” I asked, another hint.

      “The bourbon? Sure. I think Kim would like it. Let’s get some glasses for them too.”

      Kim did indeed like it, and Christy absolutely loved it.

      “Oh my gosh, remind me to thank the man at the liquor store.” She moistened her lips and glanced at me, and I had to bite my tongue not to laugh. She was wondering how the bourbon would taste with her favorite swizzle stick.

      Carter caught the exchange and shot me a grin. I half-expected him to say something suggestive.

      “That was excellent,” he said instead. “Thank you very much. But we shouldn’t drink all your liquor. Switch back to wine? Maybe we can run into town on Thursday,” he added. “I need to restock your supply after tonight.”

      “You don’t have to.”

      “But I want to,” he said. “That’s what friends do.”

      “Then I’ll say thank you.”

      We spent the rest of the evening drinking and talking and occasionally swimming. Kim got a little drunk for real, which made her giggly and affectionate. She was horny as well, and she started dropping hints about swinging. It was a good opening to talk about it, but Carter grew annoyed, although he was sober enough to keep it in check.

      I thought he might snap at Kim, but he handled her well too. He leaned over and said something in her ear. His expression was pleasant enough, but she reacted like she’d been slapped. Her cheeks turned pink. I thought she was embarrassed, but her chest flushed too, with unmistakable arousal. She gave him a look that I’d seen from Christy too many times to miss—Yes, sir.

      “Are you about ready to go back to the room?” he asked, although his real question was clear. Was she ready to get fucked?

      She inhaled sharply and nodded with another “yes, sir” expression.

      “I’ll give you a ride,” I suggested.

      “Thanks, but I’m sure you’re tired too. We can walk.” He stood and pulled out Kim’s chair. She rose and swayed unsteadily.

      “It’s almost a mile,” I said. “In the dark. And you’re both wearing flip-flops.”

      He considered it and then said, “You don’t mind?”

      “Not at all.” I glanced at Christy. “Come with us?”

      “I’d love to.”

      “I’ll get the keys.” I grabbed the ones for the Land Cruiser, since its back seat was bigger. “The Volkswagen is Trip’s,” I explained a little lamely. (Okay, so maybe I wasn’t immune to the lure of a cool car after all.)

      “No, it’s all right,” Carter assured me. “This is much easier.” He helped Kim into the back and then climbed in after her. She sat beside him instead of sliding to the other side. He arranged his towel to cover his lap.

      I suppressed a grin and spread mine across the driver’s seat and into the middle. I helped Christy up and then playfully swatted her bottom. Carter’s eyebrows rose with interest, although he didn’t say anything.

      We drove to the main camp in a silence that swelled with sexual tension. I imagined having sex with Kim if they really wanted to try swinging. Did she enjoy giving head? Spit or swallow? Did she like it rough? Was she quiet or a moaner? Did she come easily or would I have to work for it?

      My dick twitched at all the images running through my head. Christy looked at me, and I glanced down. She moved her hand and began teasing my cock with her fingertips. It filled with blood, and she began stroking it.

      Kim giggled and whispered something to Carter. I watched in the rearview mirror as discreetly as I could. She said something else, and he kissed her. Then she shifted in her seat. Her arm moved, and I could easily imagine what her hand was doing under his towel. He pushed her away, gently but firmly. She reacted with a sigh of arousal and another “yes, sir” look.

      We coasted down the hill into the main camp. I rolled past the clubhouse, turned around, and drove back to the first motel building. The engine slowed to an idle as I held my foot on the brake. Christy pulled her hand away from my erection, but I stopped her with a slight headshake. She put it back. Then the dome light came on as Carter opened the rear passenger door.

      “Thanks for the lift,” he said.

      I caught a brief glimpse of his erection as he hopped to the ground. It wasn’t enough to see how big he was or anything else, except that he was hard. He moved his towel to hide it and then helped Kim out. Some part of me hoped he’d glance through the open passenger window and see that I had an erection too, but he looked at me over the seat instead.

      “You wanna hang out tomorrow?” I asked.

      “I was hoping you’d ask. We like the pool more than the lake. And the company, of course.”

      “Same here,” I agreed.

      “Then we’ll see you tomorrow. What time?”

      I glanced at Christy and grinned. “I usually go for a run in the morning—”

      She closed her eyes and imagined my return.

      “—but any time after that,” I finished.

      “After breakfast?” he said.

      “Ten o’clock?”

      “Perfect,” he agreed. “We had fun tonight. Thanks again.”

      “Us too.”

      We said goodnight, and they went inside. Coincidentally, they had the same room that Christy and I had shared when we’d come for Gunny’s funeral. She must have been thinking the same thing.

      “That was the first time we slept together,” she said. “Not for real, but you know what I mean.”

      “Yeah. I still didn’t get a blowjob, though.”

      “I wanted to, but…” She sighed. “I was still trying to be a good girl.”

      “What about now?”

      “I’m definitely naughty.”

      “So… about that blowjob?”

      “You read my mind.”

      I chuckled and guided her head to my lap. I thought I saw a movement out of the corner of my eye. And when I looked, I realized it had been the curtains in Carter and Kim’s window. So they’d seen Christy’s head disappear into my lap. I chuckled again and took my foot off the brake.

      Christy sucked my cock during the short drive back to the Retreat. I parked behind the clubhouse and slapped her ass, harder than before.

      “Out,” I said. “I wanna fuck you.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      My erection bobbed gently as we walked across the patio. My first thought had been our bedroom, but then I had a better idea. Christy squeaked in surprise as I grabbed her and roughly bent her over one of the tables. I set my cock between her thighs and slid it through her damp channel. Then I pulled back and angled my hips, and the head slipped inside.

      I held her narrow waist and slammed into her. She gasped, and I had to close my eyes at the sudden onslaught of heat and moisture. I began fucking her when I could think again. She stretched out her hands and tried to brace herself as I pounded her from behind.

      I slowed down after a couple of minutes. Then I grabbed a handful of hair and pulled. She cried out and arched toward me. The temperature in her pussy shot up. On a whim, I grabbed her throat and squeezed. A flood of moisture met my next thrust, and she stiffened with a mini-orgasm.

      I kept right on fucking her, and she rewarded me with a real orgasm, the kind that made her pussy clamp down in a futile attempt to hold my cock in place. I continued thrusting, although the heat and tightness quickly pushed me toward the edge.

      I tried to hold back as long as I could, but her pussy felt too good. I slammed into her so hard that the table slid several inches across the concrete. I arched my own back and cried out as I emptied my balls deep inside her.

      I eventually came to my senses and realized I was still holding her hair and squeezing her throat. She could breathe, barely, but her face had turned red. I released her, and she gasped and shuddered and collapsed onto the table. Then I felt another wave of heat and moisture in her pussy. Her orgasm hadn’t subsided at all!

      My cock was still hard, so I grabbed her shoulders for leverage and forced it deeper. Her skin was hot to the touch, and she cried out as another wave of ecstasy swept over her. The intensity surprised me, but then I realized that I’d hit that secret spot, deep inside her.

      She stopped moving altogether. She didn’t even breathe. I knew what to expect but still had to resist the urge to panic. A minor eternity passed before she gasped and began breathing again. She swallowed to moisten her mouth.

      “Are you okay?”

      She lay there in a semiconscious stupor.

      I started to pull out but stopped when she moaned.

      “M’okay,” she said at last. “Jus’—” She shuddered with an aftershock. “Very tingly.” She laughed weakly. “And very— oh my gosh— very sensitive.” She waited a moment longer to catch her breath. Then she closed her eyes and moistened her lips. “You can— pull out— now.”

      I did it as slowly as I could, but she tensed up and gripped the edge of the table like her life depended on it. She was panting from exertion when I finally stepped back. My cock glistened in the sodium glow from the lamp over the clubhouse. After a moment Christy struggled to push herself up.

      “Want some help?”

      “No, I can— Um… yes, please.”

      I gently helped her stand, but she threatened to collapse, so I swept her into my arms. She wrapped hers around my neck and closed her eyes as another aftershock rippled through her.

      “Oh my— gosh,” she whispered. “It’s still— going.” Her nostrils flared as she tried to get her breathing under control. Then she thought of something and frowned.

      “What’s the matter?”

      “Blowjob. You said—” She swallowed again and waited until she could speak normally. “You said you wanted one.”

      “I did. But that was before. I changed my mind.” I grinned smugly. “Maybe you noticed?”

      “Unh, no fair. I wanna taste you.”

      My eyebrows twitched in surprise and amusement. She thought of the damnedest things sometimes.

      “As soon as my pussy stops tingling.” She scowled again, playful this time. “Then you owe me. Only, can I have a snack first? I’m feeling a little dizzy.”

      “Absolutely!” I turned toward the clubhouse instead of our bungalow.

      “And then the semen you promised me.”
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        * * *

      

      I fed her raisins to get her blood sugar back to normal. Then I sliced an apple, cored it, and covered it with peanut butter. She chewed in grateful silence and began to look more human. And when she finished, I moved to pick her up to carry her to bed.

      “I’m not an invalid,” she protested. “It was only an orgasm.”

      “‘Only’ isn’t the word I’d use to describe it.”

      “Fine. It was a super-orgasm, a big kahuna, the best. But I can still walk.”

      “Okay,” I agreed.

      She moved slowly but under her own power back to the bungalow.

      “Do you mind if we shower before bed?” she said. “And then I have a date with Mr. Big.”

      “Shower first. We’ll see about the rest.”

      I turned the water on full hot. I preferred my showers a little cooler, but Christy liked them scalding. I helped her into the tub and then prepared to be parboiled.

      “Thank you,” she said as I closed the curtain behind me. “You always take good care of me.”

      I lathered her hair and washed away the chlorine and sweat. Then I did the same to her body. Once again, I marveled at how lean and muscular she was. She still had curves and a little extra padding in the right places, but not much.

      “How much do you weigh?” I asked suspiciously.

      “A hundred pounds?”

      “Liar,” I chuckled. “How much? Really?”

      “Ninety-seven. But I did weigh a hundred.” She looked hopeful before her expression fell. “Only, I lost a couple of pounds while I was working on my project. Someone didn’t feed me enough.”

      “I’ll have a talk with this someone,” I said gravely.

      “It was Nikki’s fault.”

      “Mmm.”

      “It was.” She took the soap and began lathering my chest.

      I let her wash me in silence.

      “Do you ever wish I was normal?” she said eventually.

      “Nope.”

      “Never?”

      “Never.” I slid past her and stepped under the scalding spray. I rinsed as quickly as I could and then gasped, “How do you stand that?”

      She shrugged. “I just do. I get cold at night.” She smiled up at me. “But you keep me warm, inside and out. Mmm, speaking of warm…”

      “Hold that thought,” I chuckled. “I know how you are after a hot shower. You’ve also had a long day and a major orgasm.”

      “So? I still wanna suck you. You promised!”

      “In the morning.”

      She pretend-glared, but I didn’t relent.

      “Trust me. You won’t last five minutes once you finish your hair.”

      She didn’t even last that long. She started yawning almost as soon as we toweled dry and released a cloud of steam into the air-conditioned bedroom. She did manage to put lotion on her skin, but she didn’t do her face or her hair. Instead, she crawled onto the air mattress and mumbled something about finishing later.

      I reached over her and turned off the bedside light. Then I pulled the sheet over us. She sighed happily and snuggled into my arms when I wrapped them around her. Her breathing settled into a deep, slow rhythm. I lasted a bit longer, but then Hypnos cast his spell over me as well.
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        * * *

      

      I woke up some time in the middle of the night.

      Christy kissed my chest and sighed. “I told you,” she said after a moment. She stroked my hard-on, in case I didn’t know what she was talking about.

      “You were serious?” I said groggily.

      “I’m always serious about fellatio. Sorry. Only, I’m not. I couldn’t sleep. And it didn’t seem fair that you could, so… I took matters into my own hands. At least I waited for you to wake up. Before I started, I mean.”

      “Very considerate.”

      “And now that you are…” She tugged the sheet aside and planted a line of kisses down my stomach. Then she licked a drop of pre-come. “Mmm, leakage. Only, you have to promise not to go back to sleep when I finish. I’m serious, I want to talk.”

      “Will do,” I said with more conviction than I actually felt.

      “Promise?”

      “I promise.”

      She planted a wet kiss on my glans. Then she swirled her tongue around the ridge. “I’m going to hold you to it.” She didn’t wait for my answer before she started sucking.

      I came a lot quicker than I thought I would, especially considering I was half-asleep. Christy didn’t seem to mind. She swallowed and then kept sucking until my eyelids started to droop.

      “I’m fadin’ fast up here,” I said.

      “Uh-oh. I have to go, Mr. Penis,” she told him.

      I chuckled and caressed her hair.

      “Don’t go anywhere,” she added. “I’ll be back.” Then she scooted up and settled by my side.

      I yawned and hoped the extra oxygen would help. “Okay,” I said at last, “what d’you wanna talk about?”

      “Are you sure you’re awake?”

      “Awake enough.” I took another deep breath and forced myself to focus.

      “Better,” she said. “And… thank you. I know you’re tired, but I woke up and couldn’t go back to sleep.”

      “Why not?”

      “I was thinking. About Kim.”

      “Oh, her.”

      “Oh, her,” Christy mocked. “I’m serious, Paul. I never got a chance to tell you what we talked about. By the way, it’s a good thing the delivery men were late. It gave us time to talk. She’s really nice. I like her.”

      “Me too.”

      “I’m sure you do.”

      I chuckled.

      “Sometimes I wish I looked more like her.”

      “I don’t.”

      “I know. You tell me all the time.”

      “Because it’s true.”

      “Thank you.” She kissed my chest and sighed.

      Part of me still wanted to go back to sleep, but I knew better than to try. Christy was stubborn and persistent enough that she’d wake me again. So I stifled a yawn, rubbed her back, and bided my time.

      “Thank you,” she repeated. “I don’t know what you just said to yourself, but I’m sure it was about me.”

      “It was.”

      “Good, I hope.”

      “Mmm hmm. I know how you are.”

      “You do. And that’s what I love best about us. Yeah, the sex is amazing, and I love when we create things together—art, I mean—but the best part is that you understand me. Better than anyone. Better than Brooke and Laurie. Combined.” She trailed her fingers over my balls and then fondled my cock. “Much better.”

      “I know. And I’m glad.”

      “Me too.”

      “Sorry, Mr. Penis,” she said after a moment. “The grown-ups need to talk. Go play with the twins.”

      I snorted a laugh.

      “Now, where were we?” she continued. “Right, Kim. She likes you too. But she’s nervous.”

      “Makes sense. Anything specific?”

      “Well, they want to try swinging, but it’s more than that. She doesn’t have much experience. With men, I mean.”

      My forehead wrinkled. “But… she’s married.”

      “Oh, sorry! She has plenty of experience with Carter, but she’d only been with one guy before him. Her parents were really strict. She didn’t lose her virginity till she was twenty.”

      “Sounds familiar,” I said.

      “I was eighteen, thank you very much. Besides, I did a lot before that. She didn’t.”

      “Okay,” I said slowly.

      “She wants to make him happy. Carter, I mean. That’s why she wants to try swinging.”

      “This won’t work if she’s only doing it for him,” I cautioned.

      “Oh, no! She wants to do it too. She thinks you’re sexy. And she wants to see what she missed by not sleeping with more guys. I told her you’re only the second guy I slept with, but she isn’t like me. Well, she is, but she isn’t, if that makes sense.”

      “It does,” I chuckled.

      “She’s like me in one way,” Christy said, soft and tempting. “She likes giving head. We talked about it. She’d never done it before Carter. He taught her everything. He’s a lot like you, by the way. It’s his favorite thing. Even more than sex, she said.”

      “I’m not surprised. He seems like the type,” I added. “He likes to be in control.”

      Christy snorted affectionately. “That’s the pot calling the kettle black.”

      “Yeah, I know. But… I think he gets off on it, if that makes sense.”

      “It does. And it makes even more sense from what Kim told me.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah. He likes to tell her what to do. And he likes watching. Sometimes he’ll tell her to get dressed up so he can take her to a bar. Only, he won’t sit with her. He’ll watch her flirt with other guys, the ones who buy her drinks. Then he’ll come and hit on her like any of the other guys, only he’s the one who picks her up. They have wild sex afterward. Only, now he wants to watch her have sex for real. He’s really picky about the guy, though.”

      “Who wouldn’t be?”

      “You don’t understand, it’s more than that. He wants a guy with a big dick. No, a big cock.”

      My eyebrows rose, and it was my turn to snort. “He’s going to be disappointed.”

      “I don’t think so. You’re pretty big, but I know you’re self-conscious about it. You shouldn’t be,” she assured me. “Like me and my chest,” she added with a soft laugh. “I’m totally self-conscious, but only ’cause I know how much guys care about that sort of thing. Me? Personally? I like my breasts. I think they’re cute and perky. But sometimes I still wish they were bigger, more like Kim’s. Or maybe Brooke’s. No, like Terri’s! Oh my gosh, hers are perfect.

      “Anyway, where was I?” she continued. “Oh, right. Kim. And your penis. She asked a bunch of questions. How long? How thick? Straight or curved? Stuff like that.” All of a sudden she laughed. “She was really surprised when I took out my sketchbook and just showed her.”

      “What’d she think?”

      “Oh, Paul, guys care more about penises than we do. I’m sort of the exception, and Kim isn’t like me that way. She’s more normal. She doesn’t care about size or shape or any of that. She was asking for Carter. And she said you’re exactly what he wants, big but not a ‘horse-cock.’ I swear, that’s what she said.”

      “Seriously?”

      “He doesn’t want to hurt her. He just wants a guy who’s bigger than he is. Oh, and for the record, she says he has a nice penis. It isn’t super-long or anything, but it’s really thick. And he keeps her very happy with it.”

      I nodded and then asked, “What about her? What does she want?”

      “She just wants to make him happy. But she was definitely excited when I told her you’re good in bed. I think they’re a lot more like us than we realized.”

      “Sounds like it,” I agreed.

      “Oh, she also said he wants to take pictures. Of her and me. Doing normal things, not sex,” she added hastily. “Like glamour shots.”

      “Only… nude.”

      “Of course.” She felt my reaction. “Yeah, that’s what I thought too. What happens if someone else sees them? Or someone takes the negatives? Or he makes copies and gives them to his buddies?”

      “I… don’t think he’d do that,” I said after a moment.

      “I don’t either. And… I’ve been thinking. I wanted Polaroids for us, but we were doing naughty things when we took them, things we really don’t want other people to know about.”

      “Exactly.”

      “But nudes are different,” she said. “I’d still be embarrassed if they got out, especially if my family ever saw, but…” She thought about it and shrugged. “Most of our close friends are nudists anyway. And… I don’t really care if other people see me. I sort of do, but not really. I’m not beautiful like Brooke or sexy like Kim, but I think I have a nice body. Small, and maybe a little scrawny, but still nice.”

      “It’s very nice,” I told her. “And you’re prettier than Brooke. Sexier than Kim, too.”

      “Thank you, but—”

      “You are to me, and that’s all that matters.”

      “Thank you,” she said again. Then she paused to work up her courage. “So… you wouldn’t mind if Carter takes nude photos?”

      “What do you think?”

      “I… think I’d kinda like it. I like Kim. She’s really pretty. And… I can’t explain it, but I trust Carter. Something about him…” She trailed off and thought about it. “He reminds me of you. Not physically or anything, but the way he treats people. He’s respectful. I think he respects women too. Yeah, he likes to be in control, but he asked Kim if she wanted to do this. Swinging, I mean. She said they talked about it a lot before they agreed to try. That’s when they found the Pines.”

      “Speaking of which,” I said, “how did they learn about camp? The swinging part, at least. Susan doesn’t advertise. Well, not that part of it. She has normal ads in nudist magazines. But the swinging is strictly word-of-mouth.”

      “That’s how they heard about it,” Christy said. “Kim didn’t say who, but it was someone Carter knew from work.”

      “I’ll have to ask him.”

      “Does it matter? Right now, I mean?”

      “No.”

      “Exactly. They’re here, and they want to try swinging. I… think they want to try other things too.”

      “Oh? Like what?”

      “Well, Kim didn’t say so, but I think Carter wants her to try being with a woman. My radar kept going off with her, but it was weird. She’d seem really interested one moment, but nervous and unsure the next. She wasn’t like that at all when we were talking about you. She was a hundred percent interested, the whole time. But with me…? I can’t explain, but it was different.”

      “I told you,” I said gently, “bi women aren’t that common.”

      “Last time you said they were rare. And I said they’re more common than you think.” She sighed and lapsed into thought. “I don’t think Kim’s bi. I think she wants to be, for Carter, but she isn’t sure for herself. Only, there’s something else. I don’t know what it is, though.”

      “We’ll figure it out.”

      She nodded and fell silent again.

      “Did you talk to her about what Carter wants?”

      “With me? No, not really. I just know he isn’t like Trip. He actually respects me, respects women. Yeah, he made that stupid comment about Leah being a guy, just ’cause she’s going to Columbia, but he didn’t know. And he apologized for real when you corrected him. It wasn’t like Trip’s fake apologies. You know he does that, right? He apologizes to get what he wants, but he doesn’t believe he’s done anything wrong.”

      “I dunno,” I said. “He seems pretty genuine to me.”

      Christy snorted but decided not to argue.

      “Hold on, I thought you and Trip were getting along better.”

      “We are,” she said. “But I still don’t think his apologies are real. Yeah, he thinks it’s cool that I sing and have perfect pitch, but he still doesn’t respect women. He isn’t Granville—”

      “God, no!” I agreed.

      “—but he’s isn’t you, either. And he isn’t Carter. I told you, Carter actually respects women. Yeah, he likes to give Kim orders and tell her what to do, but only ’cause she likes it too.”

      “She does. Did you notice before they left? She was horny and dropping hints, but he said something to her?”

      “That made her even hornier? I saw that. And she looked at him the way I look at you when I call you ‘sir.’”

      “Did Kim say anything at all about being submissive?” I asked.

      “She didn’t have to,” Christy laughed. “That’s why I said they’re more like us than we realized. She’s definitely a sub.”

      “And he’s a Dom,” I agreed.

      “Oh my gosh, yes. And for the record,” she added, “I like you being dominant when we make these arrangements. I hated flying blind with Lily and Will. Look how that turned out. Ugh! But I feel a lot better this time, and not just because Kim and Carter are older. It’s ’cause I trust you, and I know you’d never put me in a situation where I might get hurt.”

      “No.”

      “Carter’s the same. With Kim, I mean. He loves her. And everything he does is to protect her. I think that’s why he didn’t say anything about swinging tonight, even when he had the chance.”

      “Probably. He was still getting to know us, still making sure we’re the right couple.”

      We both fell silent, and I could feel her start to relax. Unfortunately, now I was wide awake, and I couldn’t stop thinking about what might happen if things worked out like we hoped they would.

      Carter was the biggest wildcard. If he insisted on having sex with Christy, then we were all going to be disappointed. But if he didn’t mind a blowjob only— and it sounded like he didn’t—then we might get what we wanted. I couldn’t do anything about it at the moment, so I decided to relax and focus on what I could do.

      Christy must have felt my attitude shift. “I really like talking to you in the middle of the night,” she said. “I know you get annoyed sometimes, especially when I wake you up—”

      “Not really,” I laughed. “Okay, maybe at first, but you usually do it because you want to have sex.”

      “Paul, dear, I need to have sex. I don’t think you understand. Sometimes I just wake up in the middle of the night. I’ve done it for as long as I can remember. At least since I started masturbating. I can’t go back to sleep until I do. It’s the same in the morning, when I wake up. If I don’t have the chance to play with myself, I feel sort of itchy all day. I can’t explain it— What’s so funny?”

      “I know exactly what you mean,” I said with another chuckle. “I’m the same. I feel like I have this pressure under my skin. Not in my balls,” I stressed. “It’s like I’m a balloon that’s been overinflated or something—”

      “That’s it!”

      “—and it only goes away when I jerk off.”

      “Exactly! So now you know how I feel when I wake up in the middle of the night. Yeah, I could probably play with myself and have a quiet little orgasm while you sleep, but… why? Especially since you’re right there, and you get hard as soon as I start playing with you. Sometimes it takes you longer to wake up than Mr. Big, but you always do.”

      “And I always enjoy it.”

      “Mmm, me too. But now you know what I mean. I don’t ‘want’ to have sex. I need it, need you.”

      “Well, speaking of sex,” I said, “I have good news and bad news. Which do you want first?”

      “Um… the bad news.”

      “I’m probably not going for a run in the morning, which means we won’t have sex when I get back.”

      “Oh. Then… what’s the good news?”

      “We’re going to have sex now.”

      “Oh, goody! I was hoping you’d say that.”

      “Mmm hmm. First, my cock has a date with the back of your throat. Then I’m going to lick your pussy until you beg me to fuck you.”

      “Oh my gosh, yes, please.”

      
        
        To be continued…
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