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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      
        
        Nick Scipio

        August 1, 2020

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

      And when you get to the end of the series, the Epilogue will wrap up the whole saga and answer the two big questions from the very beginning—who’s the wife and who died?
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      A couple of days later, I returned from my run to find Christy and Wren sitting at the kitchen table. They were talking in light tones, but they’d been speaking about something serious a moment before. They had that air about them. Besides, Christy had “conspiracy” written all over her face. Wren followed my glance and immediately jumped into the breach.

      “So, we were thinking…,” she said. “It just doesn’t seem like Christmas without a tree.”

      I poured a glass of orange juice and leaned against the counter. We’d all agreed that we didn’t want the hassle of a tree since none of us would be home to enjoy it. So why the change and why now? I took my time and sipped juice while the girls wondered if I’d go along with their scheme, whatever it was.

      “What do you think?” Wren finally asked. “Maybe after Trip’s had his coffee, you guys can go buy one.”

      Christy nodded and said, “Lights and ornaments and decorations too.”

      “Right,” Wren agreed. “All that.”

      I took another drink and gazed at them silently. They could tell I wasn’t buying it, but neither of them cracked.

      “Sure,” I said at last. “Sounds like fun.”

      Christy’s relief was almost comical, and even Wren blinked as the tension faded.

      In the spirit of being helpful, I asked, “Do you want us to pick up anything else while we’re out?”

      “Maybe stuff to make eggnog,” Wren said.

      “Can do. Make a list.” I drained my glass and set it in the sink. “I’d better go roust Trip and then jump in the shower. Sounds like we have several hours of errands.”

      “At least,” Christy said. She wasn’t the worst conspirator in the world, but she wasn’t going to stage a coup any time soon. Still, she bounced up and offered a kiss. “I’ll make it worth your while,” she said. “I promise.”

      Wren didn’t say a word, but her I-told-you-so grin was more than enough.
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        * * *

      

      Trip and I left about an hour later.

      “So,” I asked mildly, “any idea what the girls are up to?”

      “Yeah. Can’t tell you though. It’s a surprise.”

      “No shit, Sherlock.”

      “It’s a Christmas present. From Christy.”

      “You okay?” I asked with a sideways glance.

      “Bit of a hangover,” he said. “Last night was my night to drink too much. Wren had to drive us home.” They’d gone to a honky-tonk bar to hear a band and had been out until the wee hours. “It’s okay, though,” he added. “I needed to get out today anyway.”

      “Oh? What for?”

      “Stop by the bank. Christmas present. For Wren and me.”

      “Sounds like something big.”

      “Yeah. I didn’t tell you ’cause I didn’t want it to get back to Wren. Sorry.”

      I was mildly annoyed that he didn’t trust me enough to keep a secret, but it wasn’t worth an argument.

      “So, what is it?” I said instead. “That is, if you don’t mind sharing now.”

      He glanced at me guiltily. “Yeah, I had that coming. I tell you everything else. Dunno why I kept this to myself.”

      “Neither do I.”

      “Well, this is more than just a gift, so I guess I had to get used to the idea first. You know how I am.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Anyway, I’m buying a new car for Wren and me.”

      “Wow! Okay… that is a big deal.”

      “Told you.”

      “Hold on,” I said as I connected a couple of dots in my head, “is that why you’ve been so uptight about money lately?”

      “A little, yeah. Been looking at finances. Problem is, Wren still acts like daddy’s little princess with a credit card. She’s getting better, but it still bothers me.”

      “Remember to compromise,” I told him. “Also, don’t expect her to change overnight. I’m dealing with the same thing with Christy. I want everything to happen now, but I can’t force it.”

      “You got that right.”

      “Just be patient with her. You remember how patient she was about swinging.”

      “Yeah, you’re right,” he said. “It’s different when you want someone else to change. Have to remember that.”

      “Mmm hmm.”

      “Yeah, so, anyway… We’re getting a new car. Mine gets lousy mileage and started burning oil recently. Hers gets great mileage but needs a new transmission, new tires, and a bunch of other things.”

      “So… what’re you going to buy?”

      “Don’t laugh,” he said. “A Volkswagen Rabbit.”

      I did my best not to snicker, although I wasn’t very successful.

      “Yeah, I know,” he said. “That’s what I thought at first. But lemme tell you, this new GTI is fast, man. It’s even made in America. The salesman was telling me…”

      He was still singing its praises as we pulled into the bank to get a cashier’s check.

      “I’m going to surprise Wren tomorrow,” he said as we returned to my car, check in hand. “Then we can drive home for the holidays in the new Rabbit.”

      “Sounds like fun. Sounds like your hangover’s gone too.”

      “Amazing how a check for eight grand will get your adrenaline flowing, huh?”

      “Ain’t it, though?”

      We bought Christmas decorations at Kmart and then picked out a tree from their lot. Trip was finally ready for food, so we ate lunch at a barbecue place nearby.

      “How long are we supposed to stay out?” I asked when we finished.

      He glanced at his watch and did some math. “Let’s have another Coke. We should be fine as long as we don’t get home before… two o’clock.”

      “Fine by me.”

      He signaled the waitress and we settled in to wait.
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        * * *

      

      I figured out pretty quickly that my surprise was upstairs in my studio. Christy shadowed me anxiously when I went up to my bedroom, and Wren had blocked the third-floor stairs with a basket of laundry. Subtle they weren’t, but I played along and acted like I didn’t have a clue.

      Back on the main level, Trip put on a Christmas album—John Denver and the Muppets, I swear—and then joined the rest of us to hang lights and ornaments. Wren had made mulled wine earlier, so the house smelled like Christmas, especially with pine from the tree. We completed the festive little scene with a dozen wrapped presents.

      Wren was trying to clean out the fridge before we left for ten days, so we had a feast of leftovers for dinner. For dessert we lingered over bourbon-laced eggnog and talked about the different things our families did for Christmas.

      Eventually we switched back to wine and moved to the living room to open presents. Christy was like the proverbial kid on Christmas morning (almost literally) as she pulled gifts from under the tree and placed them in front of each of us. Then she sat Japanese-style on the floor beside me and surveyed hers.

      She saved the ones from me for last, and her eyes lit up when she opened the first, a leather-bound sketchbook with her initials embossed in gold on the cover. She reached for the bigger of the two remaining gifts and wasn’t the least bit surprised by the rose silk babydoll nightie. She and Wren had been looking at it in the shop, and Trip had given Wren a similar one in white.

      “Open your last one,” Wren said. It was a small box, obviously jewelry. “Let’s see what you got.”

      “This one requires a little explanation,” I said. “Go ahead and open it and then I’ll tell you.”

      Christy tore the wrapping from the box. It was too large for a ring, but she still glanced at me uncertainly. Then she opened it and immediately grew emotional. She showed Wren, whose eyebrows rose with curiosity and disbelief.

      “It’s perfect,” Christy said. She withdrew the small gold cross and chain. “But I thought…”

      “I’m not an atheist,” I said. “Besides, your faith is important—to both of us—so I wanted something to remind you.”

      Wren smiled and gave me a nod of approval.

      Christy’s eyes were still shining as she handed me the necklace and swept her hair out of the way. I clasped it around her neck, and she looked down to admire it for a moment. Then she leapt onto the couch and kissed me. Wren and Trip were both grinning when it ended, but Christy didn’t notice or even care.

      “Thank you, thank you, thank you,” she said. “It means so much, especially from you.”

      “Home run, dude,” Trip said.

      “Well done,” Wren agreed. Then she grew suspicious. “Wait a sec, how come you haven’t opened any presents?”

      “There weren’t any with my name on ’em.”

      “Nonsense,” she said. “There’s one from Trip and me.”

      I shook my head.

      She still didn’t believe me, so she swept aside discarded wrapping paper and looked everywhere under the tree. Then she sat upright and searched her memory.

      “Oh, damn!” She laughed and turned to Christy. “We left it upstairs.”

      “Oh my gosh, you’re right.” She shot me a guilty look. “I’m so sorry.”

      “It’s okay. Is there anything else upstairs for me? Maybe… in my studio?”

      “I told you he’d figure it out,” she said to Wren. “I can’t lie to him. It really bugs me.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Wren said. “He doesn’t know what it is.”

      “No clue,” I agreed.

      “Come on, then!” Christy said. “Let’s go see!”

      We trooped up to the third floor, and I laughed as soon as I saw the door to my studio.

      “We couldn’t wrap the present itself…,” Christy said.

      “…so we wrapped the door instead,” Wren finished.

      “Works for me.”

      “Go ahead,” Christy said eagerly, “open it.”

      I ripped through the wrapping paper and then opened the door itself. I froze in surprise when I turned on the light.

      “Do you like it?” Christy asked hesitantly.

      “It’s… amazing!” I turned to her. “But it’s way too much.”

      “Just shut up and say thank you,” Trip said. “She asked me first, and I told her it was a good idea. Besides, she got it for a good price, ’cause a certain friend of yours called the local store and told ’em one of his best students needed it.”

      I blinked as the words sank in. “Hold on. Do you mean… Joska?”

      “Who else?”

      “Professor Joska?” I struck a lordly pose and imitated his Hungarian accent, “‘You’ll have to do better, Mr. Hughes.’ ‘I won’t accept mediocrity.’ ‘You can quit at any time.’ That Joska?”

      “Yep.”

      Christy beamed. “He’s really proud of you. I swear.” Then she glanced at my new drafting table. “I hope you like it…”

      “Like it? I love it!” She squeaked in surprise when I picked her up and kissed her. “It’s perfect. You’re perfect.” I set her down and put my arm around her as we admired the desk, a beautiful Hamilton with an oak top and a cast iron base.

      “I realize it’s a bit anticlimactic,” Wren said, “but you have one more gift, from Trip and me.”

      “Oh, right. Sorry.” I picked up the wrapped present and slid my finger under a seam to pop the tape.

      Christy rolled her eyes. “He’s even neat about that.”

      “You’re enough chaos for both of us,” I said.

      “No kidding,” Wren laughed. “You should’ve seen us this morning.”

      The present from her and Trip was a new drafting machine to go with the table. “It’s awesome,” I said. “Thank you very much. But… now I feel bad. I didn’t get you all nearly enough.”

      “It isn’t a contest, man,” Trip said. Then he added with a grin, “But if it is, we win.”
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        * * *

      

      Trip surprised Wren the next morning with a trip to the Volkswagen dealer. When they returned we oohed and aahed over the new car in the driveway. Trip and I talked about how fast it was, while Wren and Christy said how cute it was. I had to chuckle to myself when I realized what we were doing. The men were talking about “manly” things while the women talked about “womanly” ones.

      Ah, yes, I mocked, so much more liberated and modern than those hopeless conservatives, the Carmichaels. People who live in glass houses…

      “What’s so funny?” Trip asked.

      “Nothing,” I lied. “Only, I was just thinking how cute the car is.”

      He gave me a funny look.

      “Never mind. Dumb joke.” But it wasn’t a joke. It was a reminder not to judge other people by my standards. Hadn’t I said the same thing to Christy? Practice what you preach, dude.

      Easy for you to say, I told myself.

      I chuckled again. Now I was having arguments with my better self instead of just my penis. Things were getting crowded in my head.

      “Are you okay?” Wren asked.

      “He’s fine,” Christy said. “He’s just talking to himself. He does that.”

      Was I that easy for her to read? Evidently so.

      “Oh?” Trip said. “What about?”

      “Too soon to tell,” Christy said with a grin. “He’ll let us know when he figures it out.”

      I smiled inscrutably at him and then gave her a wink.

      “You two…,” Wren said affectionately.
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        * * *

      

      Later that day we packed our things and prepared to leave. Christy had her usual two large suitcases and one small one, but this time the large ones were mostly full of gifts, so I didn’t tease her.

      Trip and I loaded our cars at the same time. He was used to his Impala and its massive trunk, so he had trouble getting all the presents for his little brothers into the Rabbit. The boxes were like parts of a building—I took one look at them and simply knew where they needed to go. After several tries Trip pulled out the largest ones in frustration. I pitched in and helped, and we loaded everything in about ten minutes.

      “Thanks,” he said when we finally closed the hatchback. “I was ready to leave the train set.”

      “It needed to go in first.”

      “Well, yeah. It’s obvious now.”

      “Right. Sorry.”

      “Nah, I’m sorry. I just… don’t like being reminded that you’re so much better at some things.”

      “That’s why we’re a team. We complement each other.”

      “Remind me again why you need me?”

      “Because I have no idea how to make enough money to pay cash for a new car.”

      “Yeah. Well. I do.”

      “Exactly.”

      The girls came out of the house with the last of our things. Wren asked if we were ready to lock up and leave, and we gave her two thumbs-up. Then we said our goodbyes, wished each other Merry Christmas, and climbed into the cars.

      I followed Trip onto the interstate, but he mashed the accelerator and sped away. He was having fun with his zippy new car, even loaded as it was with luggage and presents. My poor old Cruiser probably could’ve kept up for a while, but I decided to let him win without a fight.

      Christy and I listened to the radio and chatted about everyday things during the three-hour drive to my parents’ house in Sandy Springs. Then we entered the outskirts of suburban Atlanta, and she gazed out the window with interest.

      “This is where you grew up?”

      “Just for high school,” I said. “We moved here in ’77, from Savannah.”

      “Oh, that’s right. Your dad flew for a charter airline, right?”

      “Yep.”

      “We moved every few years too.” She craned her neck and soaked up details. “I think that’s why I don’t want to be a Navy wife,” she said after a minute. “I want to live someplace and put down roots. I want a big house with a swimming pool and a studio and pets and a garden and the same friends year after year. We never had any of that when I was growing up.”

      “A house like that costs a lot of money,” I said with a sidelong glance.

      “I know,” she sighed. “Do kindergarten teachers get paid much?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “Then you’ll have to make all the money,” she said absently. It was a completely unguarded comment, so I let it go. Besides, she wasn’t really the money-grubbing type. She liked nice things, but at least some part of her realized they didn’t grow on trees.

      “That’s what I always thought I’d do anyway,” she added, “support my husband. Still… it’d be nice to have a career of my own.” She leaned her head against the window and watched the world go by.

      “You can do both,” I said.

      She shrugged.

      “Besides, marriage is a partnership.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Partners support each other. Nothing says the husband has to work and the wife has to stay at home with the kids. Maybe you’ll make more money, and I’ll stay home with the kids.”

      “I doubt it.” She sighed again and fell silent.

      “What made you think about that?” I said at last.

      “Thinking about what to do after I graduate.”

      “You can get an MFA.”

      “I probably will, but then what? Kindergarten?” She sighed again. “I always thought being a grown-up would be easy.”

      “Nothing worthwhile is easy,” I chuckled. “If it were, everyone would do it.”

      “I know, but still…”

      I pulled into my parents’ driveway and parked next to Erin’s car. Then I turned off the engine and unbuckled my seatbelt.

      “Come here,” I said to Christy, who threw off her own seatbelt and slid across to me. I put an arm around her and urged her to climb into my lap, which she did.

      “That’s one thing I like about being my size,” she said. “I fit in your lap pretty much anywhere.”

      “Mmm hmm.” I put my arms around her. Something told me she needed my presence more than words of assurance, so I held her in silence.

      “I’ve also been thinking about how quickly we’re moving,” she said at last. “In the relationship department. I like it, but… it scares me a little too.”

      “I know what you mean.”

      “And I’ve been thinking about my beliefs, especially since you gave me the cross. Then I think about the lingerie and sleeping with you, and how much I enjoy it. And I guess I feel like two different people sometimes. One of them is this good girl who’s pure and innocent. The other is a bad girl who wants to do naughty things. I know it isn’t that simple, but I guess part of me wants it to be.”

      “Believe me, I understand.”

      “I know. That’s why I told you what I’m thinking. You never make fun of me for being so messed up in the head.”

      “You aren’t messed up. You’re just human. And complicated.” I chuckled softly. “Just like me. A mess of contradictions and confusion.”

      “You always make me feel better.”

      “That’s my job.”

      “You’re very good at it. Thank you.”

      I kissed her temple. “You’re welcome.”

      “And thanks for not making me feel dirty when we… you know.”

      “I won’t ever make you feel dirty about sex. It’s in my best interest to make you feel good and enjoy it. If you do, you’ll want to do it again… and again and again.”

      “And again and again and again,” she added with a small laugh. Then she looked up at me. “Can you really do it that many times? In one night?”

      “Wait and see,” I said with a roguish grin. Then I kissed her full on the mouth. She sighed and surrendered herself.

      “Mmm,” she said afterward. “You make it so easy to be naughty.”

      “All part of my nefarious plan. One minute you’re pure and innocent, the next you’re part of an orgy with a half-dozen people.”

      “Oh my gosh!” She searched my expression. “You’re kidding, aren’t you?”

      “Wait and see.”

      “You’re terrible. I thought you were serious.”

      “You never know,” I said. “But don’t worry. We won’t have any orgies until I’ve had a chance to fuck you myself.”

      Her eyes widened.

      “Yeah, so you’re safe for a while.”

      “Safe forever as long as I keep telling you no. At least till our wedding night.”

      “That’s what you think. But you know it’s gonna happen long before then.”

      “What’s gonna happen?” she taunted.

      “You know.” I kissed her. “I’m going to spread your legs, get your pussy nice and hot and slippery, and slide every inch of my cock into you. I’m going to pound your little box until I fill it.”

      She whimpered.

      “Then I’m going to fuck you again and shoot another load inside you. After that, I’ll make you suck my cock until I’m hard again. You can ride me until you come, and I’ll fill you with a third load.” I kissed her again and she leaned into me. “And that’s just the first hour,” I added softly. “Imagine a whole night of that.”

      She sighed with barely suppressed desire. “Yes, please.”

      “When you’re ready. All you have to do is ask.”

      “Ugh! Why’d you have to spoil it? You know what I want!”

      “Uh-huh. But—”

      “I know. You don’t want another Kendall. I get it.” She grimaced. “Sometimes I really don’t like you.”

      “Sorry,” I said unrepentantly.

      She tried a pout, but that didn’t work either, so she did her attitude-adjustment trick. “Tell me again what you’re going to do.”

      I described a recurring fantasy, one where I tied her to the bed and had my way with her.

      “Oh my gosh.” Her cheeks had turned pink from the heat, and she squirmed in my lap with even more heat between her legs.

      I let her imagination run wild for a few moments before I said, “We’d better head inside.”

      “Do we have to?”

      “Yeah, sorry. If we don’t, I’m going to throw you into the back and fuck you for real. Call me a romantic, but I really don’t want our first time to be in the back seat of a ’72 Toyota.”

      She laughed. “Me neither.”

      “At least we agree on that.” I pretended to think about it. “Actually, we agree on pretty much everything. You just don’t know it yet.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “You said it yourself, I make it easy for you to be naughty.”

      “You can say that again!”

      “I make it easy for you to be naughty.”

      She rolled her eyes but kissed me anyway.

      “Okay,” I said at last, “back seat or inside.”

      “I dunno, the back seat looks pretty comfy. Or…,” she hesitated, “you could tie me to the bed.”

      “Don’t tempt me.” I patted her bottom and gently slid her off my lap. “Now come on, Little Bit. Let’s get a move on.”

      “Yes, sir.”
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        * * *

      

      Erin spoke up during dinner. “Um, hey… is it okay if I invite Leah and Mark to come over tonight?”

      Mom’s brow furrowed. “Are you talking to me or Paul and Christy?”

      “You.”

      “Fine by me,” she said.

      “I’d better explain first,” Erin said. “Mark said he’ll bring the stuff to make B-52s. Those’re shots, by the way. Alcohol, not planes.”

      “We know,” Dad said with a laugh. “We aren’t complete squares.”

      “Yeah, sorry. Anyway,” she continued, “I figure if we’re going to be drinking, you won’t want them to drive home. So, if they come over—and that’s a big ‘if,’ since I want to make sure it’s okay with Christy and Paul too—I was going to ask them to spend the night. But I wanted to clear it with you first.

      “I mean, we could surprise you with the overnight part,” she explained, “after they’d already been drinking, but that seems kinda underhanded. We don’t really want to go to a club, so… I thought we could do it here instead, where it’s safe.”

      “That’s… a very wise decision,” Mom said when she recovered. She glanced at Dad. “I’m okay if you are.”

      “Sure. I’m easy.”

      “Thanks,” Erin said to them before she glanced at us. “Okay, two down, two to go. But you can totally object if you want to, Christy.”

      “Why would I?”

      “I dunno. Leah just said you might. But I guess I’m getting ahead of myself. You probably don’t even know who she is.”

      “No, I’ve met her,” Christy said. “She came to Knoxville after the thing with that guy. And… didn’t she have a fight with her mother?” She glanced at me and said, “You made her call home. Remember?”

      I nodded. Leah had also spent the night with me, which Christy certainly remembered as well. Her memory was as good as mine, maybe better.

      “Oh, yeah!” Erin said in surprise. “When she ran away and no one could find her. The Gary incident. Ugh, what a jerk.”

      “No kidding,” Christy agreed, “Wren told me about it. One of those guys.”

      “Totally,” Erin said. “A real asshole. So you understand.”

      “I think we all do,” Mom said. “The Garys of the world are a stain on mankind.”

      “They make the rest of us look good by comparison,” Dad said lightly.

      “Because we don’t kiss and tell,” I added.

      “Amen,” Christy said with feeling.

      Mom, Erin, and I exchanged a grin.

      “Okay,” Erin said as she picked up where she’d left off, “so you know who Leah is. I guess that explains why she wants to see you. I forgot you met already.”

      “We did, sort of, but I wasn’t very friendly.”

      “Really? Why not?”

      I jumped in, “She was annoyed with me. I wasn’t being a jerk—not at the time—but…”

      “I did something I wasn’t really proud of,” Christy said. “I… um… started some rumors too. A former friend gave me some bad advice, but it was my fault for taking it.”

      I nodded and left it at that. Then Christy touched my hand and squeezed gently.

      Erin’s eyebrows twitched at the possessive gesture.

      “That’s why she’s a former friend,” Christy said.

      “Ah, okay,” Erin said. “But… you’re okay if Leah and Mark come over? I thought we could hang out in the hot tub and just chill.”

      Christy looked at me.

      “It’s up to you,” I said. “You’re the new nudist.”

      “Hold on, we’ll be…?

      “Nude,” I finished for her. “Unless you don’t want to.”

      “No one’s going to force you,” Mom assured her.

      “Totally,” Erin agreed. “You can wear a suit if you want. I probably have one that’ll fit you.” She sized her up. “Okay, maybe not. But a string bikini, at least. We can make it work.”

      “Or you can just say no to the whole thing,” Mom added, followed by a nod from Erin.

      “No, I’m… okay,” Christy said. “I did fine with Susan and the others. Besides, I’d like to meet Leah when I’m not being a you-know-what.”

      Erin smiled and leapt up. Then she slid back into her seat. “Sorry, Mom. May I be excused? Just for a minute? I wanna call Leah and tell her.”

      “Go ahead,” Mom said with a laugh.

      Erin used the kitchen phone, but she stretched the long cord into the living room.

      “Sometimes she goes a bit overboard on the maturity thing,” Mom said to the rest of us.

      “It beats the alternative,” Dad said.

      “No kidding.”

      “Besides,” he added, “it makes me happy to see you getting along.”

      “Me too,” I said.

      “Took us long enough,” she muttered.

      “You’re both stubborn, strong-willed women,” he said.

      “You can say that again,” I said with a laugh. Then I sat upright and glanced sideways at Christy. “Uh-oh. I just realized something.”

      Her brow knitted. “What?”

      “You’re stubborn and strong-willed too. Sorry, I have to break up with you. I can’t date a woman like my mother.”

      The mother in question swatted my arm. “That wasn’t very nice. To me or her.”

      “Sorry, I couldn’t resist.”

      “Try harder next time.”

      “Mom, you’re the second most-wonderful woman in the world, and I love you more than I’ll ever be able to tell you.”

      “Thank you, but… only the second most-wonderful? I must be slipping.”

      “No, you’ve been one-upped.”

      “Oh? By whom?”

      “You’re lookin’ at her.” I sat back and put my arm around Christy, who looked up at me in surprise.

      Dad burst out laughing. “That’s my boy!”
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        * * *

      

      Leah and Mark arrived about an hour later. He carried two brown paper grocery bags into the kitchen and set them on the counter.

      “Great to see you, Mark.” We shook hands.

      “You too, man.” He pulled me into a hug. “You look great, as usual. Merry Christmas.”

      “You too. Merry Christmas. Hey, Leah. How’s it going?”

      “Good. Don’t I get a hug too?” She glanced at Christy. “Do you mind?”

      “No, not at all.”

      Leah gave me a sisterly hug and then stepped back. Any other time she probably would’ve kept her arm around my waist.

      “I know you’ve met,” I said to her and Christy, “but I don’t seem to do a good job of introducing people.”

      “In your defense,” Leah said, “you were a bit distracted last time.”

      Christy nodded.

      “Right. So, Christy Carmichael, meet Leah Coulter. Leah, Christy.”

      The girls shook hands.

      “It’s nice to meet you again,” Leah said with a personable smile. “Erin’s told me so much about you.”

      “For real this time,” Erin chimed in.

      “Nice to meet you too,” Christy said. “Again. And I’m sorry I was so rude last time.”

      “To be honest, I was so upset that I barely remember,” Leah said. “I do remember you storming out of the room, though.”

      “It wasn’t personal. I… wasn’t very happy at the time.” She shot me a quick glance, but Leah caught it and smiled.

      “Lemme guess,” she said, “it had to do with Paul.”

      “Sort of, but not really,” Christy admitted. “It had more to do with me… um… not getting… I mean…” She finally gave up. “You explain it, Paul. You’re better with words.”

      “She had a crush on me,” I said, “and I was clueless.”

      “Gee,” Erin said, “imagine that.”

      I ignored her and continued, “Worse, I was a jerk about it. Well, that and other things.”

      “I totally understand,” Leah said to Christy. “He’s a big goof sometimes, isn’t he?”

      “A total dweeb,” Erin agreed.

      “Oh, I don’t know,” Christy said with a smile as she thrust her arm through mine. “I think he’s coming around nicely.”

      Leah’s own smile shifted to me. “She’s wonderful, Paul. And…” She paused to consider her next words before she looked at Christy. “Erin says you know about Paul and Gina. Recently, I mean. So—”

      Christy stiffened with sudden wariness.

      “No, it’s nothing like that,” Leah promised. “It’s just that she wanted me to tell you something.”

      “Okay,” Christy said neutrally.

      “She said she loves Paul dearly, but she heard something in his voice when he was talking about you. She said she can’t compete with that, and she hopes you’re very happy together.”

      Christy blinked in surprise.

      “She’s serious,” Leah said. “I know her better than anyone, and she really wants you to be happy.”

      “I… I don’t know what to say.”

      “Well, she did make me swear to threaten you if you hurt him. She says she has a ‘posse of chicas’ who’ll do anything she wants. So,” she finished with a grin, “you’ve been warned.” Then she gave me a faux-stern glare. “She told me to tell you not to screw this up like you did with her.”

      “Doing my best not to,” I said.

      “Good.” Leah smiled at Christy again. “She said she’d like to meet you sometime, but only if you want to. She totally understands if you don’t.”

      “No,” Christy said immediately, “I’d like that.” She glanced at me. “If it’s okay with you.”

      “What do you think?” I asked Leah.

      “Honestly? I think she means it. I dunno what you said to her, but you know how she is.” She explained to Christy, “She’s my sister, so we fight sometimes, but she doesn’t have a mean bone in her body. She isn’t scheming or vindictive or anything like that.” She added a reproachful look and said, “Not like some people Paul dated.”

      “Kendall wasn’t that bad,” I grumbled.

      “Yes, she was!” “She was terrible!” Leah and Erin cried at the same time.

      “You were the only one who didn’t see it,” Erin added. “She was a total—”

      “Hey! Kendall’s a complicated person,” I said. “Some good, some bad, like anyone else, me included. And she’s still a human being. How would you like it if I talked about you that way? Huh? So lay off Kendall. Yeah, she has her faults, but she’s still a good person. You don’t have to be friends with her, but that doesn’t mean you can cut her down either.”

      “He’s right,” Mark said. “I don’t even know this Kendall, but you shouldn’t talk that way about anyone.”

      “I’m sorry,” Leah said contritely.

      “Yeah, me too,” Erin added.

      Mark gave me a supportive look and then completely defused the tension. He held out a hand to Christy and said, “Mark Douglas. Nice to meet you. Leah and Erin have told me a little about you, but I’m dying to hear more. So, you’re from California?”

      She shot me a half-bewildered look but then turned back to Mark. “Not originally,” she said. “We moved there when I was a baby. I was born in Virginia.”

      Mark chatted easily with Christy as he unpacked bottles and four-packs of wine coolers from the grocery bags. Erin went to fetch shot glasses from the wet bar, so I moved closer to Leah and lowered my voice.

      “Thanks for making Christy feel welcome,” I said.

      “My pleasure. Gina says hello, by the way.”

      “Say hello back.” I paused to make sure Christy was paying attention to Mark before I asked, “Did she really say those things?”

      “She did. I swear to God. She wants to see you too, but only if Christy knows.”

      I nodded.

      Leah glanced at me and studied my face. “You’re really happy with her, aren’t you?”

      “I am,” I said simply.

      “Well… I knew it had to happen sooner or later. She sounds wonderful. Erin is totally in love.” She rolled her eyes. “You know how she is. She’ll be thirty before she settles down.”

      “She has high standards.”

      “No kidding. But she’s happy enough for now, especially since I’m willing to share Mark. Happy at home too, now that she and your mom are getting along better.”

      “How about you? You and your mom doing okay?”

      “We are. She still drops comments about me becoming a doctor, but she knows I’m serious about journalism. Besides, she has Kara and Gina. Two out of three isn’t bad, right?”

      “Three out of three,” I said firmly. “Three awesome daughters: smart, beautiful, and determined.”

      “You’re biased.”

      “True. But that doesn’t mean I’m wrong.”

      Her eyes crinkled with affection. Then they relaxed and she studied Christy for several heartbeats. “How much does she know? About us?”

      “You and me? Or the group secret?”

      “Both.”

      “She knows we’ve slept together. And she notices a lot more than I give her credit for, so I’ll probably be answering some questions tonight. As far as the other thing… she doesn’t have a clue.”

      Leah arched a dark eyebrow. “Do you really think you can make it work? With her? If she’s not… one of us?”

      “Believe it or not, I think she’ll come around. Wren thinks so too.”

      Leah nodded speculatively.

      “We’re taking things slow, though. One baby step at a time.”

      Erin returned and saw that we were talking, so she joined the others and added another distraction in case Christy turned our way.

      “What can I do to help?” Leah asked, her voice still low.

      “Just be yourself.”

      “Is that all?”

      “Yeah. I don’t want her to feel like we’re railroading her or anything. She has to come willingly. You know?”

      She nodded.

      “But in the ‘be yourself’ category, don’t worry if you feel a little frisky, especially with Erin. Christy has serious feelings for Wren, although she hasn’t really come to grips with the idea. She has, sort of, but she needs to realize it’s normal with us.”

      “Okay.”

      We watched Mark use a spoon to build the shots while he explained the process to Christy and Erin.

      “Anything else?”

      I thought about it for a moment. “Maybe talk about sex. She’s getting used to the idea that we’re a lot more open about it, but it wouldn’t hurt to reinforce it.”

      “You don’t ask for much, do you?” Leah teased.

      “Hey, I really like this girl—”

      “I can tell.”

      “—and I want to make it work with her. I think she’ll come around, but it won’t happen overnight.”

      “I hope you’re right.” She nodded at the small blonde. “And I hope she understands what you’re giving up if not.”

      “I think it’ll work out. I have faith.” I chuckled at my choice of words.

      “What?”

      “Long story. Just… she’s changing me as much as I’m changing her.”

      “Yeah, that makes sense. Mark’s doing the same with me. It’s weird sometimes, but I like it.”

      “Me too. For both of us.”

      Her hand found mine and clasped it. We both felt a spark, but it was different somehow, subdued yet stronger than ever, like a deep current that connected us.

      “For the record,” I said, “I love you.”

      “I love you too.”

      We stood in companionable silence for a moment and then let go of each other’s hand at the same time.

      “Yeah,” she said, “we’d’ve been good together.”

      “Totally.”

      Mark glanced at us. He must’ve known how much Leah and I cared for each other—he wasn’t stupid—but he’d never said anything.

      “Time to join the party,” I said.

      She smiled and brushed her index finger against mine, the briefest of touches but full of meaning. Then she stepped forward and deliberately moved to Mark’s other side.

      I touched Christy on the small of the back and smiled when she looked over her shoulder.

      Mark handed me a shot glass with distinct layers of liquor. He raised his own glass.

      “To old friends and new,” he said. “May we always be true. Cheers!”

      “Sláinte,” Christy and I said together. She grinned at me when she heard it. Then we sipped our drinks. We both shivered as we downed the Kahlúa.

      “Oh, God,” Erin said to her, “you’re turning into him.”

      “What’s wrong with that?” she asked.

      “She can’t help it,” I said. “I’ve been giving her special injections.”

      The others burst into laughter.

      “I bet you have!”

      “Lucky her.”

      “Oral, I’m sure.”

      Christy blanched. “Oh my gosh.”

      “Come on,” I said to her. I grabbed a four-pack of wine coolers and tossed my head toward the patio door. “I’m surrounded by beautiful women with too many clothes.”

      “We should do something about that,” Mark agreed.

      So we headed out to the patio, where Christy hesitated.

      “You okay?” I whispered.

      “I can do this,” she said, more to herself than me. Then she kicked off her shoes and unbuttoned her jeans. “I can do this.”

      I gave her a quick kiss on the cheek and knelt to untie my shoes.

      The light from the hot tub bathed us with a cool glow, and I watched Christy check out Leah and Mark as they undressed. Her eyes widened when she realized that Leah was shaved too.

      Did she do that for you? she asked silently.

      I nodded.

      But…? Are you…? Is she…?

      “She likes it,” I told her quietly. “Mark too.”

      “Oh. Okay. I thought… Well, you probably know what I thought.”

      “That maybe I had another girlfriend you didn’t know about?” Her guilty look was answer enough. “No, just you.”

      “I don’t know why I get jealous,” she said. “I’m really not. I mean, I am, sort of, but… not. Ugh! I hate that I can’t use words like you. At least you know what I’m talking about most of the time.”

      The others had finished undressing, and we watched them climb onto the deck and then descend into the tub. I hung my shirt over the back of a chair and decided how much I wanted to explain.

      “I know what you mean,” I said after a moment. “It’s a trust thing. Like… if I thought you still had something going on with Simon that you were hiding from me.”

      “Exactly! I don’t, by the way.”

      “I know,” I said with a chuckle. “Be kinda hard, with him in England and all.”

      “Right.”

      “By contrast, I know about you and Wren, so it doesn’t make me jealous.” I wasn’t really the jealous type, but that wasn’t the point. “I’ll tell you more about Leah and me some other time. The R-rated version, at least. Long story short: we’re very close, we love each other, but we aren’t in love… if that makes sense.”

      “I… think it does.”

      “She’s in love with Mark, and I’m… well… I’m falling in love with you.”

      She beamed and bounced up to kiss me. “The feeling’s mutual.”

      “I thought it might be,” I said with a grin.

      “You guys coming?” Mark called from the hot tub.

      I raised my voice, “Yep. One sec.” Then I pulled Christy against me and bent to kiss her. “So… are you okay? About Leah and me?”

      “I think so. But I definitely have some questions.”

      I cocked an eyebrow.

      “Get your mind out of the gutter. Not those kinds of questions.”

      “Okay. Just checking.”

      She stared at my chest for a moment. “I’ve decided something, though. You were right. No way you should’ve told me this all at once. I’d’ve run screaming.”

      “So, maybe I know what I’m doing?”

      “Maybe,” she admitted. Then she grinned up at me. “I still wanna know everything, though. But…! When you think I’m ready. And only the R-rated version. Okay?”

      “For now,” I agreed. “I’ll save the X-rated version for when I want to tease you while you’re tied to the bed.”

      “Oh my gosh.” She sighed with an unspoken, “Yes, please.”

      “Ready to join the others?”

      She nodded and we took off the rest of our clothes. Then I grabbed the wine coolers and gestured for her to precede me.

      “Oh, cool,” Erin said when Christy came into view, “you shaved.”

      “I keep telling you,” Leah said to her, “you should try it. It makes you extra-sensitive. Besides, I think it looks neater.”

      “You never complained about mine before,” Erin snapped before she realized it. She blushed and stammered to Christy, “Not that I— Or we— I mean—”

      “It’s okay, Erin,” I said. “Christy has a sort of sixth sense for bi, lesbian, gay, whatever. It’s uncanny.” I twisted the cap off a wine cooler. “Here,” I said as I handed it to her, “you’re going to need this.”

      Christy gave me a deer-in-the-headlights look but took the bottle. She drank about half of it, which seemed to settle her nerves. “I can do this,” she said so only I could hear. “I’m fearless.”

      “You are.”

      She turned and descended the steps into the water.

      I followed her and told Erin, “She figured out that Mom and Susan are bi. Took her about five seconds.”

      “For real?”

      “Yep.” I sank into the water and guided Christy to my lap. “She might’ve taken a bit longer to realize you and Leah are too, but—”

      “No,” Christy said, “I was pretty sure already.”

      “What gave us away?” Leah asked.

      “I’m… not sure. I can just tell.”

      “Are you always right? I mean, have you ever thought someone was, but they really weren’t?”

      “I don’t know. I… um… don’t usually ask.”

      “No, I guess not,” Leah said with a laugh. “It isn’t something you just come right out and say.”

      Christy glanced furtively at me. “Can we change the subject, please?” She raised her wine cooler and added, “At least until I’ve had a few more of these?” In an even smaller voice she said, “Like, about a dozen.”

      “Sure,” I chuckled, “no problem.”

      “Sorry,” Leah said. “Sometimes we forget what it’s like for new people.”

      “We can talk about something else, sure,” Erin added.

      “Yes, please.”

      “So, Mark,” Erin said to him, “when do you leave for Seattle?”

      “The 27th. My dad’s in Hawaii with his girlfriend, so we’re going to celebrate when they get back. After that, we’re…”

      “Are you all right?” I asked Christy in a low voice.

      She nodded and took another drink. “I’ll be fine. My family doesn’t… you know… talk about sex. Not in mixed company, at least.”

      I arched an eyebrow.

      “Well, the women do. Of course. Sometimes it’s all they ever talk about. But never with the men around.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because it’s private. Between a man and a woman.”

      “But you just said—”

      “Don’t use logic against me. My family’s just different. Okay?”

      “You’re right.”

      “I like your family,” she added quietly, “but they take some getting used to.”

      “Fair enough.”

      She drained the last of her cooler and handed me the empty bottle. “Just keep giving me these and I’ll be fine.”

      I handed over my mostly-full bottle.

      “Thank you. And before you say it… I know, you want me to be able to talk about this stuff without being tipsy. Well, baby steps. I’ll get there. But for now…” She raised the bottle and took a drink, albeit a moderate one. Then a thought occurred to her and her brow creased. “Hold on… do I have to be sober later? If we want to… you know? Tell me now and I’ll stop.”

      “No, we’re good,” I said with a chuckle. Then I grinned. “So… you like fellatio more than alcohol?”

      “Oh my gosh, yes!”

      “Hold on,” Leah said from across the tub, “did I hear someone say ‘fellatio’?”

      Christy turned pink and hid her face in my shoulder.

      “Guilty,” I said. “Sorry. We were talking about boyfriend-girlfriend stuff.”

      “I should hope so,” Leah teased. “I mean, imagine if you talked about fellatio with just anyone.”

      “Exactly,” Mark said. “World peace might break out.”

      Her jaw dropped. “What?”

      “Hey, guys who’re getting a blowjob are pretty happy. They don’t hijack airliners or bomb shit. I’m just saying… Maybe if Yasser Arafat got his dick sucked once in a while, peace might break out in the Middle East.”

      “Are you serious?” Leah said. “That’s your solution to the Middle East conflict? Blowjobs for everyone? It’s a lot more complicated than that! For one thing, the Israelis…”

      I lifted Christy’s chin until she met my eyes. Relax, I told her with a look.

      She nodded. Then she took a sip of wine cooler.

      “Better?” I asked softly.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Good. ’Cause you aren’t gonna last ten minutes if you keep getting embarrassed every time we talk about sex. Never mind ten years…”

      “I know.” She stiffened as my words sank in. Then she looked up. “Ten years…?”

      “Oh, at least,” I said. “Forever, if you play your cards right.”

      “Yes, please.” She smiled dreamily. Then she kissed my neck and sighed as she felt my penis stiffen under her. “Mmm… someone approves.”

      “Of course. He has very simple desires.”

      “He just wants to be loved.”

      “Long and often.”

      “Mmm, long…”

      “Are you all talking about sex again?” Erin said.

      Christy squeaked and buried her face.

      “Sorry, my fault,” I said. “Again.”

      “Well,” Erin continued, “I’m ready for another round of shots. Then we can talk about sex all you like.” She turned to Leah. “Okay if I steal Mark?”

      “He’s all yours.”

      Erin stood and gestured for him to follow. They climbed out of the hot tub and grabbed a couple of towels from the stack she’d brought out earlier. Leah watched them go and then returned her attention to us.

      “I’m really curious about this sixth sense of yours,” she said to Christy. “Is it like a light bulb? Some kind of alarm bell? Or just a feeling?”

      “I don’t know,” Christy said. “I never really thought about it. I just… know.”

      “It has to be something. I wonder what it is that makes you so sensitive. You’re bi too, aren’t you?”

      Christy shot me an alarmed look, but Leah had already moved on.

      “Maybe it’s ’cause you have some kind of radar,” she mused, “that only works on people like you. Like us, really. But I can’t tell if someone else is. Erin’s even worse than I am, especially in the clue department. She isn’t as bad as Paul, but sometimes I wonder…”

      “I’m especially slow on the uptake,” I told Christy.

      “You keep saying that,” she said, “but I think it’s really a smokescreen.”

      “Really?” Leah said, already on the trail of a new story. “What makes you say that?”

      “’Cause he knows so much about me, without being told.” She shot me an accusatory look. “You can read my mind.”

      “Maybe he simply pays attention to you,” Leah said. “Most guys just look at us—women, I mean—and try to figure out how to get us into bed.”

      “He already knows how,” Christy muttered.

      “Well, that’s what I mean. He pays attention to you.”

      “Gosh, does he!”

      “And maybe that’s why he can read your mind.”

      “You do the same to me,” I said to Christy.

      “I do not!”

      “Sure you do.” I grinned. “You can always tell when I’m horny.”

      “That’s easy. Are you breathing? Then you’re… you know.”

      “I know the word,” Leah stage-whispered to her. “You can say it.”

      “Sorry. I’m still getting used to how much everyone here talks about sex.”

      “I understand. It’s okay.”

      “Horny,” Christy said. “See?”

      “Good for you!” I said.

      “Don’t patronize her, Paul. She isn’t a child. She simply wasn’t raised like we were.”

      “You’re right. Sorry.”

      “It’s all right. I’m used to it,” Christy said. Then she brightened. “If you get me another wine cooler, I’ll say a few more naughty words.”

      “Which ones?”

      “Uh-uh. Not until you hand me the drink.”

      “Right!” I stretched out an arm and managed to snag the cardboard four-pack. I twisted the cap off a bottle and handed it to Christy before I opened one for myself.

      “Penis,” she said after a drink. “Erection.”

      “Dick,” I teased. “Hard-on.”

      “You have your words, I have mine,” she said primly.

      “Fair enough. Any other words you’d like to, ahem, get off your chest?”

      “Tits!”

      Leah laughed. “You have really nice ones, by the way.”

      “Thank you. Yours too.” Christy looked down at her own. “I just wish they were bigger.”

      “Don’t we all?”

      “See?” she said to me. “I told you, guys like girls with bigger boobs.”

      “And I told you,” I said, “I like the ones I can touch, which means yours.”

      “You can touch hers too. They’re right there.”

      Leah grinned and stuck out her chest.

      “Yes, I could,” I said to Christy. “But not unless she wants me to and it’s okay with you. Till then, she and her boobs are off limits.”

      “Good answer,” Leah said.

      Christy beamed and offered her lips for a kiss.

      “You two are cute,” Leah said.

      Mark and Erin returned with the shots and more wine coolers. She set them within reach and then followed him into the hot tub. He started handing out shot glasses with layers of dark, cream, and amber liquor.

      “What should we toast to?” he asked.

      “To breasts,” I said. “Big, small, round, flat, perky, or saggy… we like ’em all!”

      “Hear, hear!” He raised his glass. “To breasts, may they always come in pairs. Cheers!”

      We toasted and drank.

      “I’m more of an ass-man myself,” Mark said as he collected the empty glasses. “I think that’s why I first noticed Leah. Then I discovered a bunch of other reasons I liked her. But… yeah. Definitely her ass.”

      I could actually feel the alcohol work its way through Christy’s system. She relaxed and stroked my chest.

      “Paul has a nice one,” she said. “I call him Mr. Cute Butt sometimes.”

      “He does have a cute ass,” Mark agreed wryly.

      “That’s not all,” she continued. “His penis is nice too.”

      “You’re on your own there,” he said to me as Leah and Erin shared a look.

      “It’s my favorite,” Christy added.

      Leah laughed. “Get this girl another drink! She really loosens up.”

      “Paul calls me ‘flirty girl’ when I’m tipsy. Like now.”

      “Nothing wrong with that,” Mark said.

      “It takes a lot to get me really drunk, though.”

      “Are you even more flirty when you are?” Leah asked.

      “Oh my gosh, yes! I wanna do all sorts of naughty things.” She patted my chest. “But Paul is a perfect gentleman. He never takes advantage.”

      “Then he’s an idiot,” Erin said. We all looked at her and she blurted, “What? I’d totally take advantage of her.”

      Christy let out a sigh too soft for anyone else to hear. I’d have missed it myself if I hadn’t been holding her. I counted back and realized how much she’d drunk in less than an hour. I was sixty-plus pounds heavier and had drunk a lot less, but I was definitely feeling the effects. Erin was fairly tipsy herself, so I decided to tease her and fan the flames.

      “I think she might like that,” I said.

      Christy hesitated a moment but then nodded.

      “Wow,” Leah said to her, “it’s like you’re a different person.”

      “Paul says it’s ’cause I’m not trying to be a…” She glanced at me. “What was it we decided? Oh, right! A paragon of virtue. I don’t have to be pure and innocent or anything.”

      “Pure and innocent are overrated,” Leah said.

      “No kidding,” Erin agreed.

      “I dunno if I’ve ever been pure and innocent,” Christy said. “Not for real. I pretend, but it isn’t the same.” She added for my benefit, “Sister Prune would not approve.”

      “Well, you don’t have to pretend with us,” Leah said.

      “Thank you. That means a lot.” She took a drink and then sighed. “Sometimes it’s exhausting. I have to pay attention to everything I do, have to be a proper young lady. It’s nice to relax and forget all that stuff.”

      “It gets easier every time you do,” I said.

      “I know. Like when we… you know… do stuff. It gets easier every time.”

      “Yeah, Paul can take some getting used to,” Leah said.

      “It’s ’cause he’s bigger’n other guys,” Erin added.

      Leah and I looked at her in surprise, but Christy didn’t even pause.

      “No, it isn’t that,” she said. “His penis is the perfect size. I mean the guilt. I hardly feel it anymore when we… you know.”

      “Have sex?” Leah prompted.

      “Oh, no! We’re waiting till we’re married.”

      Erin snorted. “Marriage is overrated.”

      “She just thinks we’re going to wait,” I chimed in.

      “He says it’s gonna happen long before then,” Christy agreed with a nod. She searched my eyes. “I think he’s probably right, but…” She fell silent and looked down.

      “But what?” Leah pressed.

      “I… um… have to do some things first.”

      “What kind of things?”

      “Just… things.”

      I silently warned Leah and she backed off.

      “Christy was raised Catholic,” I said into the silence. “And they… put a lot of pressure on girls to conform. We’re trying to undo some of that without abandoning her faith completely.”

      Christy nodded.

      “It’s okay,” Leah said softly, and Mark nodded. “If your faith makes you happy, then good for you. And good for Paul that he supports you.”

      “He does,” Christy said. She fingered the new gold cross around her neck. “He gave me this.”

      “That’s because he cares about you. All of you. Not just your body.”

      Christy nodded.

      “Okay,” Leah said after a respectful moment, “I think we covered the religion angle. So, next subject. Christy, you decide.”

      “Maybe something we all like?”

      “Sex?” Mark suggested.

      “No,” I said immediately. “Flirty girl talks a good game, but we’re still taking things slow. So let’s not scare her away before I have a chance to debauch her properly.”

      “No problem,” he laughed. “Then… how about camp? Erin says you mentioned maybe you and Trip are gonna work there this summer instead of your usual job.”

      “Yeah, it was Christy’s idea.”

      She brightened and nodded.

      “Cool,” he said. “I’ll be in Seattle the first part of the summer.” He gestured with his bottle and indicated the girls. “They’ll be in Europe.”

      Leah nodded.

      “But maybe we can all get together before we head off to college in the fall.”

      “Sounds good to me.” I looked down at Christy. “What do you think, Little Bit? I know you usually travel, but…” I explained to the others, “Last summer she was in California, Japan, and Hawaii.” To her, “You wanna spend next summer at camp instead?”

      She looked at me pensively. “Are you asking me to spend it with you?”

      The question hung there as I considered it. We both knew what she was asking. The others did too, and they held their breath.

      “I am,” I said at last.

      “For real?”

      “For real.”

      “Big decision,” Mark said.

      “Yep.” I looked down at Christy. “Do you think you can handle it?”

      “I can handle anything… as long as you’re there.”

      “Aww,” Erin and Leah said in unison.

      “So… I guess we have a plan for the end of the summer,” I said to the others. “Party at the Pines?”

      “Party at the Pines!”
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        * * *

      

      We spent another hour in the hot tub, just talking and relaxing and drinking. Christy finished wine coolers about twice as fast as the other girls, although she wasn’t any more drunk than they were. She went to the bathroom with them once and a second time with me, but that was it.

      She loosened up a bit more and didn’t get embarrassed when the topic strayed into risqué territory. She also didn’t protest when I parted her thighs to play with her pussy a couple of times. And she even made a couple of comments that had Leah and Erin grinning to each other. I mostly sat back and enjoyed, until Mark stood and reached for the tray with the empty shot glasses.

      “I dunno ’bout you guys,” he said, “but I’m ready to head inside. Time for more shots, and I’m about half-waterlogged.”

      Leah and Erin agreed with nods.

      “Not me,” Christy said. “I could spend all day in the water.”

      “Yeah, but not everyone’s a Naiad like you,” I said.

      “Ooh, I know what that one is. It’s a water nymph, right?”

      “Mmm hmm. So come on, my little water nymph. Let’s go inside. We’re down to our last couple of wine coolers out here anyway.”

      “Oh. Then we definitely need to go inside.”

      The others stood and began filing up the stairs, but I held Christy in place on my lap.

      “Hold on,” I told her in a whisper. Then I glanced at the other girls. “The scenery will be even better inside.”

      Christy followed my eyes and let hers linger on Erin before they slid to Leah. She unconsciously moistened her lips, which drew a predictable reaction from my dick. She twitched in surprise.

      “Mmm hmm,” I said softly. “I saw that.”

      “Saw what?”

      “You moistened your lips.”

      “I did not!”

      “Of course you didn’t.” I patted her bottom. “Let’s go.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      My dick sprang up as soon as she stood. It wasn’t ramrod stiff, but hard enough to be obvious as I followed her across the deck and then down to the patio. I nonchalantly grabbed my towel and draped it around my shoulders. Christy turned, saw my semi-hard shaft, and immediately stepped in front of me to block the others’ view.

      “Relax,” I chuckled. “They’ve all seen it before. It’s pretty normal.”

      “Not quite,” Mark said. “Mine is normal. Yours is large.”

      “Whatever,” I said. “They’re all the same in the dark.”

      “Yeah. Leah says most women don’t care about size—”

      “We don’t.”

      “—but I’d still like to have a bigger one.”

      “Nonsense,” Leah said. “I like you just the way you are.”

      “Me too,” Erin agreed. “No complaints.”

      “Like Paul says about boobs,” Leah said as she headed inside, “we don’t care how big your dick is.”

      “All we care is…,” Erin began, and Christy finished, “…can we suck it?”

      The three of them laughed like sisters, while Mark and I shared a grin.

      I closed the door behind us and followed them into the kitchen. Out of habit Christy wrapped her towel around her body and tucked it between her breasts.

      One step at a time, I reminded myself.

      “So, Christy,” Leah said, deliberately casual, “it sounds like you love giving head as much as we do.”

      She blushed and shot me a glance before she admitted, “It’s my guilty pleasure.”

      “Mine too,” Leah said.

      “Same here,” Erin added. “I love it.”

      “I’m telling you,” Mark said. “Peace in the Middle East. It’s within reach.”

      Leah gave him a fond eye-roll before she returned her attention to Christy. “You know, Erin said you were nice but a little shy when she first met you, but—”

      “She wasn’t drinking,” Erin said.

      “Sure. I understand.” Leah glanced at me and then said to Christy, “But you’re a whole different person when you do.”

      “I’m the same person,” Christy said. “I’m just… not scared.”

      “Scared of what?”

      She glanced at me and then shrugged.

      “She’s scared to let me see how wild she really is.” I put my hands on her bare shoulders and squeezed to reassure her.

      “Told you,” Christy said. “He can read my mind.”

      “Yeah, he can,” Leah agreed. “If it makes you feel any better, he does a pretty good job reading mine too.”

      “I know you both fairly well,” I said. “And I pay attention ’cause I want to make you happy.”

      “You do,” Christy said. She smiled back at me and added, “I’m trying really hard to make you happy too.”

      “You do.”

      “I know you want me to be like this when I haven’t been drinking, but I get all self-conscious.”

      “Sounds like the solution is more alcohol,” Mark said. He brandished a spoon and the bottle of Kahlúa.

      “None for me,” Leah said.

      He glanced at Erin, who nodded.

      “None for me either,” I said.

      “Mr. Sober,” Christy said. “I’ll drink his.”

      “Are you sure?” I asked.

      “Of course. You know me. Besides, they’re yummy. I’m even getting used to the coffee part.”

      “That’s ’cause your tongue is numb from all the alcohol,” I laughed.

      “It works just fine for other things,” she shot back.

      The girls and Mark erupted with laughter.

      “I guess you told me,” I said with a grin.

      “And don’t you forget it, mister!”

      I reached past her to slap the counter. “Bartender! More shots.”

      Mark winked at Christy before he bent to his task.

      She turned and offered her lips. I kissed her and things heated up quickly. She wrapped her arms around my neck, so I lifted her into the air and let her feet dangle until we finally came up for air.

      “Get a room,” Erin teased.

      Christy buried her face in the hollow of my neck.

      “You’re okay,” I said gently.

      She nodded, so I set her on her feet again.

      “But you’re a little overdressed. Here, let me fix that for you.” I reached out and touched the towel between her breasts. I met her eyes and waited. She swallowed once but then gave a small nod.

      I tugged the corner and caught the towel when it fell away from her body. She shivered as the cool air rushed over her, and her nipples visibly tightened. I grinned and draped the damp terrycloth around her shoulders before I turned her to face the others. She jumped in surprise when my semi-hard cock pressed into the cleft of her ass.

      “I don’t know why you’d want to hide your body,” Leah said to her. “You’re very pretty.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Habit,” I said.

      “Well, don’t worry,” Leah said, “we don’t want to make you uncomfortable.”

      “I… I don’t mind,” Christy said. “I’m sort of used to girls seeing me.”

      “Swim team,” I explained over her head.

      “But it’s still a bit weird not to cover up automatically.”

      “It gets easier the more you do it,” Erin said. She grinned at me. “Like anything else.”

      My eyebrows shot up and Erin smirked. She was a lot drunker than I realized. We all were, which reinforced my decision not to drink another shot. After all, I knew my limits when it came to Christy. The more she drank, the less inhibited she became. The less inhibited she became, the more she wanted to go all the way, to hell with how she’d feel when she was sober. And I wouldn’t argue if I were drunk too.

      Mark finished the shots. They were a muddled mess, without the neat layers from before, but he was too drunk to care. He kept two for himself and slid the rest to Erin, Christy, and me. I pushed mine toward Christy.

      “You sure?” Mark said.

      “I’m sure. She can have it. She has a higher tolerance anyway.”

      “We’re Irish Catholic,” she explained. “We start drinking at First Communion and don’t stop till Last Rites.”

      “What should we toast to?” Mark asked.

      “Fellatio,” Christy said, and the other girls laughed.

      “To fellatio,” Mark said as he raised his glass. He couldn’t think of anything witty, so he just said, “Cheers!”

      “Sláinte.” Christy drained her shot and shuddered as the alcohol went down. Then she reached for the second one and downed it as well.

      “Hey, Erin,” Mark asked, “where’d you put the rest of the coolers?”

      “Oh! They’re in the fridge. Sorry.”

      “Just a Coke for me,” I said.

      “Mr. Sensible,” Christy said placidly.

      “Four coolers an’ a Coke, coming up,” Mark said.

      We took our drinks into the living room. Erin and Leah folded their towels and set them on the floor.

      “See?” I said to Christy. “Just about the most massively useful thing any nudist can carry.”

      She folded her own towel and sat Japanese-style, while I sank to mine and sat cross-legged. Erin was trying to tease me, so she sat like I did. Her dark blonde bush hid most of the details, but her labia spread to reveal the hood of her clit and her inner lips. She grinned when she saw me look. I returned it with a brotherly glare and a warning to behave.

      “Okay,” I said aloud, “what’s the next subject of conversation?”

      “Fellatio?” Erin suggested.

      “Giving head,” Leah said.

      “Blowjobs.”

      “Sucking dick.”

      “Deep throating.”

      “Pole smoking.”

      “Playing the skin flute.”

      They collapsed in a fit of giggles.

      “Oh my gosh,” Christy said softly.

      “See what you started?” I said.

      “Sorry,” Leah gasped, still laughing. “We get a little carried away sometimes.”

      “’Specially when it comes to our favorite pastime,” Erin added.

      “Yeah, but they’re different,” Leah said. “Yours is sucking. Mine is swallowing.”

      “They’re the same thing.”

      “They are not.”

      “Let’s ask Christy,” Erin said. “Which do you prefer, sucking or swallowing?”

      “I… um… both?” She glanced at me uncertainly.

      “Maybe let’s try a different subject,” I said.

      “Sorry,” Erin said. “We’re just having fun.”

      “Yeah, sorry,” Leah added. “We should probably settle down.”

      “No, it’s okay,” Christy said. “I just… I’ve never met anyone like you.”

      “Pretty awesome, huh?” Mark said. “They’re even better t’gether.”

      Leah cringed.

      “It’s okay,” I laughed. “Christy pretends to be innocent, but she notices a lot. Besides, we’ve dropped a lot of clues tonight. She probably figured it out a while ago.”

      “Figured what out?” Mark said.

      “That you and Leah and Erin are going to spend the night together.”

      “Oh. That. Yeah.” He looked at Christy. “Sorry if we shocked you.”

      “No,” she said quietly, although she was a lot more sober than she’d been a few minutes earlier.

      “Well,” Leah said, “that’s probably our cue to take Mark to bed so you and Paul can talk.” She glanced at Erin. “You ready?”

      “Oh my God, yes. I’ve been ready all night.” She turned to Christy. “Sorry. No offense, but we were kinda on our best behavior with you here.”

      “That’s okay,” Christy said. “Thank you. Sorry if I… um… made things awkward.”

      “No, no, no, it isn’t that,” Erin said hastily. “We didn’t want to make you uncomfortable. Paul’s right… we can be a bit overwhelming sometimes.”

      “It prolly didn’t help that we’ve been drinking,” Mark said.

      “It’s okay,” I said. Then I stood to get things moving. The others did too, the girls more steadily than Mark.

      “Whoa,” he said. “Musta drunk more’n I realized.”

      “I’ve got you,” Leah said as she slipped an arm around his waist.

      “Yeah,” Erin said, “we’ll take care of you.”

      “You always do.”

      “You take care of us too,” Leah said.

      “Yep, my pleasure. G’night,” he said to us. “Pleasure to meet you, Christy,” he added, speaking slowly. “Sorry I… you know… got so drunk.”

      “It’s okay. Nice to meet you too. Have a nice night. Sweet dreams.” She swallowed a laugh.

      “Long story,” I explained to Leah and Erin’s curious looks. “It’s nothing bad, though.”

      They nodded and guided Mark toward the guest bedroom.

      I put my arm around Christy. “Well, that was… interesting.”

      “You can say that again.” She looked up at me. “Are they really going to…? You know? Both of them?”

      “Yep.”

      “I thought I was crazy…”

      “Nope. Just perceptive.”

      “Oh my gosh.”

      “C’mon,” I said. “This is probably a longer conversation, and the hot tub seems like the place to have it.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      So we headed back outside. I turned on the jets and tub light and then followed Christy as she descended the steps.

      She sighed, sank to her neck, and floated in the middle, while I took a seat on one of the benches. Then she sort of swam around the tub for a few minutes, until she finally settled on the bench opposite me. She sat on her knees, with the tips of her breasts peeking through the bubbling water.

      “That’s what you want me and Wren to do,” she said at last, “isn’t it?”

      “Yes.”

      “That’s it? Just… ‘yes’?”

      “To thine own girlfriend…,” I said. “It’s a bit more complicated than that, but… yes.”

      “Complicated how?”

      “Well, it depends on what you want. If you want to sleep with Wren and me together, we’ll do it.”

      “What if I say no?”

      “Then we won’t.”

      “Simple as that?” She raised a skeptical eyebrow.

      “Simple as that. You say no, it won’t happen. And not just with Wren. With anything.”

      She thought about it for a moment.

      “You know I want to have sex with you,” I said at last, and she nodded. “And I’ve had plenty of opportunities.” Another nod. “But we haven’t done it. Why not?”

      “Because I said no.”

      “Ding, ding, ding.”

      “It can’t be that simple.”

      “It is.”

      “But… you’re a guy.”

      My eyebrows shot up. “How’s that work?”

      “You can do anything you want.”

      “Just because I’m a guy?”

      “Well, can’t you?”

      “I could,” I said slowly, “but that doesn’t mean I should.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      I gathered my thoughts before I spoke. “Are we a partnership,” I said at last, “or am I in charge?”

      “Well… both.”

      “Think about your parents. Is that how their relationship works?”

      To her credit she thought about it instead of arguing. “I guess not.”

      “Right. Your dad is in charge, on the face of things, but your mom more or less runs things at home. And she has a say-so for big decisions, like his career. Do you think he’d ever do anything if she said no?”

      “Maybe,” she said tentatively. Then, “No, probably not.”

      “Right. And they’ve been married… what? Thirty-five years?”

      She nodded.

      “So they make it work, and they respect each other. My parents are like that too. I want our relationship to be the same as theirs.”

      “The same as your parents and Susan,” she said. It wasn’t a question. “But with me and Wren.”

      “Mmm hmm.”

      “Maybe I want that too. But… what if I’m scared?”

      “Of what?”

      “The same as always, losing you.”

      “To another woman?”

      She nodded.

      “Well, I know the difference between sex and love.”

      “That again?”

      “’Fraid so,” I said gently. “I want to have sex with you and Wren, but…” I stopped and wondered if I really wanted to say what I was thinking. I almost chuckled when I heard my grandfather’s voice: Faint heart never won fair lady.

      “But what?”

      “But I’m not in love with her.”

      Christy nodded absently before my words sank in. Then she stared. “Hold on,” she said at last, “d’you mean…?”

      “Mmm hmm. I’m in love with you.”

      She launched herself across the hot tub. I recoiled into the wall and caught her by reflex. She planted a bouquet of kisses—on my chest, neck, and face—and punctuated every one with “I love you!”

      I finally managed to draw breath to speak, and I lifted her into the air simply to get her to pay attention.

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa. Lemme see if I have this straight,” I said wryly. “You’re saying you love me?”

      She gave me the happiest, goofiest grin I’d ever seen. Then she nodded with manic enthusiasm. “Say it again,” she begged. “I wanna hear you say it again.”

      I started to tease her but thought better of it. Instead I lowered her until her eyes were level with mine.

      “I love you,” I said simply.

      She kissed me, long and deep and full of pent-up desire.

      My dick sprang to attention, and part of me wanted to ease her onto it. Her pussy was only inches away as she straddled my thighs. I could almost feel it.

      “I love you, I love you, I love you,” she said when we finally took a breath.

      “I love you too.”

      “And I want you so much right now.”

      “You read my mind.”

      She caressed my face and looked into my eyes.

      I saw a flicker of doubt, but she did her best to hide it. Then she laughed, soft and rueful.

      “I hate that I can’t lie to you,” she said.

      “Then tell me something that isn’t a lie.”

      “I love you. From the first moment I saw you. Well, with a few exceptions along the way.”

      “I wish I’d noticed sooner. I’d’ve been a lot happier.”

      “You would’ve,” she said cheerily. “And don’t you forget it.”

      “I won’t. Tell me something else that’s true.”

      “I love fellatio. I love blowjobs. I love playing your skin flute. I love…” She laughed. “What else did they say? Smoking your pole?”

      “Yeah, something like that.”

      Her eyes flashed with amusement. “Is it okay if I just suck your cock?”

      “I’d be delighted.” I started to hoist myself onto the side, but she grinned and plunged beneath the churning water. I gasped as her lips surrounded my shaft. Her mouth was soft and tight, and she began bobbing immediately.

      She sucked me for almost a minute before she surfaced. Then she took a deep breath and disappeared again. Her lips and tongue caressed my glans before she took me deeper. She sucked and bobbed gently until she had to come up for air.

      I closed my eyes and groaned as her mouth engulfed me a third time. I knew I was close, so I rested my hand on the back of her head and began thrusting gently. She held on to my thighs and tightened her lips around my pumping shaft.

      My muscles tensed as I erupted. A river of semen shot up my shaft and into her throat. She massaged the base of my cock and swallowed till the flow stopped. Then she rose from my lap. When her head broke the surface, she wiped her eyes and grinned at me as she caught her breath.

      “That was… amazing,” I said.

      “I love doing it underwater. I just wish I could hold my breath longer.”

      “Hey, no complaints.”

      “Good. But if you don’t mind, can we do it the second time with you on the side?”

      “My pleasure.”

      “No, my pleasure.” She grinned. “My love.”

      I scooted down the bench.

      “Hey, where’re you going? Come back.”

      “No, you come here.” I stopped in front of one of the water jets. “It’s a trick I learned from a friend.” I sat up and braced my arms on the brick coping before I hoisted myself out of the water. Steam rose from my skin and disappeared into the night.

      Christy moved onto the bench I’d just vacated, and she closed her eyes as the bubbling jet of water hit her stomach. She rose on her knees until it hit her pussy instead.

      “Good idea,” she said. “Oh my gosh, right there.” After a moment she opened her eyes and focused on my dick. She started by teasing me with licks and kisses. Then she lifted my shaft out of the way and tongued my balls.

      “Mmm, I love how smooth they are.” She sucked gently and let one pop from her mouth. “And full of yummy sperm.”

      I leaned back and braced myself with my hands on the deck. The light from the water silhouetted her as she lavished attention on my testicles. After a couple of minutes, she kissed her way up the underside of my shaft. Her tongue circled the tip and then she planted open-mouthed kisses down the side.

      I closed my eyes and enjoyed the sensations as she slowly made love to my cock. She took her time, kissing and licking, before she started sucking in earnest. Even then, she didn’t do the same thing for long. I never knew what to expect next, so the pressure mounted quickly. She moaned deep in her throat when she felt my thighs begin to quiver.

      She began bobbing, her tongue in constant motion over my shaft. Then she gripped the base with one hand and massaged my balls with the other. I wanted to hold back, to enjoy the sight of her sucking and stroking me, but my body had other ideas. I tensed my buttocks and arched my back. She groaned when my cock inched deeper.

      The buildup felt like a freight train approaching, a distant vibration that rose to a thunderous roar. I thrust my hips toward her and groaned as searing jets of pleasure erupted from deep within me. She moaned and squeezed my balls, urging more of the salty liquid into her mouth and down her throat.

      When the orgasmic rush finally passed, I came to my senses and relaxed my muscles. My hips sank to the deck, and I breathed hard from the force of my climax. Christy sucked gently, coaxing the last of my semen onto her tongue. She swallowed and then pulled back to catch her own breath.

      Her lips returned to my cock a moment later. I watched her as she focused all her attention on my manhood. Then I realized she was concentrating on the jet of water as it pulsed against her clit.

      She sucked my slowly shrinking penis as her own pleasure grew. She began rocking gently, and her hand disappeared beneath the water. She swallowed more of my flaccid cock until her nose brushed my pubic hair. Then she stiffened and cried out softly as her own orgasm gripped her.

      She began breathing again when her climax subsided, although she didn’t release my penis. She continued sucking, until she shifted sideways and suddenly leapt backward. She splashed down in the middle of the tub and went under. She came up spluttering as I jumped into the water. I caught her and held her above the surface, but she was already laughing.

      “Sorry,” she said guiltily, “I moved my hips, and… that evil jet… hit me… right in the… you-know-what.”

      I laughed too, but more in relief. “I thought you were drowning.”

      She gave me a funny look.

      “Well, I did.”

      “I’ve been swimming my whole life… a little water in my lungs never hurt.” She gave me a wet but happy kiss. “Well, it hurts a little, but I didn’t swallow much that time.” She grinned. “I swallowed more of you than water.”

      “No kidding,” I said. “I think you drained me. For a while, at least.”

      “Well, you promised me…” She thought back. “Again and again and again… and lots more after that. How many was it? Five?”

      “Six.”

      “Two down—mmm—four to go. I can’t wait!” All of a sudden she grew serious and kissed me. “I love you. I can’t believe I can say it now. I love you.” Her bright blue eyes burned with a new fire as she gazed at me intently.

      “Say it again,” she pleaded. “Say it, say it! I wanna hear you. Please, Paul?”

      I grinned. “I love you.”

      I thought she was going to kiss me again, but she stood and did a little pirouette. Then she ran up the stairs and danced across the deck. Her wet skin reflected the dim light from the hot tub, and her firm breasts bounced as she twirled and leapt and cavorted. She came running back after a minute and splashed down the steps. She grabbed my hands and tugged.

      “Come dance with me!”

      “I’m not—”

      “It doesn’t matter!”

      She hauled me up the stairs and glided into my arms. I wasn’t a bad dancer, but I felt like an oaf next to her lithe and graceful movements. She didn’t care. She beamed up at me as we waltzed under the stars.

      Unfortunately, the cold air finally forced us back to the warmth of the hot tub. Her good mood lingered and fed my own, so we kissed and fooled around until I finally had to cry uncle.

      “I know you love water,” I said, “but I’m about to turn into one big wrinkle.”

      “What should we do instead?”

      “I was thinking a quick shower and then bed,” I said with an indulgent laugh.

      “Ooh, we haven’t done it in the shower yet.”

      “You’re insatiable.”

      “I am when it comes to the man I love.” She stood and twirled in the center of the tub. Then she practically shouted, “I can say it now!”

      “You can say it,” I agreed with another laugh. “But maybe not at the top of your lungs in the middle of the night in suburban Atlanta.”

      “Oh, right,” she whispered comically. “Sorry.”

      I closed down the hot tub and moved the thick cover into place before we headed inside. The house was dark and quiet as we padded toward the bathroom. I closed the door behind us and then pulled Christy’s towel away. I dropped my own and she slid into my arms. We kissed a couple of times before she grinned up at me and sank to her knees.

      “I know I promised we’d do it in the shower,” she said as she kissed my resurgent erection, “but I can’t help myself. I need to suck. Now.”

      “Then by all means…”

      She closed her eyes and began kissing the underside. I enjoyed the show for several minutes as she played with me and let the anticipation build. Then I watched a sideview in the mirror as she slowly swallowed about half my length. She pulled back and kissed the tip before she took me deep again. Her enthusiasm was incredibly erotic, so I didn’t last very long.

      When she knew I was close, she stroked my cock and aimed it at her face. The first spurt hit her nose. The second drew a pearly line across her cheek and into her open mouth. She wrapped her lips around the swollen glans and swallowed the rest. Then she milked my shaft and squeezed the remaining drops onto her tongue. She smiled up at me with semen still on her face.

      “Do you like my new skincare routine?” she asked.

      “I do,” I chuckled. “We’ll have to do it every night.”

      “Oh, at least. Maybe twice. Although… I don’t know if I want to give up those special injections you mentioned. I like those too.”

      “Of course.”

      “They’re good for my hair and nails.”

      “Right.”

      “They really are, you know.”

      “I don’t doubt it.” I lifted her to her feet, and she surprised me by looking at herself in the mirror.

      She used a finger to spread my semen over her skin, exactly as she’d done with her real face cream. When she finished she studied herself critically from several angles. Then she caught my eye and smiled.

      “And no one knows I’m not a proper young lady.”

      “Oh, you’re a proper young lady all right.” I hugged her from behind and kissed her damp hair.

      “I love you,” she said softly. “I like hearing myself say that. You don’t know how many times I wanted to say it out loud before tonight.”

      “Me too,” I said. “I just wasn’t sure how you’d react.”

      “Really?” She gazed at me in the mirror. “You knew how I felt.”

      “Mmm. And you knew how I felt.”

      “But it’s different now.”

      “It is,” I said. “Now it’s really official.”

      “I can’t wait to tell Wren.” She paused at the mention of her name. Then she looked at me in the mirror again. “Are you serious about…?”

      “Only if you are.”

      “I should be jealous. I don’t know why I’m not. It’s weird.” She glared at me playfully. “This is all part of your ‘nefarious plan,’ isn’t it?”

      “Yep.”

      “You’ve known all along what would happen.”

      “Not quite. I hoped it would.”

      “I think I know what you mean. I always hoped it would too, but I didn’t really believe it till tonight.”

      “So… maybe you have a plan too?”

      She grinned coyly. “Maybe.”

      “Uh-huh. And in your plan, what happens next?”

      “You sweep me off my feet and make passionate love to me.”

      I swept her into my arms and started toward the door.

      “No, no, no!” she cried. “Stop! We can’t! Not till we’re married.”

      “But you just said…”

      “I was kidding!”

      “I know,” I said. “Me too.”

      “Whew! I thought… Well, you know what I thought.”

      “That I was going to hold you down and make passionate love to you?”

      “Yes, please. I mean, no! Not till we’re married. Okay, maybe before. But not till I say so.”

      “Not till you say so,” I agreed. “In the meantime, do you want to take a shower and rinse off the chlorine? Not to mention the other bodily fluids?”

      “Yes, please.” She looked guilty. “I can feel it drying out my skin. So… um… maybe semen isn’t the best moisturizer.”

      I laughed. “Probably not.”

      “But it’s fun to play with. And I like the taste.” She paused and thought back. “That’s what Leah meant, isn’t it? She likes to swallow, but Erin’s like me. She likes the way a penis feels in her mouth. Sorry, it must be weird talking about that sort of thing. I mean, she’s your sister.”

      “Doesn’t bother me a bit,” I said. “I’ve always known what she likes.”

      “No wonder I get along with them so well,” she continued as if she hadn’t heard. “I thought I wouldn’t like Leah, ’cause she’s Gina’s sister, but… she’s awesome, isn’t she?”

      “I think so.”

      “Don’t get any ideas, though,” she warned. “I saw how you two looked at each other. You have a lot of explaining to do, mister.”

      “I know. When you’re ready.”

      “You don’t do anything until I’m ready, do you?” She caressed my cheek and gazed into my eyes. “You really do love me.”

      “I do. More than the stars in the sky or sand on the beach.”

      She grinned. “More than all the wiggly little sperms in semen?”

      “Even more than that,” I agreed with a laugh. “Now… as much as I love talking about this stuff, you’re getting heavy. Are you ready for a shower?”

      “I think so. I… really wanna wash my face. Sorry. I love your semen on my skin, but not when it dries.”

      “That’s okay. I’m not a huge fan either.” I set her on her feet and started the shower.

      We waited for it to warm up and then stepped into the tub. By unspoken agreement we decided to take a real shower instead of just rinsing off.

      “I like how you look when you’re all soapy,” she said as I rinsed the shampoo out of my hair. “You’ll have to let me draw you sometime.”

      “You can draw me any time you like.”

      “I do already, but mostly in my head. I’m dying to spend some time with my sketchbook, though, the new one you gave me. I think that’s what I’ll do while we’re apart for Christmas.” She turned gloomy for a moment before she adjusted her attitude. “I’ll have to study you a lot before I leave tomorrow. Up close and personal.”

      “Of course. But… you leave today, in about nine hours.”

      “Oh my gosh! Is it really that late?”

      “It’s after three. Your flight leaves at 12:15, so…”

      “Then we don’t have time to lose!”

      “What about sleep?” I complained.

      “I can sleep on the plane. Now come on, hurry up. I need more semen if I’m going to last until I see you again.”

      “You’re a little tyrant, aren’t you?”

      “Yes, but I’m your little tyrant. And I have needs. So get a move on.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” I said with a laugh. “My pleasure.”

      We finished in the shower and dried off with fresh towels. I followed as she danced into my bedroom. She’d found a new reserve of energy somewhere, while I was ready to wind down and go to sleep. Some ridiculous part of me actually thought about arguing with her, but the little head dragged it out back and beat some sense into it.

      “You’re talking to yourself again, aren’t you?” Christy said. “I can see it.”

      “Yeah. Sorry.”

      “What about?”

      “Stupid argument. The little head won.”

      Her eyebrows rose. “He did?”

      “Yeah. He wants to spend as much time with you as he can.”

      “Anywhere in particular?” She climbed onto the bed and lay back, as if she needed to make her point even more obvious.

      “You’re a little sex kitten when you get worked up, aren’t you?”

      “Would you rather I act all pure and innocent?”

      “Is this a trick question?”

      “No. So you’re okay if I’m a sex kitten?”

      “Totally. And the best part is, I’m pretty sure you’re sober.”

      “I’m drunk on you instead. And I need another shot.”

      “Sounds good to me. Scoot over. I want you on top of me.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      I lay on the bed and guided her into a sixty-nine. She started playing with my dick immediately. Unfortunately, she was short enough that I couldn’t reach her pussy to lick it. I had a fantastic view of her pink slit, but I had to content myself with using my fingers. She didn’t seem to mind.

      She coaxed another orgasm from my balls and swallowed every drop. Then she scooted back so I could return the favor. Her pussy was soaked, and she came quickly once I started licking her clit in earnest.

      I was ready for sleep at that point, but she had other ideas. She lay back in bed and crossed her wrists over her head. She looked at my limp manhood and then made puppy-dog eyes. I knew exactly what she wanted, but I hesitated.

      “You’re going to make me say it, aren’t you?” she said.

      “It gets easier every time.”

      “It does,” she said softly. Then she composed herself and looked up at me. “Please, sir, will you feed me your penis?”

      “I can’t believe I was such an idiot,” I said after a moment.

      Her brow furrowed. “How?”

      “I was dating all those other girls, when I should’ve been paying attention to you instead.”

      “And don’t you forget it!”

      “Not a chance.”

      I straddled her chest, and she raised her head till she could reach the tip of my cock. She sucked it for several minutes, until it was good and hard. I braced my hands on the wall and slowly fucked her mouth. She sensed when I was ready to come and pulled me toward her with hands on the backs of my thighs. Then she moaned and swallowed greedily as I shot load number five down her throat.

      We took a break and walked naked to the kitchen for juice and a snack. I made a cheese sandwich for her and a ham one for me. Then I rummaged in the pantry and found graham crackers, which we covered with peanut butter. She used her finger to clean the knife and then made a show of sucking it off her finger.

      “You’re insatiable,” I said. Again.

      “No, I’m in love. Now I can say it. And show it.” She slid from her chair and crawled between my legs.

      “You want more?” I said. “Seriously?”

      “Mmm, I always want more. I can’t get enough of you.” She pushed my knees apart and planted kisses down my inner thigh.

      I gasped when she nuzzled my balls and I felt her hot breath. Then she captured the tip of my penis and swirled her tongue around it.

      “Mmm, I love feeling you get hard in my mouth.”

      I’d had enough time to recover, but I was also half-asleep, especially with food in my stomach. She gave me a long, languid blowjob, with plenty of sighs and soft moans, to the point where I wasn’t entirely sure who was enjoying it more.

      I eventually fed her load number six, and she kept sucking while my cock shrank to normal size. Then she released it and rested her head on my thigh.

      “Do I really have to go soon?” she asked.

      “You’ll see me again when I pick you up in San Diego.”

      “I know. But that’s, like, a week.”

      “It’s two days,” I said with a laugh. “You fly home later today. Then Christmas day. I’ll see you the day after.”

      “But it seems like a week.”

      “You’ll survive,” I said gently.

      “I know, but I don’t want to go.” She looked up at me. “How long until we have to leave for the airport?”

      I looked at my watch. “Five hours, give or take.”

      She grinned suggestively. “Do you think you can come five more times?”

      “No! I need sleep. So do you.”

      “No I don’t.”

      “Yes, you do.”

      “I need you more than sleep.”

      “Come on, Little Bit.” I lifted her to her feet and then stood as well. “I’ll set an alarm for an hour before we have to get up and get ready.”

      “You promise?”

      “I promise.”

      We set our plates and glasses in the sink and then turned out the light. I followed her through the living room and closed the bedroom door behind us. She dutifully slid under the sheets and watched me as I took off my watch and set the alarm on the bedside clock. I returned her gaze for a moment.

      “I love you,” I said softly.

      “I love you too.”

      Her golden hair formed a halo on the pillow as she smiled up at me. I let my eyes roam lower, to her small breasts and brown nipples. Then I felt a surge of mischievous energy. I looked down at my limp manhood.

      “What’s that?” I said to it. “You want her to kiss you again?”

      “He’s a very affectionate penis,” she said.

      “You’ll have to go easy on him,” I said. “He’s had a long night.”

      “I promise. I’ll take especially good care of him.”

      “Well, just this once,” I said. Then I turned out the light and slid into bed beside her.

      Her skin was soft and warm as she molded her body to mine. She rested her head on my chest and reached for my manhood. I stroked her back and felt myself drifting to sleep in spite of my desire.

      She slowly pushed the covers down and kissed the exposed skin until I felt her soft lips on my dick. She cupped my balls and began sucking, without the teasing and play from earlier. She was tired too, I could tell, but she was also enjoying herself. So was I, for that matter, even as exhausted as I was. What could I say? We were in love.
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      Christy made it to her flight on time, but it was a close thing. We had to run to the gate and arrived breathless. I sent her down the jetway with a kiss, a pat on the bottom, and a promise to see her in two days. Then I stuck around until the plane pushed back and taxied away.

      I drove home in a happy mood and thought about the past few days. Christy had come a long way just since Gunny’s funeral. She wasn’t ready to learn about the rest of my lifestyle, but I had a lot more confidence than just a couple of weeks before. Even better, she wasn’t nearly as uptight or guilt-ridden as I’d feared. So Wren had been right all along, although I’d never have told her that.

      Back at home I asked my mom if we had any cardboard moving boxes. She told me where to find them and asked what I was up to. I said I’d been thinking about giving my bedroom to Erin, since it was larger than hers and had a walk-in closet. Besides, I hadn’t really used it for almost two years. Even when Trip and I had been working in Atlanta over the summer, the room was simply a place to sleep. In spite of all that, I hadn’t made the final decision until I’d realized that the house with Christy, Trip, and Wren felt more like home.

      So I spent the afternoon packing away the last of my childhood things and all the knickknacks I didn’t want to throw away but didn’t want to take to Knoxville either. When I finished, I had a stack of boxes and three garbage bags full of things that weren’t worth keeping, even as mementos.

      Mom and Erin were out doing some last-minute Christmas shopping, so I hauled the bags out to the trash cans. Then I took the boxes and stored them in the attic, along with all the other things my family had kept over the years and through all the moves.

      Seeing our things made me think of Christy and putting down roots. We were already talking like marriage was a foregone conclusion. I should have been worried, but for some reason I wasn’t. We were compatible in most ways, and becoming more so every day. Still, I had a lot to tell her before I knew for sure.
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        * * *

      

      I woke up disgustingly early on Christmas morning, so I went for a run through what I was starting to think of as “the old neighborhood.” I didn’t have a lot on my mind, but I still ran for almost an hour before I felt the need to head back. In a way, I was saying farewell. Not forever, but to a part of my past.

      The house was quiet when I returned, so I took the opportunity to move my clothes and personal things into the guest bedroom. My old room looked sad and empty without my pictures, posters, trophies, and other things, but I wanted to surprise Erin with more than just a promise. Mom came out of her bedroom right as I finished. She stuck her head into my room and looked around.

      “So you’re serious,” she said.

      “Yep. We’ve crossed the Rubicon. I guess I’m a real grown-up now.”

      “Mmm hmm. And I think Erin will be excited.”

      “Me too. That’s the biggest reason I’m doing it.”

      “Definitely a grown-up thing to say.”

      “Thanks. Ready to open presents in a while?”

      “Or whenever,” she said.

      “Right. Then I think I’ll shower first.”

      She nodded. “It’s nice having older children. Especially on Christmas.”

      “Oh? Why?”

      “You’ll find out.” She grinned and didn’t elaborate. Instead she headed to the kitchen to start the coffee maker for my dad.

      We opened presents about an hour later, after everyone had a chance to wake up and get something to eat. My parents gave me the usual assortment of clothes and personal gifts, plus a really nice drafting stool.

      “It was Christy’s idea,” Mom said. “She said you’ve been drawing on an old desk and barstool.”

      My eyebrows shot up. “You talked to Christy?”

      “That’s what I just said.”

      “Behind my back?”

      “We couldn’t really call it a ‘surprise’ if we talked in front of you, now could we? Close your mouth, dear. You’ll catch flies.”

      I closed it.

      “Now… have you given Erin her big present?”

      “No, I’ve been saving it.” I pulled the envelope from under my thigh. “Here you go, Er.”

      “What is it?”

      “Open it and see.”

      Mom and Dad shared a grin.

      Erin opened the envelope, took out the card, and read it. Then she looked in the envelope to see if she’d missed anything.

      “I don’t get it,” she said at last.

      “Read the card.”

      “I have, you dweeb.”

      “What’s it say?”

      She held it up and read, “One bedroom, slightly used. Merry Christmas. Love, Paul.” She lowered it. “What’m I s’posed to do with a bedroom?”

      “Live in it?”

      “I have a bedroom.” (Okay, maybe she could be slow on the uptake sometimes too.)

      “Not like mine,” I said patiently.

      “What do you mean, not like—?” The penny finally dropped. “Yours.”

      “Mmm hmm. Go see.”

      She leapt up and went to my old bedroom. Mom had found a big red bow in her Christmas wrapping supplies, and she’d quietly put it on the door after Erin had come out to the living room.

      Erin flung open the door and stared at the mostly empty room. My furniture was still there, but the rest was move-in ready.

      She whirled to face me. “Let me get this straight, you’re giving me your bedroom?”

      “Yeah, pretty much. I should’ve done it when I moved out, but…” I shrugged. “To be honest, I didn’t think of it till recently.”

      “No, it’s totally cool,” she said. “Thanks. Wow. And… thanks.”

      I grinned. “You want me to help you move?”

      “Would you?”

      “Sure. When?”

      “Now?”

      “My pleasure.”

      So Erin and I spent the rest of the morning moving her things into her new room. She didn’t have any special attachment to her furniture, and mine fit the room better. Besides, her old bed was a full, while mine was a queen.

      “Does this mean I can have your old room?” Mom asked her.

      “Sure. What’re you going to use it for?”

      “Oh, I don’t know. But it’d be nice to have a place of my own for a change.”

      “The whole house is yours,” Erin said.

      Mom just smiled. “You’ll understand when you have kids.”
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        * * *

      

      After dinner we went to celebrate with the Coulters. I’d talked to Christy earlier in the day, so she knew I’d be seeing Gina. It wasn’t a matter of permission, but more of honesty and trust.

      “Of course I don’t mind,” she’d said. “Tell her I’d like to meet her sometime.”

      “Will do.”

      “And say hi to Leah.”

      “Of course.”

      We’d talked a while longer and then said goodbye with the promise to talk before I left in the morning.

      At the Coulters’, Chris greeted us at the door and invited us inside. Leah gave me a hug and then went off with Erin to talk about whatever. My parents disappeared with Chris and Elizabeth toward the den and the bar there. Gina and I found ourselves alone in the foyer.

      “So,” she said hesitantly, “Merry Christmas.”

      “Merry Christmas. Don’t I at least get a hug?”

      “I didn’t know if…”

      “I told Christy I’d see you.”

      She nodded and stepped forward. We hugged, but without a spark. In fact, we were both a bit awkward about it.

      “I don’t know why I’m nervous,” she said.

      “Me neither. But I am too.”

      “Do you want something to drink?” She led me toward the relative privacy of the kitchen. “Coke? Beer? Wine?”

      “Whatever you’re having.”

      “Perrier.”

      “Very chic,” I laughed. “And totally LA.”

      “Yeah, I know. I even slip into Valspeak sometimes. Drives me crazy.”

      “It suits you,” I said.

      “You really think so? But I’m nothing like most Valley Girls.” She handed me a green bottle of mineral water.

      “True,” I said. “You’re smarter, for one. Prettier, too.”

      “Now you’re just trying to flatter me.”

      I opened the bottle as we slid into chairs at the breakfast table.

      “How’ve you been?” she asked.

      “Good. You?”

      “Enjoying the break. Studying for the MCAT. Relaxing when I can. You know. What about you?”

      “The same. Well, not the MCAT. I got my grades from last quarter, though. Dean’s list.”

      “Of course.”

      “Thanks. I’m hoping to be the top of my class.”

      “I’m sure you will,” she said.

      We talked about school for several minutes, until we exhausted the subject and she brought up what we’d both been thinking.

      “Leah says Christy is really nice. She says you’re good together.”

      “I think so too, thanks. No idea if she’ll be comfortable with swinging, though.”

      “I don’t know how you do it. I mean, I’d be too scared to tell a guy about that part of our lives.”

      “Not if he’s the right guy.”

      “Maybe you’re right. But I haven’t found him yet. I mean, most guys would be happy with the sex part, but—”

      “They couldn’t handle the emotional side.”

      She shook her head.

      “You and I were lucky to have each other.”

      “Were we? We still couldn’t make it work.”

      “Most of that was my fault,” I said.

      “Not all of it.”

      “Enough.”

      “Okay, enough,” she agreed. “But you weren’t alone, that’s for sure. I made my share of bad decisions.”

      “We were young.”

      “We still are, but…”

      “It doesn’t feel like it.”

      She silently agreed.

      “I gave my old bedroom to Erin this morning,” I said. “Packed the rest of my stuff and stored it in boxes in the attic.”

      “It didn’t seem like your room anyway,” she said. “I mean, not like it was in high school.”

      “Nothing is like it was in high school.”

      She laughed softly, wistfully. “No kidding.”

      “Do you ever wish you could go back? I mean, knowing what you know now?”

      “Sometimes.” She laughed. “Like those science fiction books you read?”

      “Yeah.”

      We fell silent and stared at our hands.

      “It feels like it’s really over now,” she said after a moment. “I kinda miss it, but…”

      “It’s a bit of a relief, isn’t it?”

      “I was thinking the same thing,” she said with a soft laugh. “I didn’t want to say it, though.”

      “You know you can say anything to me.”

      “Yeah. You too.”

      “I know.” I smiled, but it felt sad. “And if things don’t work out with Christy…”

      “Don’t say that,” she said. “They will. And even if they don’t, I don’t think you and I…”

      “Yeah, you’re probably right. We want different things.”

      “Yeah. That should make Leah happy, though.”

      “Oh?”

      “I didn’t realize how… um… close you are. I knew she was annoyed at the wedding, but I thought it was kids’ stuff, from when we were girls. I always used to get my way, and she hated it. Mostly it was ’cause she wouldn’t do what Mom wanted, so Mom wouldn’t let her do things.” She shook her head at a memory. “She was always stubborn when she was little, not like me and Kara.”

      “She’s stubborn now.”

      “I know. And don’t tell her I said this, but I kind of envy her. I mean, she’s always had this independent streak that Kara and I didn’t. We did what Mom wanted, period. Sometimes I wonder how my life’d be different if I hadn’t.”

      “Do you think it’d be better?”

      “Honestly? No. I’m pretty happy right now. I mean, not entirely…” She gestured at me. “But yeah, I’m doing okay. I love my work at the clinic. And I enjoy the sorority, especially now that I’m a little older and don’t feel like I have to go to all the parties and do all the stuff to fit in.” She laughed softly. “I know you don’t like Regan, but—”

      “I don’t dislike her,” I said. “I guess I always saw her as the competition.”

      “She was,” Gina said frankly.

      “But now I see that she’s a real friend.”

      “She is. And she’s done a lot to help me fit in. She totally fits. I mean, she’s in her element at UCLA. Chi O is one of the ‘preppy girl’ sororities, so a lot of our popularity is about clothes and cars and money. It’s really superficial. We both hate it, but…” She shrugged.

      “The Pikes are like that at UT. A couple of the other fraternities. At least from what I’ve seen, from the outside.”

      “You’re right, they are. My dad makes enough money, but nowhere close to what some of my sorority sisters’ dads do. I used to feel like the charity case. Regan is one of the rich girls in our chapter, especially since she has a trust fund, while the others have to rely on their parents.”

      I nodded. I’d always known that Regan had money, more than a million dollars in her own name, inherited from her grandfather.

      “She kind of decides what the other girls like,” Gina explained. “It isn’t something she does on purpose—they just copy her. I mean, you remember how it was in high school, with the cool kids.”

      A conceited part of me wanted to believe I was better than Regan, but then I thought about how people in the architecture program treated me, just because I had talent. Was I really that different than her? She had money; I had ability. And people like the sorority girls or Freddie wanted to emulate us because of it.

      Still, I didn’t want to let go of the idea that I was better than Regan. After all, I told myself, her influence was because of her grandfather, not anything she’d done. But where had my talent come from? Some quirk of genetics had given me the ability to see buildings in my head and to create art from metal and glass and concrete. I certainly hadn’t done anything to deserve it, no more than Regan had done for her inheritance. That was a sobering little epiphany.

      “…so she told them if I went, she would too.”

      I realized I hadn’t been paying attention, so I replayed what Gina had just said.

      “She threatened to blacklist some of our more… stuck-up sisters,” she continued. “She was serious, too. She’d’ve done it. And two of them are legacies!”

      “All for you?” I said.

      “All for me.”

      “She basically said you’re more important than any sorority.”

      “No ‘basically’ about it. So now you know why we’re so close.”

      “I never thought I’d say this, but… I’m glad you have Regan. Tell her for me, okay?”

      “I will.”

      “And tell her I’d like to meet her again, like it’s the first time. Sort of a do-over. I think I might like her when I’m not being a jerk to you.”

      “She knows. I told her about our phone call. She said you did the right thing.”

      I blinked.

      “She doesn’t hate you,” she laughed. “She never did. She just hated the way you ignored me.”

      “Then we have something in common.”

      “I bet you never thought you’d say that.” We shared a grin and then she sighed. “I love talking to you. I think I’ll miss that most. Yeah, the sex was fun, but…” She shrugged. Then she thought about something and laughed. “I never thought I’d say this, but I’m totally jealous of Leah.”

      “Why?”

      “Because of what you have together.”

      “Oh? And what’s that?”

      “Love. And sex without all the complications.”

      “You don’t think you and I could have that?”

      “No. One of us would want more, and the other would get hurt. Last time it was you. This time was me.”

      “I never meant to hurt you. Then or now.”

      “I know.” She sniffed and wiped the corner of her eye. She forced a smile. “Look at me. I promised myself I wouldn’t cry!”

      “I didn’t see anything,” I lied gallantly.

      “You’re a good guy, Paul. You always were, even if I didn’t see it all the time.”

      “Well, thanks, but… no, I wasn’t. I was selfish, clueless, and immature. Sometimes all three at once.”

      “Yeah, you were,” she admitted with a teary laugh. She wiped her eyes again and smiled. “Let’s talk about something happier. Tell me about Christy. She sounds wonderful.”

      I paused to let Gina settle her emotions. “She is,” I said. “She’s an art major, a sculptor. She wants to get an MFA, but she isn’t sure what she wants to do then. She’s from a military family, like me, so…”

      We talked and eventually laughed as I told her more about Christy. Then Gina told me she’d been talking to a guy she’d met at the clinic. He was another pre-med student and doing volunteer work to help his med school applications. They hadn’t been on a date yet, but she thought he was working up the nerve to ask her.

      “I hope he does,” I said. “He sounds like a nice guy.”

      “We’ll see,” Gina said cautiously. She was about to say something else when Elizabeth stuck her head into the kitchen.

      “We’re about to open presents,” she said. “Would you care to join us?”

      “Depends,” I shot back. “Are there presents for me?”

      “No. Father Christmas only brought you a lump of coal. Now get in here!” She turned so quickly that her wine sloshed out of her glass. She dabbed her wrist with a napkin, drained the glass, and went in search of more.

      “I guess we’d better go,” I said to Gina.

      “Probably. They’ll just come looking for us if we don’t.”

      We went to join our families.

      “I enjoyed talking to you,” Gina said before we reached the living room.

      “Me too. I always have. And I’ll always love you.”

      “I know. I’ll always love you too. But… it sounds like you’ll have your hands full with Christy.”

      “I hope so.”

      “I hope so too,” she said. “I really mean that. Tell her, okay?”

      “I will. And tell Regan what I said.”

      “I will.”

      I gave her a hug and we held each other for a long time.

      “We’d better go,” she said at last. “Life goes on.”

      “Life goes on,” I agreed.
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        * * *

      

      I called Christy the next morning before I had to leave for the airport. Her father answered.

      “Hello, Harold. Sir,” I said. “It’s Paul.”

      “You don’t have to call me sir. Really. I mean it.”

      “Aye, aye, sir.” I wasn’t sure he heard the grin in my voice, but I definitely heard the frown in his.

      “Don’t say that at all, unless it’s for real.”

      “No, sir,” I said, suitably chastised. “I mean, Harold.”

      “Better. But if you’re joking with me, you must feel fairly confident about your chances with Birdy.”

      “I do. I’ve totally fallen for her.”

      He harrumphed. “That’s what she said. Although I’m not sure I approve of this ski trip, especially the sleeping arrangements.”

      “She’ll have her own bed,” I said. “And the couch folds out to a bed.” Both of which were technically true, if misleading.

      “She told us. But—”

      “Harold,” I interrupted, “do you really want to have this conversation?”

      “I want to protect my daughter.”

      “I do too. I won’t do anything against her wishes.” Again, true but misleading.

      “It’s her wishes I’m worried about.”

      “Then you’ll have to take it up with her.”

      “I tried,” he grumbled, almost under his breath, “but my wife won’t let me.”

      “I envy you,” I said. “And I’m being honest, not patronizing. Anne is a strong, intelligent woman.”

      “She is.”

      “And I like Christy even more because she’s like her.”

      “Son, you have no idea what you’re getting into.”

      “Oh, I think I do,” I said with a soft laugh. “I like a challenge.”

      “That’s what I’m afraid of.”

      “Well, you couldn’t run me off, and Rich couldn’t scare me off, so maybe I’m in it for the long haul.”

      He didn’t answer.

      “And,” I said, a touch flippantly, “I’m better than the last guy.”

      “You can say that again.”

      “I’m better than the last guy.”

      He sighed. “Let me tell Birdy you’re on the phone. We’ll see you this afternoon.”

      “Thanks. I’m looking forward to it.”

      “So help me God, I am too.”

      Christy came to the phone after a short wait.

      “Hello?”

      “Hi, it’s me,” I said.

      “Hello, Mr. Wonderful.”

      “Hello, Miss Fellatio.”

      She gasped and covered the receiver. When she spoke again, she cupped her hand around the mouthpiece. “Don’t say that. Someone might hear.”

      “Relax,” I chuckled. “But if it’ll make you feel better, I won’t say it again.”

      “Please don’t.”

      “Unless we’re alone.”

      “Right. Then it’s okay.”

      I chuckled again. “Sorry. I couldn’t resist.”

      “Try harder. Isn’t that what your mother said?”

      “Yes, dear.”

      She sighed. “I like hearing you say that.”

      “Then I’ll have to say it more often.”

      “Say the other thing I like.”

      “Which one? ‘Pole smoking’ or ‘playing the skin flute’?” I laughed to myself at the muffled sound from the other end of the line. She must’ve pressed the earpiece to her shoulder.

      “You’re going to get me in trouble,” she whispered when she returned. “Be nice.”

      “Yes, dear.”

      “Better.”

      “And I love you.”

      “Much better.”

      “But I can’t talk long,” I continued. “I need to head to the airport in a few minutes. Get a pen and paper. Here’s my flight information.” I gave it to her. “The arrival time is Pacific. Make sure you tell your parents.”

      “Okay. We’ll meet you at the gate. Oh, and Harry and Marianne and the kids are coming to dinner, if that’s okay. They want to see you before we leave tomorrow.”

      “Sounds good. I love you,” I said again. “I’ll see you when I get there.”

      “I love you too. See you soon.”
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        * * *

      

      I walked out of the jetway in San Diego and was only mildly surprised to see just Christy and her father. I gave her a hug and kiss and then shook his hand.

      “Good to see you again, Harold.”

      “You too,” he said, and sounded like he meant it. “Anne would’ve been here too, but she and the girls are baking dessert for tonight.”

      “No problem,” I said. “Thanks for picking me up yourself.”

      “My pleasure.”

      “Your duty, at least.”

      “No,” he said, “my pleasure.”

      Christy beamed at him. “Thank you, Daddy.”

      He gave her an indulgent smile, and I understood why it was his pleasure. Still, it wouldn’t hurt to be polite.

      “Yes,” I added, “thank you very much.”

      We made small talk as we walked down to baggage claim and waited for my suitcase, skis, and boot bag. During the drive home, Christy sat between us on the front seat, while Harold and I talked politics over her head (physically, not intellectually). He was about as conservative as I’d imagined, although he didn’t seem bothered that I wasn’t, especially when I mentioned women’s lib.

      “Well, I have a wife, a daughter, and four granddaughters,” he said as he turned into the neighborhood. “What did you expect? Genghis Khan? Of course I want Birdy to have a career, if that’s what she wants.”

      “What if I want her to stay at home and raise kids?” I asked. She shot me a questioning frown, but I shook it off.

      Harold simply chuckled. “Son, I know a trap when I see it. I study politics and war, remember?”

      “Yeah, you caught me.”

      “Besides,” he added, “I can’t imagine Birdy with any man who’d try to tell her what to do. We raised her to stick up for herself. The boys even taught her to wrestle.” He looked at me sideways. “So no funny business on this trip of yours.”

      “Not a chance,” I said with a laugh. “And though she be but little, she is fierce.”

      “Don’t you forget it, mister.” He paused and tried to place the quote. “Shakespeare?”

      “Yep. A Midsummer Night’s Dream.”

      He pulled into the driveway and waited for the garage door to open.

      “I mostly read the histories,” he said. “Henry V and Richard III.”

      “I like the St. Crispin’s Day speech.”

      “That’s a good one,” he agreed. “We read it when I was at the Naval War College.”

      He parked the car and we headed inside, where Anne and three of her granddaughters were icing a cake. I set my suitcase and backpack on the kitchen floor and said hello. Anne handed a chocolate-covered spatula to one of the girls and gave me a hug. Then she re-introduced me to Harry’s daughters, Virginia, Amber, and Rose, who all said hello politely.

      “Christine, dear, why don’t you show Paul to the guest bedroom,” Anne suggested. She smiled at me. “You can sleep in the house this time.”

      “Moving up in the world,” I joked, and she smiled.

      “Don’t get used to it,” Harold said.

      “Oh, behave,” she told him.

      “Thank you very much for letting me stay,” I said to them. “I promise I won’t wear out my welcome.”

      “You’re always welcome,” Anne said sincerely.

      Christy showed me to the guest bedroom, which was down the hall from hers, with a bathroom and the linen closet in between. She made sure to leave the door open as I set my things at the foot of the bed. I risked a kiss, and she came willingly into my arms. But then she stepped back and dabbed at the corners of her mouth.

      “Is my lipstick okay?” she asked. Then she flinched and yanked a tissue from a box on the dresser. I tried not to grin as she wiped evidence from my lips. “You’re going to get us in trouble,” she half-whispered. “Remember what happened last time.”

      “How can I forget? I’ve never had a gun pointed at me before.”

      She had the good grace to look embarrassed. “He’s just protective.”

      And a psycho, I thought, but kept it to myself. “Speaking of Rich… will he be here tonight?”

      “No. He’s… somewhere else.”

      “Oh?”

      “Deployed. I don’t know where. My dad does, but he can’t tell us.” She shrugged. “That’s how it is with Rich. He goes places and… does things.”

      “Kills people, you mean.”

      “I don’t know. But if he does, they’re bad people. Communists and insurgents.” She gave my lips a final check and then smoothed my shirt over my chest as an excuse to gather her thoughts. “Rich is a good person. I know he can be… dangerous.” She looked up at me earnestly. “But he protects us. Our country. And that includes you.”

      “You’re right. I’m sorry. I’m glad people like Rich are in the military. My dad and yours too, for that matter.” I took a deep breath. “I guess I’ve just spent the last couple of years learning how not to be violent. Or how to control it, at least. I forget that some people only respond to violence. Or you have to use it to get their attention.”

      “That’s what Rich does,” she said. “I don’t always like it, especially when he threatens my boyfriend, but I’m glad he’s the way he is. You know he’d never really hurt you, don’t you? Not for real.”

      I quirked an eyebrow—the eyebrow—with a healthy dose of irony.

      “Oh, you know what I mean. Besides, you can barely see the scar.”

      “Rich would hurt me,” I said, “but only if I hurt you.”

      “Then you’re safe.” She looked into my eyes. Hers were so clear and beautiful and blue that I wanted to fall into them and never climb out. “I know you’d never hurt me.”

      “No.”

      She brandished the lipstick-smudged tissue. “Looks like we’re going to need this again.”

      I bent to kiss her. Then I pulled her close and felt her body mold into mine.

      “Ah-ah, none of that,” a voice said from the doorway. “Not till you’re married.” Marianne grinned as we sprang apart. “I’m kidding. But your mother sent me to check on you.”

      Christy’s cheeks glowed.

      “Don’t worry,” Marianne told her, “your secret’s safe with me. But you’d better fix your lipstick. His too,” she added. Then she smirked at me. “Nice to see you, Paul.”

      “Nice to see you too.”

      “We’re having cocktails in the living room before dinner. Join us?” She glanced pointedly at her watch, so I did the same. “In a few minutes.”

      “Got it,” I said. “A few minutes.”

      She left with a flutter of fingers and a sparkling grin.

      I laughed in relief and looked down at Christy. “Your mom knows everything that goes on around here, doesn’t she?”

      “You can say that again.”

      We joined the others a few minutes later, as promised. Marianne officially greeted me with a hug, and Harry stood and shook my hand.

      “What can I fix you?” he asked with a gesture toward the drinks trolley. “Whiskey?”

      “Sure. Thanks.”

      “Wine okay for you?” he asked Christy.

      “Yes, please.”

      I scanned the others and realized that the ladies were drinking white wine instead of whiskey. So they’re traditional about drinks as well, I thought. Then I reminded myself that my family wasn’t any better, just different.

      I accepted a glass of whiskey and ice and sat in an armchair. Christy perched beside me and sipped her wine. Harold and his son finished their conversation about squadron politics, so I was ready when they turned their attention to me.

      “Have you had a chance to consider what we talked about?” Harold asked.

      “Joining the Navy?” I said as a placeholder rather than a genuine question.

      “I could take you out to the squadron if you’d like,” Harry offered. “Have you thought about whether you want to request fighters or attack?”

      Christy cleared her throat ever so quietly, and Anne’s eyes tightened a fraction. Marianne deftly covered a smile when she realized that her husband and father-in-law were hopelessly outmatched.

      “Thanks,” I said to Harry. “I really appreciate it, but…” I shifted my drink to my left hand and extended my right for Christy to take. She gripped it lightly because of the chill, but her expression never wavered. “I gave it some serious thought,” I said and indicated her with a nod, “and we discussed it.”

      Everyone heard the emphasis, and Anne’s lips twitched with a hint of a smile.

      “I think I’d make a good pilot—”

      “A good officer too,” Harold said.

      “Especially with people to help your career,” his son added.

      “Thank you. I appreciate it. We appreciate it. But we don’t think the military is right for us, for Christy and me.”

      “But what do you want?” Harry insisted.

      “A happy Birdy,” I said dryly, and Anne had to cover her mouth to hide a grin. Even Harold couldn’t stop himself from chuckling.

      “I think he has us there,” he told his son.

      “The Navy needs men like you,” Harry persisted earnestly. “It’s not like it was under Carter. Reagan is building up the military, and we’ll need pilots if we square off against the Soviets.”

      Anne cocked an ear and said, “That’s the oven. Are we ready for dinner in fifteen minutes?”

      Soft power, gentlemen, I thought at them. It’ll win every time, because you can’t fight it head-on.

      Harold must have sensed the direction of my thoughts, because he glanced at his wife and then me. Finally his gaze settled on Christy, who pretended not to notice. He eventually looked at me again and smiled. It wasn’t his usual attitude adjustment, but he’d clearly come to a decision.

      I wondered if he was a good commander because he didn’t pick fights he couldn’t win. Instead, he dealt with reality. I looked at Christy with a new appreciation. She’d adjusted to being a nudist with surprising ease. She’d wanted something—me, and a relationship—and she hadn’t let a little thing like taking off her clothes stand in her way.

      Harold watched me with a wry expression. He probably didn’t know what I was thinking, but he knew the gist of it. After all, he hadn’t become an admiral by being slow on the uptake. And I could almost hear his thoughts: Son, you have no idea what you’re getting into.

      No, sir, I don’t. But I’ll have fun learning.

      Anne stood and gathered Marianne and Christy with a glance. Virginia appeared a moment later.

      “The timer’s going off, Grandma,” she said. “Do you want us to take it out?”

      “Just take the foil off the top, dear. Let it brown for a few minutes.”

      The girl nodded and dashed off, followed by the women.

      “Are you sure you won’t reconsider?” Harry said after they’d gone.

      I started to speak, but Harold beat me to it.

      “He’s sure.” He sipped his drink. “You probably don’t remember,” he said to his son. “You were off at the Academy already. But Birdy hated every time we changed station and had to move. I hated making her do it, too. New house, new school, new friends. Every three or four years.”

      “What doesn’t kill you makes you stronger,” Harry said.

      “Yes,” his father agreed. “Strong enough to put your foot down—”

      I smiled at Christy’s defiant habit.

      “—and decide you don’t want to be a Navy wife.”

      “But—”

      “Leave it,” Harold said automatically, the voice of command. Then he remembered who he was talking to. He added in a kinder tone, “Birdy has a good head on her shoulders, and Paul seems to appreciate that.”

      I nodded.

      Harold continued to his son, “Would you do something if Marianne didn’t approve?”

      “No, I guess you’re right. Still, America needs more fighting men.”

      “It needs infrastructure too,” his father said. “We’re the tip of the spear, son. We need power behind us. That means security and stability at home. Men like Paul will help provide it.”

      “I will.”

      “I hope you do,” Harry said sincerely, “for all our sake.”
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        * * *

      

      Dinner with the Carmichael clan was never a laid-back affair. They didn’t do small, quiet, or intimate. We sat around the big dining room table, even the kids, and the conversations were all over the place.

      Christy sat across from me, next to five-year-old Hal on a booster seat. She and Harry talked about a new mall near their house. Harold and his granddaughters talked about Inspector Gadget, and the girls explained how Gadget’s niece and her dog really solved all the cases. Marianne and I covered everything from Romantic poets to Star Wars. Anne switched between Penny and Brain on one side, and Keats, Shelley, and Skywalker on the other.

      “Is there anything you don’t talk about at dinner?” I finally asked.

      “The Navy,” Anne and Marianne said together, with such finality that the other conversations stopped.

      “What’s that?” Harry asked. “Does someone need to put a quarter in the jar?”

      “No, dear,” his mother said. “Paul just asked if there’s anything we don’t talk about at the table.”

      “Ah, right.” He looked at me. “No shop talk during dinner.”

      “My mother’s rule,” Anne said, “and it’s a good one.”

      “No argument from me,” her husband said. “But… I just thought of something.” He gripped his knife and fork and held them upright in his fists. “How’s this work? Go Go Gadget Dessert!”

      The girls giggled.

      “No, Granddad,” Rose said with a seven-year-old eye-roll. “We have to do it for you.”

      The older girls nodded.

      Anne’s eyes sparkled as she looked at the girls. “Come on, let’s show him how it’s done.”

      They disappeared into the kitchen.

      “Let’s clear the table, Birdy,” Marianne suggested. She put her hand on mine before I could move and quietly added, “We’ll do it. But thank you.”

      I nodded and let her take my plate.

      Christy set Hal on his feet, and he ran into the kitchen after his sisters. She flashed me a pretty smile before she started gathering the plates at the other end of the table.

      “We ready for the good stuff?” Harry asked his father. He went to the sideboard without waiting for an answer and poured six glasses of whiskey.

      The girls and Anne returned with a chocolate cake on a festive Christmas pedestal. She helped Virginia cut, and the younger girls served. After a minute Christy and Marianne rejoined us and slid into their seats.

      We lingered over the dessert and drinks until Harry and Marianne’s daughters took Hal and went to watch TV in the day room, a converted bedroom next to mine. The ladies cleared the remains of the cake and said they’d join us in the living room. Before we went in, Harry topped off my drink over my feeble objections.

      I was already feeling the effects of so much alcohol, but Christy quietly rescued me a few minutes later. She sat on the arm of my chair, took my nearly full glass, and sipped it without giving it back. Marianne saw and winked at me. Her own drink looked to be more water and ice than whiskey.

      We talked about who-knows-what for thirty minutes. Then Harry, bless his 80-proof heart, brought me a fresh drink when he refilled his. I took a polite taste and forced a smile. Marianne came to my rescue that time.

      “I think I’d like to take a walk.”

      “Me too,” I said so quickly that Christy nearly jumped.

      “We’ll stay and watch the kids,” Anne said. She and Marianne exchanged a look, and I realized that Something Was Up.

      Still, I donned my jacket and helped Christy into her sweater. It was fuzzy white cashmere, and it made her look like a bunny more than ever.

      Outside, the cold air did wonders for my concentration. I closed the door behind us, and Marianne unobtrusively lingered between Christy and me.

      “Let’s go, Birdy-bird,” Harry said without missing a beat. “Walk with your big brother.”

      “Sure.” She glanced at me—she also realized we were being separated—before she added, “I’d be delighted.”

      We strolled toward the entrance to the neighborhood, but Marianne deliberately walked a little slower, until we were safely out of earshot. I didn’t mind, since she clasped my arm and half-leaned into me as we walked. She was soft and warm, with just a hint of expensive perfume, and if she hadn’t been my girlfriend’s sister-in-law, I would’ve wondered if she had more in mind than just conversation.

      “You’re not really that drunk,” she said at last.

      “No, but I don’t want to be either.”

      She nodded and mulled that over.

      “Christy gets a little flirty,” I explained. “And one of us needs to be sober if we want to… um… wait till the wedding, so to speak.”

      “Funny you should mention that,” Marianne said.

      I wasn’t sure where the conversation was headed, so I didn’t reply, which made her smile. We walked in silence for a while.

      Then she said, “When Danny told us about you, he said you were a cool customer.”

      “And what do you think?”

      She studied me a moment before she said, “He’s always been a good judge of character.”

      “Ah.”

      “He also said you care about Birdy.”

      “I do.”

      “I can tell. And you’re getting serious.”

      “We are.”

      “Three-little-words serious,” she added.

      “That too.”

      “And, naturally, she’s been talking to me.”

      “Naturally.”

      She smiled again. “You are a cool one.”

      “It’s better to remain silent and be thought a fool than to open your mouth and remove all doubt.”

      She laughed, bright and musical and genuine. She could’ve been a younger version of Susan, albeit blonde and with even more polish, if that were possible.

      “You’re wondering whose side I’m on,” she said matter-of-factly. “Well, put your mind at ease. I’m on yours. And Birdy’s.”

      “And Anne’s.”

      “Yes.” Her perfectly colored lips pursed with a grin. “She said you’re quick.”

      “I see who’s really running the show in the Carmichael clan.”

      “I wouldn’t say ‘running the show,’” she said. “Just… offering opinions here and there.”

      “Does Harry realize he married a younger version of his mother?”

      “I think he does now. But we’re a good team. We want the same things.” She glanced at me sideways. “You and Birdy do too.”

      “I think so.”

      “Then let’s talk about this ski trip of yours.” She went on before I could tense up. “This isn’t going to be a conversation about your intentions.”

      I nodded with more than a bit of relief.

      “We both know what they are,” she laughed. “Birdy’s too, for that matter.” We walked in silence while she decided what to say next, until she nodded at the couple ahead of us. “Harry and his father and brothers think she’s led a sheltered life.”

      “She hasn’t?”

      “Oh, please. We both know better. No girl is ever as innocent as her father thinks.”

      I shrugged noncommittally.

      “But Birdy doesn’t really have a lot of experience in the… um… How should I put this?”

      “In the bedroom department?”

      “No, not exactly. She knows plenty about certain bedroom activities. But not as much about… the marital one.”

      “Ah. Right.”

      “You have a lot more experience in that department, don’t you?” It wasn’t really a question. She looked over and waited for me to boast or deny it or something. She’d have to wait a long time, she realized, which made her smile. Again.

      “What makes you say that?” I said at last.

      She chuckled, low and throaty and suggestive.

      I waited.

      “Most guys your age would be flustered, especially walking arm-in-arm like this, with my body pressed against them. Or they wouldn’t be able to walk at all.” She smiled up at me. “I know the effect I have on men. But not you. I felt that as soon as I took your arm.”

      “Oh? You did?”

      “Mmm hmm. You reacted, but like a grown man—an experienced man—not a horny teenager.”

      “So you’re flirting with me on purpose?”

      “Sort of,” she admitted. “I like you. And I’m fairly sure you know the difference between harmless flirting and the serious kind.”

      “So you’re harmless?”

      “Yes. As far as you’re concerned, at least.”

      “Too bad. Maybe in another life…”

      She laughed. “I’m… what? Ten years older than you?”

      More like thirteen, I thought, but decided to flatter instead of insult her. “Sexy never gets old.”

      “What about married?”

      “Married women have affairs all the time, especially with younger men.”

      She laughed when she realized I was bantering instead of serious. “Now who’s flirting with whom?”

      “Hey, I’m harmless,” I said. “As far as you’re concerned. Besides, you started it.”

      “Oh, dear. Birdy’s in real trouble. It’s a good thing you seem to understand her.”

      “I do,” I admitted. “And I’m not looking for a notch on my bedpost.”

      “No, that’s not—”

      “I know it wasn’t. You and Anne seem to have a pretty good idea what I’m about.”

      “We hope so.”

      “But tonight—this conversation—is about making sure.”

      “Are we that obvious?”

      “To anyone who’s paying attention.”

      She nodded.

      “Or anyone who grew up with strong women. And who wants the same thing himself.”

      “Mmm, I see.”

      We walked in silence for a minute or so. Ahead of us, Christy and Harry were looking at the night sky as he pointed out constellations.

      “So,” I said eventually, “what’re you going to tell Christy?”

      “About her ‘marital’ questions?” She studied me for a moment. “I think she made the right decision.”

      “In me? Or to wait.”

      “In you. As far as the other… if she thinks she’s ready, she shouldn’t feel guilty about anything she does.” She looked up at me. “Besides, you don’t seem like the type to pressure her into something.”

      “No,” I said firmly. “Definitely not.”

      “Because the wedding might be a long way off”—she grinned—“but things are going to happen long before then.”

      “Ha! She told you?”

      “She did. She’s excited. Nervous too. So take your time.”

      “I will. I am.”

      “That’s what she said.”

      I nodded.

      Christy and Harry turned around and started back toward us.

      Marianne shifted conversational gears without a pause. “How do you know so much about Keats and Shelley?”

      “My mother has an English degree. She wanted to get her Master’s and teach, but I came along. So she taught me and my sister instead. How about you?”

      “The benefits of private school,” she said with a touch of embarrassment. “My father’s idea of what a ‘proper young lady’ should be.”

      I heard the quotes.

      “So now you understand why Birdy and I get along well. We have a lot in common.”

      “Right. Protective father and Catholic school for her…”

      “Protective father and private school for me.”

      I turned us to join the other couple as they drew near.

      Marianne continued, “I never saw much of the real world until I went to college. Then I met Harry here, who thoroughly opened my eyes.”

      “You were peeking before I met you,” he said. He glanced at me. “You mind if I have my wife back?”

      “Not at all. If I can have my girlfriend.”

      “She’s all yours. If you can keep her, that is.”

      “I have a nefarious plan,” I said blandly, which earned a squeak from Christy. “I’m going to lock her in a tower.”

      “Good luck with that,” Harry laughed. “She can be a handful.”

      “True. But she’s smart, talented, and beautiful too. So it balances out.”

      “Oh, he’s good,” Harry said to his wife.

      “I told you,” she said.

      Christy ducked under my arm and smiled up at me for a kiss, which I gave her.

      “Don’t let Dad see you doing that,” Harry warned.

      “I think he knows what’s going on,” Marianne told him. “Your mom certainly does. Why do you think we’re on chaperone duty?”

      “Is that what this is?” he asked mildly. “I thought it was just a nice walk with my wife and sister.”

      “Mmm hmm. Of course you did.”
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        * * *

      

      Christy and I behaved when we went to bed, and neither of us tried to sneak into the other’s room. I slept like a log, although I still woke up ridiculously early. I had a mild hangover, so I went for a run through the beachfront park and then nursed a glass of orange juice back at the house.

      Christy started packing to leave after breakfast, but she still took almost two hours. We didn’t have a schedule, per se, but we were supposed to call the cabin when we arrived at the airport in Truckee. As it turned out, the delay actually saved us some frustration.

      Trip called while Christy was still getting ready. His father had gone to the hospital with chest pains, so he and Wren were watching the boys while his stepmother stayed with his father. They said they’d meet us in Squaw Valley as soon as they could. In the meantime, he gave me the address for the cabin and told me where to find the spare key.

      “Got it. Thanks,” I said. “What’s the prognosis for your dad?”

      “The doctors say it was just a mild heart attack,” he said, “but they still wanna run a few tests and maybe keep him overnight.”

      “I hope that’s all it was.”

      “They’re pretty sure. He’s ready to go home now, but the doctors are being cautious. We’re gonna take Dale and Josh to see him later this afternoon if they keep him overnight. We’ll be okay. Just here another day, maybe two.”

      “Okay. Call the cabin and let us know how he is.”

      “Sure thing. Tonight. In the meantime, have fun for us, dude.”

      “Will do,” I said.

      We said goodbye and hung up, and I explained to my concerned audience.

      “I hope he’s all right,” Anne said.

      “Do you need to stay here another day?” Harold asked. “Or fly to Nashville instead?”

      Anne said, “It sounds like they’re taking good care of him.”

      “Taking care of who?” Christy asked when she entered the kitchen with her overnight bag. Her eyes went round when I told her. “Oh my gosh. I hope he’s okay.”

      “Sounds like he’s fine,” I said. “They’re just running some tests to be sure.”

      “You should probably stay here,” Harold said, “close to the phone.”

      I didn’t glare at him, but only through concerted willpower.

      “They have a phone in the cabin,” Anne said. “You heard him say so, dear.”

      “I know. But the lines might be down. We know they can reach him here.”

      “They’ll be able to reach him there, too. Christine, dear, finish bringing your things and we’ll take you to the airport.”

      Christy looked from her mother to her father.

      “I’ll help,” I said. “How much more do you have?”

      She winced guiltily. “Another suitcase and two more bags. But the extras are my skis and boots!”

      “You’re a little thing,” I chuckled, “but you don’t travel like it.”
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        * * *

      

      I’d rented a Comanche 260 from one of the big San Diego flying clubs, which was a huge eye-opener compared to mine in Knoxville. Earl Walker ran a sleepy little FBO, but the one at Montgomery Field was a major operation, a bustle of people, planes, and activity.

      Harold and Anne walked out to the plane with us, and I could almost feel him working up to an objection. I did my best to ignore him as I loaded everything into the baggage compartment and then stowed our ski bags in the rear seat.

      I forgot about Harold completely as I went through the plane’s familiar preflight routine. It was longer and slightly faster than the one I was used to, but not so much that I needed a check ride, which was why I’d chosen it.

      “I’m impressed,” he said when I finished.

      “Thank you. But… what did you expect?”

      “I’ve never flown general aviation,” he admitted. “The boys did, but… I wasn’t around for most of it.” He glanced guiltily at his wife, who smiled and let him off the hook.

      “It’s slower and less complicated than a fighter jet,” I said, “but just as serious.”

      “I can see that.”

      “He’s a very good pilot, Daddy. I told you.”

      “They’ll be fine, dear,” Anne said. “They’ll call us when they arrive, to let us know they made it safely.”

      “We will,” I promised. “Our flight should take about four hours. We’ll have light winds and twenty miles visibility the whole way. Traffic’ll be heavy until we leave the San Diego airspace, but you know that.”

      He nodded. Even if he didn’t fly himself anymore, he was Commander of Naval Air Forces in the Pacific, so I was pretty sure he had a good idea of the volume of air traffic in the area.

      I watched his expression as he assessed his options to stop us from going to Tahoe alone together. He realized he couldn’t, so he gave in gracefully and told us to have fun, but not too much fun. Anne covered a smile at the last part.

      “All right,” he said to her, “let’s get off the flight line. We can watch from back there.”

      “The FBO’s the best place,” I said. “You can listen to the radio and hear when we taxi and get our takeoff clearance.”

      “Roger that,” he said. He glanced at the plane’s call letters so he’d know what to listen for.

      They headed back toward the building, while I helped Christy onto the plane’s wing and then climbed after her. Startup and taxi were mostly routine, although the airport was a lot busier than I was used to. We were sixth in line for takeoff, and I actually chuckled at having to wait.

      Eventually it was our turn, and the plane accelerated smoothly when I pushed the throttle forward. We lifted into the air and the gear retracted with a soft whine and thump. I waggled the wings to Christy’s parents and then turned onto our departure vector. We were on our way.
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        * * *

      

      The Olympic Valley taxi pulled to a stop in front of an A-frame cabin with steps leading up to the entryway. Several cords of firewood were stacked under a tarp nearby, and the patio furniture was an irregular snow-covered mound next to the house. The keys were supposed to be in a magnetic box under one of the chairs. I asked the driver to wait while I pulled back the tarp, found them, and opened the door. Then I paid him and carried our things inside.

      The house was dark and cold and smelled slightly damp, but the lights came on when I flipped the switch, and the telephone had a dial tone. The decor looked like it hadn’t been updated in a couple of decades, but beggars couldn’t be choosers.

      “Well,” I said to Christy, “what do you think?”

      “I think it’s cozy. And definitely private.”

      I grinned. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

      “No, Mr. Horndog. Later. We have all night.”

      “Mmm, all night.”

      “Oh, behave.”

      “Right. Then if we’re going to be all practical and everything, let’s take a quick tour, see what we have in the way of supplies, and walk to the grocery store before it gets dark.”

      She checked the kitchen while I went in search of the thermostat. The place had an old furnace that didn’t look too reliable, but also a wood-burning stove in the living room. The main level boasted a full bathroom, a dining area, and a ladder-like set of stairs that led up to the second floor.

      The master bedroom was nice but small, although it had the only upstairs bathroom, a cubbyhole with a sink and toilet. The guest bedroom was quite a bit bigger, with a cozy little window nook on one side and an extra sleeping alcove on the other. The window over the bed overlooked a small patio with the snow-covered hot tub.

      Downstairs I found Christy in the kitchen making a grocery list. While she finished, I took my backpack upstairs, emptied its contents on the guest bed, and returned to the main level.

      “You about ready?” I said.

      “I don’t know how Wren or my mom or Marianne do it every week. I can barely feed myself, let alone a whole group of people.”

      “Well, they’ve had a lot more practice than you have. Here, let me see.” I scanned the list and added several things.

      “See? I can’t even think of basics like coffee and sugar.”

      “That’s because you don’t drink coffee. But Trip does, and I’ve lived with him longer than you. Don’t worry about it.”

      She didn’t seem convinced, but she put on her gloves and followed me out. I looked at the sky and then my watch and figured we had about an hour of daylight left. We started down the road toward the village and said hello to a neighbor out walking his dog. A few minutes later I chuckled when I saw the name of the street we were on.

      “Christy Lane,” I said, and pointed at the sign.

      “Oh, cool! I’m famous.”

      My forehead wrinkled. “I thought you’d been here before.”

      “Not up here. We usually stay down at the lodge.”

      We kept walking and she began to recognize landmarks. We asked directions from another local and eventually found a little market, where we loaded our cart with enough food to last a couple of days. Christy added two bottles of wine and a bottle of Jameson. The clerk checked us out at the single register, while I loaded the heaviest things in my backpack and then double-bagged the rest.

      The sun set before we made it back to the house, but we had enough light to see. Christy started unloading groceries and putting them away, while I hauled in firewood for the wood-burning stove. I soon had a nice little blaze going, so I took off my coat and gloves. Christy joined me a few minutes later and I put my arm around her.

      “Mmm, you’re warm,” she said as she pressed her face to my chest.

      “I have made fire,” I said in my best caveman voice. “Now I take woman to bed.”

      She swatted me playfully.

      “Are you really okay being alone with me tonight?”

      She nodded. “I’m a little worried about Trip’s father, though.”

      “Oh, crap! We forgot to call your parents.”

      So we took a few minutes and called them collect. Then we called Trip’s house, also collect, and Christy spoke to Wren for a few minutes. She started blushing furiously before she said goodbye and hung up. I grinned and gave her time to collect herself.

      “His father’s fine,” she said at last. “They’re keeping him overnight. His stepmother’s going to spend the night with him, so it’s a good thing they stayed to watch the boys.”

      I nodded. Trip’s little brothers were barely school-aged.

      “Wren’s pretty sure they’ll release him tomorrow, but they want to get him settled before they leave. So it’ll probably be the day after tomorrow.”

      I nodded.

      “I told her we’ll have everything ready for when they do.”

      “What did she say at the end?”

      “What?”

      I repeated the question.

      “None of your business.”

      “I bet I know what it was,” I said with a grin.

      “It doesn’t matter, ’cause it isn’t going to happen.”

      “What isn’t going to happen?”

      “What Wren said.”

      “Which was…?”

      “I told you, none of your business.”

      I backed her into the kitchen counter and then lifted her onto it.

      “You know, sometimes I really hate being small,” she said faux-petulantly.

      “I kinda like it. Besides, not everything about you is small.”

      “Oh? Like what?”

      “Your eyes, for one.” She closed them when I went to kiss her eyelids.

      “Oh, boy,” she sighed.

      “And your lips.”

      “I was afraid you were gonna say that.”

      I kissed them too.

      “Here we go.”

      “Where?” I teased.

      “You know where.”

      “Uh-uh. Tell me.” I kissed her again, soft and lingering.

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

      “Mmm hmm.”

      “You never make things easy, do you?”

      “It’s only ’cause you make them, ahem, so hard.”

      “I was afraid of that.”

      “You were? Why?”

      “’Cause once I start…”

      I kissed her and waited.

      “…I can’t stop.”

      “Can’t stop what?” I hovered with my lips so close to hers that I could feel her soft breathing.

      “You know.”

      “No, tell me.”

      She cupped my face and kissed me tenderly. Then she sighed and began sucking as I thrust my tongue into her mouth.

      I picked her up and she wrapped her legs around me. I had to crack an eyelid to see where I was going, but I made it to the stairs. Then I almost killed us when I misjudged how steep they were. I grabbed the railing just in time, but Christy bit the tip of my tongue in surprise.

      “Oh my gosh! I’m so sorry!”

      “Ith okay.” I tasted blood, but couldn’t help laughing. “I’m fine.”

      “Is it bleeding? Let me see.”

      I nodded but then lisped, “It hurth, but I’ll be okay.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Mmm hmm.” I found my balance and continued up the stairs.

      “Are you really okay?” Christy asked when we reached the guest bedroom.

      “Yeah. I’m a little dithappointed, though.”

      “I know! I never should’ve—”

      “No, not that.” I decided to have fun, so I exaggerated my lisp. “I like kithing you. Thucking your nipples too. And I really like licking your puthy.”

      She rolled her eyes.

      “Thorry— I mean, sorry, I couldn’t resist.”

      “I almost bit your tongue off…”

      “So? You didn’t. It still works. See?”

      “I love you,” she said affectionately.

      “I love you too.”

      “Will you let me make it up to you?”

      “That depenth,” I teased.

      “I promise not to bite.”

      I chuckled. “Right.”

      “No teeth, I swear.” She looked at me from under her lashes. “Unless… you wanna use them on me. You know, as payback.”

      My eyebrows rose.

      “Never mind,” she said immediately. “It’s a dumb idea.”

      “Now, hold on,” I said. “Let’s talk about this. Do you want me to bite you?”

      “No, of course not. I don’t know what I was thinking.”

      Mr. Skeptic gazed back at her.

      “It isn’t fair,” she grumped. “I can’t lie to you.”

      “Don’t try. So, you want me to bite you.”

      “Now you’re just making fun of me.”

      “Uh-uh. I told you, I’ll never make you uncomfortable about sex. Never, as in ‘not ever.’ So tell me if you really wanna try something. I might like it too.”

      “No. Just forget I said it.”

      “I can’t.”

      “Please?”

      “No.”

      She buried her face in my shoulder. “It’s nothing. Forget it.”

      I stroked her hair and then kissed her neck. She took a deep breath but didn’t lift her head, so I turned and sat on the edge of the bed. “Tell me,” I said quietly. “You want me to bite you?”

      After a long pause she nodded.

      “Your nipples?”

      Another nod.

      “Where else?”

      She shook her head.

      “Nowhere else? Or you don’t know?”

      “I… don’t know.”

      “Maybe your lips?”

      She hesitated and then nodded.

      “And your neck?”

      “Yes, please.”

      “How about your cute little bottom?”

      “Mmm, there too.”

      “Hard enough to leave a mark? Or just nibble?”

      She thought about it. “Hard enough to hurt.”

      “Okay. Now look at me.”

      She did, and her expression was more embarrassment than excitement.

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” I said. “There’s nothing wrong with what you want.”

      “But it’s so… weird.”

      “No, it isn’t. Remember, I told you I’ll never make you feel bad or dirty about sex. Besides, some things about me might seem weird at first.”

      “Like… being a nudist.”

      “Mmm hmm.”

      “And… wanting me to shave.”

      “See? You’re catching on.”

      “But those are normal compared to this!”

      “‘Normal’ is whatever makes you happy,” I said firmly, “as long as it doesn’t hurt anyone else.”

      “But… this is hurting someone else.”

      “Ah, but not against your will. That’s the key. If you want me to hurt you, I’ll hurt you. As long as it makes you happy.”

      “I don’t want you to hurt me-hurt me. Not, like, for real. Just… maybe… spank me and bite a little.”

      “Spank you too? All right. You know,” I added with a chuckle, “this is so normal there’s even a word for it.”

      “I know, but… I don’t wanna say it.”

      “Masochism.”

      “It sounds so… normal… when you say it.”

      “It is normal,” I said.

      She looked into my eyes and studied me.

      I gazed back calmly.

      “You really mean that.”

      “I really do.”

      Her expression softened and she caressed my face. “What did I ever do to deserve you?”

      “You were a bad girl,” I teased.

      “And you’re my punishment?”

      “What do you think?”

      “I think… maybe God knew what He was doing when He made us late to that Art History class.” She was testing me.

      “So you think God brought us together?”

      “It doesn’t bother you? That I think that?”

      “No. I’ve told you all along, you’re changing me as much as I’m changing you.”

      She squeezed my neck and pulled my cheek down to hers. “Oh, Paul, I love you so much.”

      “And I love you.”

      “And now I really want…”

      “What?” I asked with a grin.

      “To suck your cock.”

      “I was hoping you’d say that.”

      “And… maybe you could spank me?”

      “While you’re sucking me?”

      “Yes, please.”
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        * * *

      

      Later, we dined on an international feast: Italian bread, French cheese, English jam, and American wine. We opened the second bottle afterward and took it upstairs. Christy wasn’t anywhere close to drunk, but flirty girl had come out.

      “I don’t know what you said to Marianne,” she said as she climbed onto the rumpled bed, “but you sure convinced her.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah. When I first talked to her about us, she thought we should wait.”

      “And now?”

      She sipped her wine and grinned. “She thinks we should do it when we’re ready.”

      “Good news, I’m ready now!” I pushed open her unbuttoned shirt and reached for her bare thigh.

      She laughed and batted me away. “Not so fast, Mr. Roman Hands.”

      “Hmm. I was afraid you’d say that. I’ll have to get Wren to work on you too.”

      “Nuh-uh. She said I should spread my legs for you.”

      “So that’s what made you blush?”

      “You know me so well.”

      “I do. But not as well as I’d like.”

      “You said you were patient.”

      “I am, but…”

      “Besides, I take care of you other ways.”

      “You do, but…” I tried another tack. “How long did you wait before you had sex with Simon?”

      She gave me a coy look. “Till we were engaged.”

      “Don’t do that,” I said flatly. “One of the religious girlfriends pulled that crap. Said she was ‘saving herself for marriage,’ but that was girl-code for ‘give me something I want, and I’ll give you what you want.’ I stopped seeing her.”

      Christy gulped.

      “I’m not going to break up with you over something like that, but still… I don’t like it.”

      She nodded.

      “I don’t mind waiting till you’re ready, but I’ll tell you flat out that we aren’t getting engaged until I know you’re The One. Yeah, we joke about ‘not till we’re married,’ but I’m pretty serious about this. We’re going to have sex before then. If you aren’t comfortable with that, maybe we aren’t right for each other after all.”

      Her eyes went wide with alarm.

      “Sorry,” I said in a softer tone, “I didn’t mean to get all serious and everything, but you touched a nerve.”

      “Note to self,” she said in a shaky imitation of my usual lighthearted tone, “don’t mention marriage until we’ve gone all the way.”

      “No, it isn’t that. It’s just… I don’t like bargaining for sex.”

      “I’m sorry. I was trying to be funny, but it came out wrong.”

      “Yeah, I know. And I’m sorry too. Like I said, you touched a nerve.”

      She nodded, satisfied but still a little rattled.

      I let the tension dissipate a bit more before I said, “You didn’t answer my question, though. How long did you wait with Simon?”

      She took another sip of wine to cover her nervousness. “A long time.” She cringed but then rushed ahead, “I’m ready to do it with you, though. I swear. Right now, if you want.”

      She set her wineglass on the nightstand and lay back against the pillows. I watched with a detached sort of curiosity as she opened the shirt and bared her body. She spread her legs, and her smooth labia parted to expose her inner lips, pink and completely dry.

      Some twisted part of me decided to play along. I rolled to my knees and scooted between her legs. My dick was still soft, so I swung it like a hose and slapped her bare pussy. She flinched but forced herself not to move, even when I rubbed my soft glans against her clit.

      I sat back on my heels. “Relax. We aren’t going to have sex.”

      “But—? I thought—? I mean, you want to, don’t you?”

      “Yes, but not till you’re ready.”

      “But… I am.”

      “No, you’re scared. And you’re saying what you want to be true.”

      “But…?”

      “You’re dry, and I’m soft. Trust me, we aren’t having sex.”

      “But I really want to.” She reached down and began massaging my limp manhood.

      “It won’t work,” I said after a moment. “Sex is mental as much as physical.”

      “But… he’s always ready.”

      “That’s because you’re always ready. This time you’re faking it, and he knows better. I know better. So we still won’t have sex even if you fool him into getting hard.”

      She released me and pushed herself upright. Then she pulled her legs in. She wrapped her arms around them and set her chin on her knees.

      “I hate that you can read me so easily,” she complained. “No one else can.”

      “Maybe it’s because I’m using more than just my eyes and ears.”

      “Marianne warned me about you.”

      I quirked an eyebrow. “Oh?”

      “She said you aren’t playing games.”

      “No, I’m serious. And I’m willing to wait, if that’s what it takes.”

      “Thank you,” she said softly.

      “I still want to know how long you waited with Simon, though.”

      She buried her face. “I hoped you’d forgotten that.”

      “Nope. Sorry.” Except I wasn’t.

      “Promise you won’t be upset?”

      “I promise. How long, in months?”

      “Um… maybe six?” She peeked at me with one eye and then slowly raised her head. “You aren’t angry?”

      “Angry? No. Frustrated? Yeah, a little.” I crossed my legs and got comfortable. “I want to have sex with you. I want to make love to you. And I want to fuck you. Several times a day, as a matter of fact.”

      “Oh my gosh.”

      “Mmm hmm. I love you, so I’m willing to wait—”

      “Thank you.”

      “—but I’ll be honest, six months is a long time. Too long.”

      “I know. I want to do it with you, but… I’m scared.”

      “Physically or emotionally?”

      “Maybe… both?”

      “Okay,” I said slowly.

      “I didn’t really enjoy it with Simon. It… hurt. And you… um… have more to offer a girl. In the penis department.”

      “That doesn’t really matter, though.”

      “It matters to me,” she bleated.

      “Did it ever feel good with him?”

      She nodded quickly. “After the first couple of times, but…”

      “But what?”

      “We didn’t really know what we were doing, so…”

      “Sex is a skill. The physical part, at least. You have to practice to be good at it, like anything else.”

      “No you don’t. You just… do it.”

      I laughed and shook my head. “No, it’s a skill. You can be bad at it.”

      “How? You just put one thing into another.”

      “How is diving a skill? You just jump into the water, right? Any idiot can fall off a diving board.”

      “What? No you can’t! It takes lots of— Oh. Now I get it. That’s what you mean about sex. To be good takes practice.”

      “Mmm hmm. Any idiot can slide a dick into a pussy. But there’s a lot more going on than just Slot A and Tab B.”

      “And you know all that stuff, I suppose.”

      “Yeah, I do. I’m not the world’s best lover, but I’m pretty good, if I do say so myself. Like you are at giving head.”

      She blushed and lowered her eyes.

      “You may not be the best in the world, but you’re the best I’ve ever had.”

      “Thank you. I like doing it.”

      “I can tell. Speaking of which… I was hoping for round two.”

      “Three. You came twice earlier.”

      “Well, yeah, but I only counted that as round one, ’cause we didn’t really pause in between.”

      “How do you do that, by the way?” she said. “Most guys nee—” She clapped a hand over her mouth.

      I chuckled. “Slipped, didn’t you?”

      “I… don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Liar.”

      “Please don’t call me that.”

      I looked at her earnestly instead of arguing. “I know you’ve been with more guys than you let on.”

      “I have not!”

      I did the skeptic thing with my eyebrows.

      “I haven’t. Just Simon.”

      “Look, I don’t care. I don’t think you’re a tramp or anything. Far from it. Besides, I’m the beneficiary of all your experience.”

      “All my what!”

      “Experience. Giving head. You didn’t learn that from a couple of times with Simon. You had boyfriends before him, and—”

      “But I never did anything with them. I was a good girl!”

      “You’re still a good girl,” I said calmly. “That’s kinda my point. You can be good at sex and still be a good person. Besides, I’ve had other women in my past. Why should I get upset that you’ve had other men? What kind of hypocrite do you think I am?”

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

      “Seriously? Why do you even try? You know you can’t lie to me.”

      “Sometimes I really don’t like you.”

      “Especially when I call you on your little white lies.”

      “They aren’t lies!” She pulled her knees tighter to her chest.

      I reached out, but she swatted me away.

      “Don’t touch me!”

      I felt a surge of anger but clenched my jaw and controlled it.

      “I’m sorry,” she said immediately. “I didn’t mean it.”

      I took a deep breath through my nose and exhaled slowly. “It’s okay. Listen, I don’t want to argue. I don’t care if you’ve been with one guy or ten. The—”

      “Ten! What kind of girl do you think I am?”

      I took another deep breath and tried to find my inner balance. “I apologize,” I said after a long moment. “The number doesn’t matter. One guy, two, or… more. I don’t care. Same with the women in my past. The number doesn’t matter.”

      “It does to me,” she muttered.

      “Which? Your number or mine?”

      “Both!”

      “Why? It bothers you that I’ve slept with so many women?”

      “Of course it does.”

      “But… why?”

      “I don’t know. It just… does. What if you don’t like something about me? You can go back to any of them. But I’ll be alone.”

      “Not really. I can’t go back. Trust me. I burned some of those bridges pretty thoroughly. And I don’t want to go back to most of them.”

      “Most?”

      “Okay, any of them. Gina was the only one, and you know who I chose.” I reached out tentatively and touched her chin. When she didn’t brush me off, I coaxed her to look at me. “I chose you. I love you. I want to spend my life with you.”

      “I know,” she said glumly. “I just get scared. Like tonight. I know you want to go all the way, but I’m not ready.”

      “Don’t worry about that.” I gently urged her toward me. She unfolded and came into my arms. “I told your dad I’m in it for the long haul, and I mean it.”

      “Marianne said the same thing.”

      “Because it’s true.”

      She rested her cheek against my chest and let out a deep, shuddering breath of released tension.

      “And I don’t care how many guys you’ve been with.”

      “I know,” she said softly. “Thank you.”

      “Just like you shouldn’t care how many women I’ve been with.”

      “I can’t count that high anyway,” she said with a feeble laugh. “More than ten.”

      “Probably.”

      She sat back. “More than fifteen?”

      “I don’t really know for sure.”

      “Twenty?”

      “I’ve never counted.”

      “Twenty-five?” Her eyes had grown wider with each new number.

      “Maybe. Probably.”

      “Thirty?”

      I hedged. “Thereabouts, I think.”

      “Thereabouts-more or -less?”

      “More. But like I said, I haven’t counted. I mean, it isn’t a game where you keep score.” I chuckled at a random thought. “It’s real people with real lives and real emotions.”

      “Yeah, but that’s a lot of real people.”

      “So? Am I tainted by any of them? Do I smell like pussy or something?”

      “Now you’re just being vulgar.”

      “Well, yes, but the question still stands. Do I smell like other women?”

      “You know you don’t.”

      “Do I look any different because I’ve been with them?”

      “No, but—”

      “Sound different? Taste funny? Feel weird?”

      “Now you’re being ridiculous.”

      “I am. But how am I any different if I’ve been with one woman or thirty?”

      “I don’t know. You just… are.”

      “I am different one way: the experience thing we talked about.”

      “You can say that again.”

      I leveled my eyes at her. “And who benefits from that?”

      “I do.”

      “Anyone else?”

      “No,” she said reluctantly.

      “So let me see if I understand,” I said. “I don’t look, sound, smell, taste, or feel different. The only thing different about me is I’m pretty good at sex. And you’re the only one who gets to benefit.”

      “It doesn’t sound so bad when you put it that way.”

      “What way does it sound bad?”

      “When you say you’ve been with thirty women!”

      “Okay,” I said, a touch pedantically, “let’s go over this again. I don’t look, sound, smell—”

      “All right, I get it! You’re the same. Fine!”

      “And who benefits?”

      “I do! Dammit! Sometimes you’re infuriating.”

      I actually laughed.

      “This isn’t funny,” she muttered darkly.

      “No, you’re right. But you’re really cute when you swear. That’s… what? The second time I’ve ever heard you do it?”

      “So I’m human. So sue me.”

      “Can I use you instead?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Why can’t you be serious?”

      “Because this is sort of a ridiculous fight.”

      “It’s not ridiculous to me. I’m serious. I’m really scared! What if you don’t like something about me and decide to go back to Gina? Or Kendall? Or any of the other twenty-eight! What if you get tired of waiting for me? What if you find out how many guys I’ve been with? What if—?”

      “What if you shut up and kiss me?”

      “What if—? Huh? What?”

      “Shut up and kiss me.”

      She frowned and tried to figure out my angle.

      I leaned forward and brought my lips close to hers without actually touching her.

      “What’re you doing?” she asked softly.

      “Kiss me and see.”

      She touched her lips to mine, tentatively at first, but she didn’t resist as I pulled her toward me. I cupped her ass and urged her closer still, so she spread her legs and knelt with her shins on my thighs. Our kiss deepened until I felt her relax and surrender to it.

      “There,” I said at last, softly. “Does it feel like I want to go back to Gina?”

      “No.”

      “Kendall?”

      “No.”

      “Any of the other twenty-eight?”

      “No. I get it. Shut up and kiss me again.”

      I did.

      She had to stifle a laugh when Mr. Big nudged her insistently.

      “See?” I said. “I told you, sex is mental. He’s in the mood because you are.”

      “I am.”

      “And… does it feel like I care how many guys you’ve been with?”

      “No. I can tell.” She dithered and then looked at me. “Even if it’s… six?”

      “Even if it’s twenty-six.”

      “Oh my gosh, no! What kind of—?”

      “I think you’re the kind of girl who likes sex,” I said evenly. “And especially giving head.” I held her eyes until she calmed down. “Now, do you know anyone who likes getting head?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Duh. You.”

      “Ding, ding, ding!”

      She grew quiet and gathered her courage. “Can I… um… ask you something?”

      “Of course.”

      “Remember, you said I could ask you anything. You might like it, you said. Remember?”

      “I remember.”

      “I know it sounds weird, but not any weirder than what you like.”

      “Fair enough,” I said. “What is it?”

      “Will you… shave?”

      “Is my face scratching you? I shaved this morn—”

      “No, not your face. Um… down there. You know, like I do. For you.” My eyebrows must have tried to do a backflip, because she immediately said, “Never mind. It’s dumb. Forget I said anything.” She buried her face in my shoulder. “Oh my gosh. You must think I’m so weird. First biting and spanking, and now this.”

      I chuckled and kissed the side of her head gently. “No, I don’t think you’re weird. Sexy as hell and wilder than I ever imagined, but that’s a good thing.” I waited until she peeked through a curtain of blonde hair. “So,” I asked, “you want me to shave my pubic hair?”

      She hesitated and then nodded.

      “More than I do already?”

      Another nod.

      “All of it?”

      “You don’t have to if you don’t want to. It was only a dumb idea.”

      “No, it sounds kinda cool.”

      “You mean it? Really? None of the—” She shot me a nervous look.

      “You can say it,” I prompted. “None of the other guys…”

      “Only, I don’t really know. I never asked. I didn’t think they would.”

      “But you think I will?”

      “Well, you want me to shave,” she said reasonably. “What kind of hypocrite are you?”

      “Ha! You got me there.”

      “Thank you.” She looked hopeful. “So you’ll do it?”

      “All of it? Every last bit?”

      “All of it,” she said. “Every last bit. As smooth as me.”

      “Sounds like fun.”

      She clapped and bounced.

      “Happy Birdy?”

      “Oh my gosh, yes! I’ve always wanted to try this. But I couldn’t imagine a guy who’d actually want to. I’d always heard about ones who did, especially swimmers, but never any of the ones… um… I ever… I mean…”

      “None of the ones you ever… saw?”

      “Not in person, no. But I saw one in a magazine once. Oh my gosh, Paul! Brooke’s mother had it, and we used to sneak—”

      “Hold on, who’s Brooke?”

      “My best friend in high school,” she said, as if I should’ve known. “In San Diego. I thought I told you about her?”

      “Oh, yeah! Right. Sorry. It’s hard to keep track sometimes. I mean, you have so many things about your past that you haven’t told me. But I like learning about you, especially your girlfriends.”

      “It’s a little weird. I’ve always had to keep so much secret with other guys.”

      “It’s kinda nice, isn’t it? To be able to tell me anything and know I won’t make you feel guilty about it.”

      “You can say that again. No, don’t! I get it. And yes, you’re right, it’s kinda nice. So this guy, in the magazine,” she continued. “He looked sort of like Mark Spitz, and he was completely shaved. We must’ve looked at that magazine a million times.”

      “A million?” I teased.

      “At least,” she said seriously. “I still think about it when I… you know… sometimes.”

      “When you play with yourself?”

      “You’re always so matter-of-fact about everything.”

      “It’s natural. Masturbation, I mean. Everyone does it. Some of us a lot.”

      “I know.” She rolled her eyes. “I try to stop myself, but— Oh, wait. You were talking about you, weren’t you?”

      “I was,” I laughed. “But it’s good to know that you do it a lot too.”

      “All the time, Paul. I feel so guilty sometimes.”

      “Don’t.”

      “I know. You’ve told me. But still… What would Sister Prune say?”

      I did my best spinster voice: “Let your boyfriend do that!”

      “Or your girlfriend!”

      “Yep, either works for you.”

      “I know, right?”

      We shared a grin.

      Hers faded and she grew thoughtful. “You know,” she said at last, “back when I had a crush on you, and then when we first started getting serious, I had this romantic idea about what it’d be like to be with you. It was silly and childish, I guess.” She gazed at my chest and rubbed it slowly, as if testing that I was real and really there.

      “I had this fantasy of you sweeping me off my feet and taking me to bed. The scene faded to black, like it does in the movies.” She glanced up. “You know what I’m talking about. And then mysterious, erotic things happened in the dark. But… it isn’t really like that, is it?”

      “No.”

      “It’s like this. Talking and sometimes arguing and hurt feelings and making up and explaining and getting to know someone. Like, the real person, not just the picture they paint for everyone to see.”

      “That’s exactly what it is.”

      “Don’t take this the wrong way, but it’s almost like you’re a girl, like I don’t have to hide anything from you.”

      “You don’t.”

      “And I don’t have to worry about my dad or Rich scaring you away.”

      “Um… no. They tried, but I’m still here.”

      “Alone with me, in a cabin, in the mountains, naked, in bed.”

      “Pretty cool, huh? Almost like we’re grown-ups.”

      She swatted my chest playfully. “You know what I mean.”

      “Yeah, I do.”

      “And if you must know, Mr. Sophisticated Grown-up, it is pretty cool. I like being with you. You drive me crazy, make me furious, and question all my beliefs. But you’re also patient, make me feel super-loved, and help me see things in new ways.”

      “So, yin and yang,” I said.

      “Exactly.” She grew thoughtful again, and I let her ruminate. “I don’t know when I’ll be ready,” she said at last. “But I know I want it to be you. I want you to do all those things you said.”

      “Which things?”

      “Have sex with me, make love to me, and… fuck me.” She didn’t need to look up. She read my body language instead. “Yes, I know the word,” she said softly. “And I say it sometimes.”

      “I’m glad. And when you’re ready, we’ll do it.”

      “We will. But in the meantime…?”

      “Yes?”

      “Can we do the other things?” She sighed when I let the question hang there. “Really? You’re going to make me ask?”

      “’Fraid so.”

      “Fine.” She took a deep breath. “Will you shave your penis?”

      “Of course.”

      “And then, maybe…?” She gulped and finished in a rush, “Twist my nipples and spank me a little? Oh my gosh, I said it!” She flinched in surprise and turned pink. “Ooh! Someone approves.”

      “Both of us.”

      “Yes! Happy Birdy.”

      I grinned and kissed her. “Okay, I have a date with a razor, and you need a spanking.”

      “And a penis,” she said cheerfully. “Don’t forget him!”

      “He’s the star of the show.”

      “A big star.”

      “He needs lots of personal attention.”

      “Very personal,” she agreed.

      “Come on, Little Bit,” I laughed. “Let’s go.”

      We rolled off the bed, and I made a grab for her as she took off her shirt. My hand closed on empty fabric when she leapt away with a shriek. I ran after her, but she was too quick, too nimble. She flew down the stairs and ran toward the bathroom, where I finally caught her. I pulled her against me and kissed her, but then she pushed me away.

      “Stop,” she panted. “We’ll make out later. Hurry and shave! I wanna see.”

      I turned on the water and grinned at her enthusiasm. Then I searched the drawers until I found a small pair of scissors. I carefully trimmed off most of my pubic hair while Christy watched with a mixture of fascination and impatience. I stepped into the tub near the spigot, and she knelt to watch.

      I coated my cock and balls with shaving cream and then trimmed the remaining stubble from the surrounding area. I lathered up a second time and went back for a closer shave. Christy was vibrating with eagerness by the time I rinsed off and checked my handiwork.

      My pubic area was surprisingly pale, especially in contrast with the darker skin of my penis and testicles. I thought I looked a little silly, but Christy’s expression changed my opinion completely. She held up a towel to dry me, but her eyes never left my pride and joy.

      “What do you think?” I asked.

      “I love it. I love him. I love you!” She dried my legs when I stepped onto the rug. Then she gently patted the rest of me dry.

      My penis was already growing, and it swelled even more as she held it out of the way. She kissed my balls and inhaled the clean scent. Then she closed her eyes and pressed her cheek to my smooth skin. She rubbed her face over my shaft and planted soft kisses on my testicles.

      She explored every inch of me with her lips, cheeks, and nose. I felt a little self-conscious, but she never noticed. She never even opened her eyes. She simply rubbed her face all over my manhood and the newly hairless skin.

      “Is it like you remember?” I finally asked. “From the magazine?”

      “What magazine?” she said blissfully.

      I chuckled and stroked her hair.

      She looked up at me, and her blue eyes glowed with affection. “Thank you.”

      “My pleasure.”

      She lowered her gaze to my erection and added, “And thank you, Mr. Penis, for being so hard and soft at the same time. Thank you for being so patient with me. Thank you especially for spending so much time in my mouth. I know you’d rather be somewhere else.”

      I did my best not to laugh. “Don’t worry, he’s pretty happy in your mouth.”

      “Mmm, I know.” She kissed the tip and then sucked gently.

      I ran my fingers through her hair and grabbed the back of her head. She braced her hands on my thighs as I guided her mouth onto my cock. She closed her lips with a soft moan when it touched the back of her throat.

      I directed her with my hand as she began bobbing. Her mouth was hot and wet and smooth, and she sucked eagerly. I lasted barely five minutes before I felt the familiar tingle behind my balls. She sensed it too, and she slid her hands around to my ass. Her fingers gripped my cheeks and pulled me toward her.

      The pressure built until I couldn’t stand it. I arched my back and erupted with a jolt that felt like half-pain, half-pleasure. Warm gouts of semen spewed over her tongue, and she held me in place with her hands on my butt. I stiffened in the grips of the orgasm and then staggered when it tailed off.

      Christy never relinquished her lip-lock as she swallowed. Then she kept her eyes closed and breathed through her nose. I panted to catch my own breath and had to brace myself as another shiver of pleasure hit me when she slowly withdrew her lips.

      My shaft glistened with saliva, although she immediately returned it to her mouth and sucked gently. She swallowed the last drops of come as my cock twitched with aftershocks. I felt drained, my muscles weak, but Christy didn’t show any signs of stopping. I finally had to push her away gently.

      “Unh,” she complained, “I wasn’t done yet.”

      “Keep going upstairs.” I lifted her to her feet. Her stiff nipples brushed my abdomen and sent a shiver up my spine. “I promised you a spanking, remember?”

      “You really mean it? You’ll do it?”

      “Mmm hmm. You’ll have to tell me if I hurt you, though.”

      “But… I want you to hurt me.”

      “Okay, then you need a safe word.” I ushered her out of the bathroom and toward the stairs.

      “Why?”

      “In case I really hurt you,” I explained. “It’s so you can beg and plead and cry out, but I won’t stop unless you say the safe word. It needs to be something you don’t normally say.”

      “You’ve done this before.”

      “Experience, remember? Kendall had some pretty wild fantasies.”

      “You can say that again.”

      “No wilder than yours.”

      She turned and shot me a grin. “Wouldn’t you like to know.”

      My eyes flashed.

      She bounded away from me, up the stairs like a shot. I chased after her and caught up as she flopped on the bed. She looked up at me, her eyes alight with mischief.

      I lunged for her again but she rolled away. She was impossibly quick, and I silently cursed her brothers for ever teaching her how to play tag. She circled the bed and then leapt onto it. She scampered toward the door. I cut her off and caught her around the middle. She squirmed and struggled, but I held her tight. Then I sat on the edge of the bed and forced her over my knees. She stopped struggling.

      Smack!

      I left a red handprint on the white skin of her ass.

      Smack!

      And then on her other cheek.

      Smack!

      Again on the right.

      Smack!

      And the left.

      She panted from the shock of it, but her body almost hummed with arousal. I rubbed her ass gently and then probed between her legs. Her pussy was soaked, and she gasped as I parted her lips and buried my two middle fingers. I finger-fucked her for several seconds before I abruptly pulled out and spanked her again.

      I swatted each cheek several times, until they were both red from the attention. Then I thrust my fingers into her and felt her shudder. I spanked her several more times, and she writhed and gasped each time my hand struck her ass.

      Finally, I rammed my fingers into her and fucked her as fast as I could. She cried out and came with a rush of heat and moisture. I buried my fingers to the last knuckle as the climax took hold of her and didn’t let go.

      Her orgasm went on so long that I was surprised she didn’t pass out. When it finally subsided, she went limp and gasped from the force of it. Her ass was red where I’d spanked her, and her thighs were wet with moisture. She was so drained that she didn’t even react when I slowly withdrew my fingers.

      I held her gently and rubbed her back as she recovered.

      “I… had no… idea,” she said weakly.

      I chuckled. “So you liked it?”

      “Oh my gosh. I’ve never…” She struggled to push herself up. “I’ve never come like that.”

      “It’s fun being a bad girl, isn’t it.”

      “‘Fun’ isn’t quite the word. My entire body is still buzzing.”

      I helped her stand, and she winced when I accidentally touched her bottom.

      She twisted to look at herself. “Wow, it’s really red.”

      “I spanked you pretty hard.”

      “But it felt so good.”

      “For real? I mean, I could tell you enjoyed it, but… did it really feel good?”

      “Well… no, it hurt. But…” She shrugged. “I can’t explain it. I just… liked it.”

      “It’s okay. You don’t have to explain.”

      “It isn’t that I don’t want to. I just… can’t. I have no idea what’s going on in my messed-up head. But… I’ve always been like this.”

      I held her hips and gazed up at her. “You aren’t messed-up. You’re normal.”

      “Yeah, right,” she scoffed.

      “Okay, then maybe we’re both messed-up, but we’re messed-up in the same way, so we go together.”

      “Like yin and yang.”

      “Exactly.”

      She caressed my face. “You make me feel so special. I’ve never met anyone like you.”

      “And I hope you never do! One of me is more than enough.”

      “You can say that again,” she said with a grin.

      “Then again, you might like two guys at once.”

      Her eyes flew open. “Two? I can barely handle one, you!”

      “Eh, you never know.” I stood before she could think of a reply. “Come on, Little Bit. Let’s get a snack.”

      “And a drink.” She took my hand. “I need something to settle my nerves or I’ll never get to sleep.”

      We went downstairs. She fixed more bread and cheese in the kitchen, while I added logs to the wood-burning stove and closed the vents to keep it going all night. I returned to the kitchen and slid behind her. She sighed when I cupped her breasts.

      “Mmm, someone’s interested,” she said.

      “He’s always interested where you’re concerned.”

      “I think I like being a nudist,” she mused. “Less to get in the way when I want to feel you against me.”

      “Less to get in the way when you’re ready to feel me inside you.”

      “Mmm, that too.”

      “In the meantime, are you ready to feel me in your mouth?”

      “I thought you’d never ask.” She turned and sank to her knees. She wrapped her fingers around the base of my cock and began stroking gently. “He looks so much bigger without all that hair.” A thought occurred to her and she frowned. “Do I look bigger without hair?”

      “Not really,” I said. “You’re prettier. And neater. Like Leah said.”

      “What do you think she’d say if she saw you like this?”

      “I think she’d like it.”

      “For real?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      She stroked me in silence and then said, “What’s she like?”

      “Who? Leah?”

      “Yeah. What’s she like in bed?”

      My eyes snapped open and I looked down at her in surprise.

      “I don’t want specifics or anything. I just wanna know what I need to live up to. I mean, you still haven’t told me the whole story, but it’s more than just ‘you slept with her a few times.’ I saw how she looked at you.” She was still playing with my cock, so she couldn’t have been too upset.

      “And I also heard what you said,” she continued, “when Mark was showing me how to make B-52s.”

      I did my best to keep my eyebrows firmly in place, but my sudden tension betrayed me.

      “Mmm hmm. Something about a ‘group secret’? You thought I couldn’t hear, but I was paying attention.”

      “She was probably just talking about Mark and Erin and her.”

      “Now who’s the liar?” Christy said. “Uh-oh! You’re starting to worry.”

      Sure enough, my erection had flagged.

      “Can’t have that, can we, Mr. Big? Do you think it’d help if I put you in my mouth? You do? All right, let’s give it a try!”

      I started to laugh, but then she suited actions to words. She sucked gently for a minute or so before she released me.

      “Much better.” She kissed my swollen glans and smiled up at me. “I’m sure you’ll tell me when you’re ready.”

      I swallowed once and nodded.

      She began stroking me again to make sure I stayed hard. “And I know you said you don’t like bargaining for sex—”

      “No.”

      “—but maybe we can bargain with other things.”

      “Oh? Like what?”

      “I dunno. Maybe… stories. You tell me about this group secret, and I’ll tell you about… something.”

      “The first time you gave head,” I said immediately.

      She laughed, and her breath felt hot on the underside of my straining cock.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “That’s a group secret too.”

      I couldn’t stop my eyebrows.

      She laughed again at my reaction. Then she engulfed my shaft and began sucking.

      “Wait! You aren’t going to tell me?”

      She shook her head without releasing me.

      “Seriously?”

      She nodded.

      “You’re such a tease!”

      “Sorry,” she said, her mouth still full of cock, “can’t talk now. Need to suck.”

      I blinked in disbelief. “Oh my God,” I said at last, “I’ve created a monster.”

      She stopped sucking long enough to grin up at me. “A penis monster! Now… do you mind? I’m trying to concentrate here.”

      “Then by all means,” I laughed.

      “Thank you. Now, where was I? Oh, yes… penis!”
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      Trip called us the next morning. The doctors at Vanderbilt had given his father an otherwise clean bill of health and told him to get more exercise and eat less red meat. Trip and Wren were going to make sure he was doing okay and then fly out to Reno the following day.

      “How’s the cabin?” he asked.

      “Nice. Cozy. A-frame built in the fifties.”

      “Wren wants to know if you and Christy tried out the hot tub.”

      “Not yet. It’s still covered with a tarp under a foot of snow. But I’ll check it out this afternoon and get it ready for when you all get here.”

      “Awesome. Thanks. It’ll probably be after dinner. We have to pick up the rental car, and then it’s about an hour’s drive.”

      “Stock up on alcohol in Reno. We’re walking everywhere here,” I explained. “It isn’t bad, but I’m not hauling cases of wine up the mountain.”

      “We’ll take care of it.”

      “In the meantime,” I said, “we’re glad your dad’s doing well. Hope your stepmom and brothers are too. Take care of everyone there and we’ll see you tomorrow night.”

      “Yep. Oh, wait a sec. Wren wants to talk to Christy.”

      “Sure.” I held the phone out to her.

      “Hello? Oh, hey!” she said to Wren. Then she glanced at me. “What? No! I most certainly did not.” Her eyebrows shot up. “No, not tonight either.” She went pink as Wren offered a few more lurid suggestions. “Wren!” she said at last. “I can’t talk to you when you’re like this. Have a safe trip. See you tomorrow… Okay, you too. Bye.” She hung up. “Oh my gosh, she was in rare form.”

      “Sounds like she needs to get laid. You interested?”

      “Not you too!”

      “’Fraid so. It’s a conspiracy.”

      “No kidding,” she muttered.

      “You poor thing,” I chuckled as I turned her toward the entryway. “So many people wanna have sex with you.”

      “That’s what I’m afraid of.”

      “I’ll protect you, don’t worry. In the meantime, let’s get a move on. The slopes await.”

      Christy donned her coat and gloves and picked up her boot bag. I balanced the ones with our skis and poles over my shoulder and then grabbed my own boots. Down at the resort itself, we rented four lockers together, bought lift tickets, and headed toward the slopes.

      I wanted to start with some intermediate runs, but Christy pointed us toward a lift that led to mostly difficult trails. Her idea of a warm-up had nothing to do with mine, and she practically dared me to keep up when she schussed away without a backward glance. She didn’t ski rings around me, but only because she was waiting for me at the bottom of the run.

      The rest of the morning was a completely new experience for me. I was a better skier than Gina and Leah, so I’d always had to wait for them or tailor my fun to theirs. I had to push myself to keep up with Christy. She was the most athletic girl I’d ever dated, which I mentioned when we took a break for lunch.

      “We all had to play sports growing up,” she explained. She took one look at her Cobb salad and immediately scrunched her nose. “Ugh! I asked for no bacon.”

      “Here, put it on mine.”

      She did and then assiduously searched for any she’d missed. When she was certain it was all gone, she shuddered in revulsion at how close she’d come to eating it.

      “I used to think you were doing that just to be different,” I said with a chuckle.

      “Oh my gosh, no! I can’t stand the thought of eating something that has— had feelings.”

      “But seafood and poultry are okay?”

      “Well… yes. Don’t ask me to explain.”

      “You aren’t a very good Buddhist,” I teased.

      “I’m not a very good Catholic either,” she shot back. “You wanna pick on me for that too, Mr. It’s Gonna Happen?”

      “Ha! Okay, you win.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Anyway, we were talking about sports.”

      She looked suspicious for a moment but picked up where she’d left off. “Right. So we all had to play sports growing up. We had to do something musical or artistic too. Our parents wanted us to be well-rounded.”

      “What did you all do?”

      “Harry played football and basketball, and he’s a pretty good dancer. You’ve heard James play piano. He’s a really good artist too, mostly cartoons and political satire. He played football and basketball but never like Harry.”

      “Yeah, I can see that. What about Danny and Rich?”

      “Danny couldn’t convince Mom that surfing was a sport, so he played football. He took up the ukulele, but mostly to annoy the rest of us. Rich was a wrestler, and you’ve heard him sing. He’s also a really good cook. Mom made him take Home Economics one year, and he made an A just to prove he could.”

      I chuckled. “That sounds like Rich.”

      “Yeah. He did something that really annoyed her. I don’t remember what, but they had a big discussion about him having to take the class. Still, he learned to cook and sew and stuff.”

      “What about Laurence?”

      “He was a wrestler and swimmer, but he was practically tone deaf.” She laughed at a memory. “Mom finally had to admit defeat. She tried everything, even drums. He was a complete failure in art class too. He wrote poetry and haiku, though. He never would show the rest of us, but he let Mom read it and she was happy.”

      She frowned and looked thoughtful. “I wonder what happened to all his notebooks. He used to write in them as he sat in this window in our house in Japan. I remember drawing him with the light behind him, mostly a silhouette.” She smiled at the vision in her memory. “I remember one where he’s looking at me, and he’s kind of melancholy. You know how he was sometimes.” Her face fell. “No, I guess you don’t.”

      “I think I know what you mean, though.”

      She wiped her eyes and nodded. “He was beautiful. He always will be.”

      “Maybe you can show me some of your sketches when we get home.”

      “No,” she said after a moment, “I think I’ll keep those for myself.”

      “That’s fine.”

      “Wow, I hadn’t thought of that window in years.” She forced a smile. “I think he used to sit there just so I could draw him. He was half in light, half in shadow, so it was fun to get the shading right.”

      She laughed again. “And I’d forgotten what a bad singer he was. Rich used to say he couldn’t carry a tune in a bucket. James even said he made the piano go out of tune by standing too close. Oh, Paul, he really was awful. He couldn’t even keep rhythm. It used to drive Rich and me crazy.

      “It’s kind of silly,” she said after a reflective moment. “Those are the things I remember about him. Not that he was a good Marine or a star wrestler, but that he couldn’t sing and used to sit in a window for hours so his little sister could draw him.”

      “Those’re the things that make you smile.”

      “They do. And… thanks for making me think of him. You remind me of him in a way, how you’re always positive about stuff. Like this morning,” she continued. “You really can’t ski as well as me—sorry, you can’t—but you still tried, and it seemed like you were having fun. You made it a game to see if you could keep up.”

      “That’s exactly what I did.”

      “And that’s what I like about you. Well, one of many things.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Now come on, let’s hurry and eat. I wanna get back to the slopes.”
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        * * *

      

      Later in the afternoon I decided to test myself on one of the most difficult trails on the mountain. Christy simply plunged over the edge and flew through the moguls like she’d been born on skis. I was more cautious and chose a line before I shoved off. I still wiped out once, but it was a minor tumble instead of a hair-raising crash. I made it to the bottom of the run and received a kiss for my trouble, although she grinned and took off again almost immediately.

      We left the slopes when we reached the base lodge, since I wanted to take a look at the cabin’s hot tub while I still had enough daylight to see. We stored our equipment in the lockers and headed to the market for groceries and more wine. Christy chattered away as we carried the bags up to the cabin, mostly about Laurence and how many instruments he tried before their mother finally gave up.

      At the house I prepped the hot tub, replaced the drain plug, and started the hose to fill it. Christy made pasta and salad for dinner, and we polished off a bottle of wine. I checked on the water afterward and turned it off when the tub was full. The pump sputtered as it flushed the remaining air out of the system, but then it ran smoothly.

      “Can we use it tonight?” Christy asked.

      “No. It’ll take too long to heat up. Probably overnight to get to eighty degrees. But we can turn it up when we get home tomorrow. It’ll be ready after dinner.”

      “Good. So I have an excuse tonight. Don’t ask,” she said before I could. “Wren had some wild ideas for what I should do to you in the tub. You know, ‘to keep you interested.’”

      “That sounds like her, all right.”

      “Exactly. And she’s crazy if she thinks I need suggestions in that department. Speaking of which… I thought I’d model the lingerie you gave me for Christmas.”

      “Maybe on a blanket in front of a cozy wood-burning stove?”

      “With a bottle of wine?”

      “Sounds like a not-date to me.”

      “I might even let you not-kiss me.”

      “I was hoping for a not-blowjob.”

      “Play your cards right,” she said with a coy grin, “and you might get not-lucky.”
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        * * *

      

      “Stop, please, stop!” Christy panted, and I lifted my face from between her legs. “You have to let me recover,” she gasped. “I can’t keep going like you do. Mine must be stronger than yours. One is enough. Two is plenty. Three is too much.”

      I kissed her thigh and then climbed over her.

      “Thank you. I’m sorry, but you can’t expect me to keep up with you.”

      “I told you,” I said as I stretched out beside her, “sex is a skill. The physical part, at least.”

      “And you’re better than me. I get it. Just let me catch up before you try any marathons again.” She sat up and reached for the wine bottle. “Do we have another?”

      “No, sorry.”

      “That’s okay. I’m in the mood for whiskey anyway. It’s sexier than wine. Don’t you think?”

      “I never really thought about it.”

      “Well, I mean… wine is what kids drink. Not kid-kids, but you know what I mean. Whiskey is for grown-ups, my parents and grandparents, aunts and uncles.” She laughed. “Although, not my nana. She drinks brandy. But Granny Carmichael always has a glass of whiskey after dinner.”

      Christy climbed to her feet and kept talking as she walked to the kitchen. I admired the view and decided that she was a pretty package both coming and going. From the kitchen she told me about her Granny Carmichael’s stash of “corn liquor” (moonshine in my part of the country) and how she steeped cherries in it.

      “Oh my gosh, Paul,” Christy said as she returned with the whiskey and glasses of ice, “I ate a bunch of them once, when I was seven. Danny put me up to it. Rich was so mad he gave him a black eye.”

      “That seems to be what Rich does, but it sounds like Danny deserved it.”

      “He really did.” She sat seiza-style and poured the drinks. “I put a little water in yours. Marianne’s suggestion. Sláinte.”

      “Thanks. What’s that mean, by the way?”

      “It’s Irish. It means ‘health.’ It’s like ‘cheers’ or ‘kanpai.’”

      “Well, sláinte!” I took a sip of my watered whiskey and raised the glass in a silent toast to Marianne. She and Anne had become my strongest allies, even when they weren’t around in person.

      Christy was in a talkative mood, so I sipped my drink and listened as she told me about life in Japan as a blue-eyed blonde gaijin.

      “I love the culture and people,” she said. “I hope we can go sometime. You can meet Nobu and Mariko. I told you about her, didn’t I?”

      “A little. Your best friend, right?”

      “I knew you were paying attention! Right. So, we met when…”

      About halfway through the story, I said, “Hold on a sec. Mariko was more than just your best friend, wasn’t she?”

      Christy’s blush was answer enough.

      “Thought so. You’d’ve been… what? Thirteen, right? So, she was your first serious girlfriend?”

      “I’m gonna wring Wren’s neck.”

      “So, Mariko in Japan. Then Noelani in Hawaii. Brooke in San Diego. Wren in Knoxville. Am I missing anyone?”

      “No, you seem to know them all.”

      “I pay attention, remember? I’m sure there are more—girls you fooled around with but weren’t serious about—but I wanna make sure I know the main ones.”

      “Like I know about yours: Kendall, Gina, and Leah?”

      “Exactly.”

      “But… what about Wren?”

      I heard something in her tone that was more than simple curiosity.

      “Yeah,” she said to my sudden poker face. “She knows too much about you for being ‘just friends.’ That’s what she claims, by the way, so I’m not accusing you of anything. But you know how you can tell when I’m lying? Well, I can usually tell when she is.”

      I nodded and poured myself a healthy splash of straight whiskey. I was going to need it.

      “She’s always careful not to say too much, but I’m not dumb.”

      “Far from it.”

      “And while we’re talking about it, you know too much about her. Like, how she doesn’t really have a problem sleeping with different… people.” She laughed. “I started to say ‘different guys,’ but she isn’t picky.”

      My eyebrows shot up.

      “I don’t mean she’s a tramp or anything, but she’s… like you. No, wait! I said that wrong. I don’t think you’d ever do it with a guy or anything. Oh my gosh, I should stop talking now.”

      “It’s all right,” I said with a chuckle. “I’m not interested in guys, but I don’t get bent out of shape if someone thinks I am. It doesn’t make me gay or ‘less of a man’ or anything stupid like that.”

      She nodded.

      “But you’re right: when it comes to women, I’m…” I frowned in thought. “Let’s say I’m open to a variety of experiences.”

      “Exactly! Thank goodness you understand. Anyway, you and Wren are a lot alike. Maybe that’s why I’m attracted to you.”

      “Probably.”

      “I know she loves me, but she’s never had any qualms about sleeping with someone else. It didn’t bother me, even when we were together, although I never thought about why until I started dating you. And I don’t wanna start the ‘sex versus love’ argument all over again, but… I’m starting to see what you mean. Those girls you dated last spring were just about sex, right? You didn’t really care about them?”

      “I cared, in the sense that I wanted to get to know them better, but I never loved them, no.”

      “Which is why you’re dating me and not one of them.”

      “Exactly.”

      “But the others are different.” It wasn’t a question. “You have feelings for them. Especially Leah.”

      I nodded.

      “What about Daphne?”

      “Her too, but not love. I care about her and want her to be happy. So, somewhere in the middle. Does that make sense?”

      She nodded but then her eyes narrowed. “What about… Gracie?”

      “You really don’t like her, do you?”

      “If you must know, I don’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “I’m not sure. She tried to take something— someone I wanted.”

      “Ah. Okay. Me. But… why don’t you feel the same about Daphne?”

      “I did, sort of, but then I felt sorry for her. I mean, she never did anything to me, did she? And I was so horrible to her. Then I saw how protective you were. Sara, too. You’re both a bit like Rich that way. And I know how he feels about me, so I guess you and Sara feel the same about Daphne.”

      “Yeah, we do,” I said. “Daphne’s had a crappy life in a lot of ways. She’s a good person, though, and she deserves better. Sara and I want her to be happy. But to answer your original question… No, I don’t have feelings for Gracie. We never got that far. I knew pretty early that we didn’t fit.”

      “So you didn’t love her. It was just… sex?”

      “No. It’s never ‘just sex’ with me. Well, sometimes it is, but that’s a whole ’nother discussion. I’m weird, I guess. Not like most guys. I want some kind of connection before I sleep with someone.”

      “Which is why you didn’t with any of Wren’s friends, over the summer.”

      “Even though I was sorely tempted a few times.”

      “But you did sleep with Wren.” Again, it wasn’t a question.

      “Right.”

      “That’s it? Just… ‘right’?”

      “It’s a little late to deny it. So, what do you want to know? I mean, I’ll tell you the whole story if you think you’re ready for it.”

      “Ugh! I hate it when you do that!”

      “Hold on, do what?”

      “Make me think! And question my beliefs! You’re bad for my moral certitude, you know that?”

      “Um… thank you? I think. But… have I done something wrong?”

      “Of course you have! I lived a nice, simple life before I started dating you. I knew exactly what right and wrong were. But then you came along and wrecked everything. Now my life’s full of ifs and maybes and buts and sort ofs.” She was irritated instead of morose. “And since you asked, I did want to know the whole story. Right up till ten seconds ago, when you asked that stupid question.”

      “What question?”

      “Am I ready for it?”

      “Ah. I think I understand. So… are you?”

      “Yes! No! Maybe! I don’t know.” She scowled. “Isn’t that what you say?”

      “Yeah,” I chuckled. “All the time.”

      “And that’s what I mean about you being bad for my moral certitude.” She waved away my question before I could ask it. “It’s a Catholic thing. It has to do with doubt. Get James to explain. He’s the theologian in the family.” She flicked her hand at me. “Note to self…”

      “Got it.” I grinned. “Note to self: talk to James about Birdy’s evolving morals.”

      “My morals haven’t changed! I’m still the same good Catholic girl! Who… just happens to be naked with a man who isn’t her husband. Who plans on sleeping with him. And wants to go all the way. Before the wedding.” She grumbled and pretended to glare at me. “You’re a bad influence. I can’t even call myself a good Catholic anymore. I’m lapsed like everyone else. And now I understand that verse from Proverbs: ‘Pride goeth before destruction, and a haughty spirit before a fall.’”

      “Pride goes before the fall?” I said in plain English.

      “Exactly! I used to be proud of myself, that I was a good Catholic; I knew exactly what right and wrong were. But you make me think, make me question myself. And… I don’t like some of the answers lately.”

      “Don’t like them? Or aren’t willing to accept them?”

      “The first one. I mean, you just told me you slept with Wren. I should be furious, jealous, screaming mad.”

      “Instead…?”

      She laughed darkly. “I’m mad that she did it first.” She finished her whiskey and poured more. “Exactly,” she said to my unasked question. “I don’t care that you had sex with my best friend. I’m upset that she knows what it’s like and I don’t. I’m too chicken.”

      “You aren’t chicken. You were just raised differently. And if it makes you feel any better, I don’t want to spend the rest of my life with her.”

      “I know. I get it. But… dammit, I wanted to be first!”

      I chuckled, which earned a petulant glare. “You’re first in my heart,” I said. “Does that count?”

      “It helps.”

      I grinned and gestured her closer, so she turned and scooted between my legs. I set my drink aside, rubbed my palms together to warm them, and began massaging her shoulders.

      “Thank you. That feels good.”

      “Yeah, I kinda figured you were tense.”

      “You know me so well.” She paused to gather her thoughts. “I guess I’m really annoyed at myself. I want to go all the way with you, but…”

      “Sex is more emotional for you,” I said, “more of a commitment, more… intimate.”

      “Yeah, but it’s just a penis and a vagina. They’re practically made for each other. Besides, it’s more intimate when I suck you, but I don’t have any hang-ups about that.”

      “Lucky for us,” I chuckled. “I mean, I’m willing to wait a long time for sex, as long as we’re doing the other.”

      “I know, right? And I guess that’s why I’m not really upset about you and Wren. She may’ve slept with you first, but I get you for the rest of my life.”

      “You think so?” I asked, serious rather than flippant.

      She paused and gave it more thought. “Yeah, I do. I really think you’re The One. I know I shouldn’t tell you that, ’cause I don’t wanna scare you away or make you think I’m moving too fast, but… I dunno. I just know it’s right with you. And I know you feel the same.” She looked at me over her shoulder.

      “I do.”

      “Not yet,” she joked. “We’re moving fast, but not that fast.”

      “No,” I agreed. “But I don’t think we’re moving that fast. Besides, it took us a while—”

      “It took you a while.”

      “Fair enough. It took me a while to figure out what I wanted. But I’m glad I did.”

      “Me too.” She sighed and leaned back against my chest. I cupped her breasts and squeezed her nipples, which made her wince. “Be gentle. They’re still a little tender.”

      “Ah, right. Sorry.”

      “I like it when you squeeze them, but you have to give them time to recover after you abuse them.”

      “Got it.”

      I wrapped my arms around her instead and then kissed the top of her head. She crossed her arms over mine, and we sat in silence for several minutes, until I looked out the window.

      “It’s snowing.”

      “Has been for a while,” she said. “Should be nice powder in the morning.”

      “I hope Trip and Wren don’t have trouble getting here.”

      “They shouldn’t. They keep the roads pretty clear, unless it’s a blizzard.” She drank and then studied the light through the cut crystal. “I’ve been thinking about her a lot lately.”

      “Wren?”

      “Yeah. She really wants me to go all the way with you. I mean, it’s a full marketing campaign with her. So I started thinking about why. I mean, what does she get out of it? That’s when I realized you must’ve gone all the way.”

      “Ah.”

      “You probably know this already, but we tell each other everything. So I knew all about what you two had done… until last summer. Something was different between you, and she didn’t tell me about it.” She glanced back at me. “It just took me a while to understand what.”

      “That’s something I don’t give you enough credit for,” I said. “You watch everything. And you figure out stuff on your own.”

      “I try to. Sometimes it takes a while. And some things still don’t make sense.”

      “Oh? Anything I can clear up?”

      “You can tell me all the things you’re holding back,” she suggested. “No, don’t. I don’t think I’m ready yet. I… have to get there on my own.” She chuckled at a thought. “My mom says I’m the most stubborn of all of us.”

      “You probably are. You’re just like her, too, so you probably clashed.”

      “We didn’t really. She’s… the exact opposite of Wren. She’s totally subtle. Not in a bad way, though. She has this… I dunno what to call it.”

      “Soft power.”

      “Yeah, that’s it.”

      “You’re the same,” I told her.

      “I am not!”

      “Oh yes you are. I can’t tell you how hard I had to resist when we were first dating. Every time you hinted or suggested or tried to get me to do something without saying so.”

      “Is that why you make me ask for things?”

      “Part of it. I don’t want you to feel guilty after—”

      “Like Kendall.”

      “Right. And I don’t mind you hinting and being subtle, but I want you to understand the difference between getting what you want and having it given to you.”

      “You know,” she mused, “before I met you, I would’ve said those’re the same. But now I think I see what you mean. My mom gets what she wants, and she knows what she’s doing.”

      I nodded.

      “And if you’re right, and I do the same thing—but without realizing it—I never have to make a decision or take responsibility. That’s what you said bugged you about Kendall.”

      “Exactly.” I had to suppress a chuckle as she swirled the ice and whiskey in her glass, the same way her father did when he was thinking.

      “I’m glad you make me do it,” she said eventually. “It’s good for me.”

      “I think so.”

      “You still drive me crazy sometimes, and not in a good way.”

      “Comes with the territory.”

      “That’s what Marianne said, that marriage is a lot of compromises. Something might bug you, but you live with it, ’cause there’s more you like than you don’t.”

      “Mmm hmm.”

      “And there are a million things I like about you, but only a few I don’t. So… I compromise.”

      “Same with me.”

      “I still hate that you hide things from me, but I know you’ll tell me everything… eventually. It’s okay, though.” She gave me a sly look. “I have my secrets too.”

      I totally took the bait. “Oh? Like what?”

      “Like… I know that Trip must be like you and Wren. No way you’d’ve gone behind his back to sleep with her.”

      “Um, no,” I said dryly.

      “So he knew. Also, that comment you made about the size of his penis.” She grinned back at me. “Bigger than a pencil. And it wasn’t like you’d seen it soft at camp or something. So… if I had to guess, you both slept with her. Like, at the same time.”

      “Well, we weren’t really sleeping.”

      “Ha ha. You know what I mean.”

      “Yeah, I do. And you’re right.” I studied her reaction as I said, “It doesn’t bother you?”

      “What? Wren sleeping with two guys at once? No, why should it?” She rested her hand on her stomach for a moment and then sat bolt upright. “Hold on!” She turned to face me. “Do you mean what I think you do? You want me to…?” She gulped. “Do it…? With both of you?”

      I gazed at her calmly.

      “No! Absolutely not,” she said. “Never in a million years.”

      I almost asked if she were trying to convince me or herself, but I kept my mouth shut.

      “That’s… immoral! Outside the bonds of marriage. Totally out of the question. I can’t believe you’d even ask me.” She took a long drink to steady her nerves.

      “I didn’t.” Not technically.

      “Of course you—!” She replayed the conversation and realized I was right. She took another long drink of whiskey. “Oh my gosh. I thought you were asking me to… you know.” She went to take another drink and realized her glass was empty, so I handed her mine. She winced at the watered-down flavor, but drained it anyway. “Don’t scare me like that,” she said as the alcohol finally began to steady her.

      “Sorry. I didn’t mean to.” But I planted the seed.

      She nodded and finally began to relax. She’d come a long way since Halloween, but she still had plenty of Catholic guilt to overcome. I poured the last of the whiskey into our glasses, a splash each.

      “Come here, Little Bit.” I guided her into my lap and turned her to face me. “Spread your legs. Straddle my hips.”

      “It feels weird sitting like this,” she said. “Unladylike. Totally exposed. Especially with no hair down there to hide anything.”

      “I know. That’s why I want you here.” I handed her a glass and picked up my own. “Sláinte.”

      “Sláinte.” She tossed it back and then eyed me. “Are you trying to get me drunk?”

      “Not a chance.”

      “I think you’re lying.”

      “Okay, you caught me. I want to get you drunk and take advantage of you.”

      “You don’t need to get me drunk for that. You can do it any time you want. Not do it, but you know what I mean.”

      “Yeah. But before I do, I need to tell you something.”

      Her brow furrowed at my serious tone.

      I took her empty glass and set it aside, followed by my own. Then I tilted her face up and kissed her, tender but lingering.

      “I love you,” I said quietly. “I love learning about your past. I love telling you about mine. But mostly I love how we’re both changing and growing together.”

      She nodded and crossed her arms behind my neck.

      “And I’m glad you’re finally showing your true self. I think you still hold back a lot—”

      “I don’t want you to think I’m weird.”

      “You aren’t. But I think you have some really kinky fantasies, and you’re beginning to realize that I like that sort of thing. No, I love it. I love you. Period. Full stop. End of discussion.”

      “Thank you. I love you too.” She kissed me, and her hunger flared. She tightened her arms around my neck and pressed her body to mine. “Oh, boy,” she said. “Now I’m really drunk. That last one did it.”

      “That last one? Not the ones before it?”

      “Maybe.” She moistened her lips. “But now I’m ready for a different drink. Something… creamier.”

      “Ah,” I laughed, “there’s my flirty girl!”

      “Mmm, no.” She grinned when my eyebrows rose. “This is horny girl. And she needs a penis in her mouth. Do you know where she can find one?”

      “As a matter of fact, I do.”

      “Oh, goody! But horny girl is really horny. She might need it more than once.”

      I laughed and kissed her. “Horny girl can suck my cock as many times as she wants.”

      “Mmm, you said cock. I love how it feels in my mouth.”

      “Then by all means, let’s get started.” I gently disentangled us and moved to a chair.

      Christy knelt between my legs and rested her arms on my thighs. She skipped her usual foreplay and went straight to sucking. She wasn’t in a hurry, though, so I relaxed and settled back to enjoy a slow, sensual blowjob.
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        * * *

      

      Trip and Wren arrived the next evening after dinner. Christy and I were lingering over a bottle of wine when we heard the door open.

      “Hello? Anyone home?” Trip called.

      “Yeah, in here! C’mon in.”

      He almost ran me over as I rounded the corner. His parka and stocking cap were dusted with snow.

      “Hey! Good to see you,” I said. “Glad you made it safe and sound. Lemme put on my coat and I’ll help you unload.”

      Wren stomped in with a swirl of snow.

      I gave her a quick hug and then grabbed my things from the pegs by the door. “Warm up by the stove,” I told her. “Trip and I will unload. Bathroom is on your left if you need it.”

      “I’ll give her a tour,” Christy said.

      Trip and I talked as we brought their suitcases inside. They’d had a decent trip, albeit a long one. They had stocked up on alcohol, though. We carried in a half-case of wine, another of champagne, and a couple of bottles of whiskey, along with several bags of groceries. The girls went to work unloading in the kitchen while Trip and I hauled in more firewood.

      “Looks like a nice place,” he said as we shed our outerwear.

      “Yeah. Solid construction.” I grabbed a suitcase and led the way upstairs. “It has good insulation, but sound travels inside. Just FYI.”

      “How’s the hot tub?” he asked as we set the bags in the master bedroom.

      “Still haven’t tried it. It should be ready, though.”

      “Hold on a sec.” He drew me back into the room. “I’m supposed to ask about you and Christy. Sorry, man. Wren’s… really eager. What do you want me to tell her?”

      “Not to rush us.”

      “I know that,” he said in a pained tone, “and you know that, but this is Wren we’re talking about.”

      I chuckled darkly. “Yeah, I know. And you’re caught in the middle.”

      “I wouldn’t mind being in the middle, but it sounds like she isn’t ready yet.”

      “Who isn’t?” Wren asked from the top of the stairs.

      “Told you,” I said to Trip, “sound travels.”

      He looked appropriately annoyed.

      “Who isn’t ready?” Wren repeated as she and Christy joined us.

      “She isn’t,” I said.

      “Ready for what?” Christy asked.

      “A hot tub orgy.”

      “Oh my gosh!”

      Wren glared at me.

      “Oh, was I supposed to be subtle? I forget sometimes. If only someone would tell me.”

      “I bet you think you’re funny,” she said dryly.

      “Hilarious,” I agreed. I walked around the bed and put an arm around her. “We all love you, and I don’t know what we’d do without you, but you need to chill out.” I plowed ahead before she could say something snarky. “Have you eaten yet?”

      “No,” Trip said. “We were waiting till we got here.”

      “Okay, so you’re hungry.”

      “Starving,” he agreed.

      “And you could probably use a drink.”

      Wren looked at me suspiciously but nodded.

      “Then we can check out the hot tub and talk about the orgy.”

      Christy’s eyes turned the size of saucers.

      “I’m kidding,” I told her. “But not really. We can talk about it,” I added to Wren, “but it isn’t going to happen.”

      She took the hint and nodded.

      “Do you wanna settle in first,” I asked, “or get something to eat?”

      She looked at Trip. “Eat?”

      “Please.”

      “Awesome,” I said. “Christy made enough casserole for an army, so we have plenty of food. We can throw together a salad, open another bottle of wine, and you can tell us how your dad’s doing.”
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        * * *

      

      Trip and Wren wanted some time to digest after they’d eaten, so we opened another bottle of wine and moved to the living room. Christy curled up next to me on the couch—the one her father hoped I was sleeping on—while Trip settled at the other end. Wren sat on the floor and warmed her feet by the stove. We chatted about Christmas and our families for a while, until I changed the subject to what we’d all been thinking.

      “So, are we ready for the tub? The water should be nice and hot by now.”

      “Oh, God, that sounds awesome,” Wren said. Then she actually looked to me for a cue. “We brought our suits. Do we—? Oh, please! Don’t look so surprised. I’m trying to be considerate.”

      “I know. I just didn’t expect it.” I glanced down at Christy. “What do you think?”

      Trip and Wren turned to look at her too, and she fell silent at the sudden attention.

      “Maybe suits,” I said after a moment.

      Christy blushed. “I… um… didn’t actually bring one.”

      “Ha! Okay. Are you comfortable being a nudist tonight? We’re among friends.”

      She took a deep breath, drained her glass, and nodded. “Just keep the wine flowing.”

      Wren and I spoke at the same time: “Absolutely.” “Will do.”

      “Hold on,” I said, “whose girlfriend is she?”

      “Mine,” she said without missing a beat. “I just let you think she’s yours.”

      “Oh, really?”

      “Mmm hmm. Besides, she was mine first anyway.”

      “Hey,” Christy protested, “don’t I have a say in this? I mean, I’m the girlfriend in question.”

      “Okay. So, whose are you?” I prompted.

      “Yours,” she said immediately. Then she half-winced. “And… um… maybe hers too?”

      “Fine by me. What do you think, Wren?”

      “I’m willing to share.”

      “You can have her every other weekend,” I said, “and two weeks in the summer.”

      Christy squawked.

      “Three weeks in the summer,” Wren said, “and visiting rights the rest of the time.”

      “Supervised visits only. I mean, I wanna watch, at least. And maybe join in.”

      “I can live with that,” Wren said.

      Christy held her head. “Oh my gosh. I’m gonna need a lot more wine.”

      “Allow me.” Trip extended the bottle and emptied it into her glass. “Dealing with these two is thirsty work.”

      “You can say that again.”

      “I usually let them fight it out,” he told her. “It’s better that way. Less hassle. They haven’t killed each other yet, so…”

      “Lucky for us,” Christy said.

      “I guess,” he agreed.

      Wren and I looked at each other in growing amusement.

      “I wonder if they’d miss us if we were gone,” I said.

      “Probably.”

      “We could always run away with each other and see.”

      “We could,” she said, “but I don’t think it’d work. I’m too bossy for you.”

      “And I’m too stubborn for you. But still, it’d be fun while it lasted.”

      “Yeah, it would.”

      “Oh, behave,” Christy said. “Both of you. You know you’re not going to leave Trip or me.”

      “Never, my love,” Wren said.

      “Yeah, you’re right,” I said. “We know a good thing when we see it. Speaking of which… I’d like to see more. Hot tub?”

      “Hot tub,” Wren said.

      “Come on,” I told Christy, “let’s get the towels.” To the others, “Grab the wine and we’ll meet you outside.”

      “Sounds good,” Trip said.

      I guided Christy into the bathroom and closed the door so we wouldn’t be overheard.

      “You okay with this?” I asked in a low voice.

      “I think so. Just a little nervous, even with alcohol.”

      “You don’t have to if you don’t want to.”

      “No, I do. I… like it. I’m just nervous about Trip seeing me.”

      “Why? Because we live together?”

      “Yeah. I can’t explain it, but it was different with your family and Susan. I don’t see them every day.”

      “Ah, right.”

      “I know you like it when I’m nude, though. And… I like doing what you tell me. Most of the time it’s things I want to do anyway. I’m not like Kendall, though, I swear! I don’t feel guilty about it. I know I want to do it. And I’m the one who’s really making the decision. But…” She looked down and finished in a small voice, “I dunno. I just like it when you’re in charge.”

      “And you’ll do anything I tell you?”

      She nodded.

      “Anything?” I stressed.

      “Anything.”

      “So… what if I told you to take off your clothes, spread your legs, and get ready for sex?”

      “I’d… do it.”

      “For real?”

      She nodded. “Do you want me to?”

      “Of course. But you know darn well I’m not going to make you.”

      “You could, you know.”

      “I know, but that’s why I won’t. When we have sex, it’ll be because you asked for it, out loud, without alcohol.” I touched her chin and lifted it for a kiss. She leaned into me and surrendered herself.

      “Thank you,” she said at last. “But… I’m serious. I’ll do anything you tell me.”

      “I believe you. And I think I’m going to enjoy finding out how far you’ll go.”

      She grinned.

      “But later. In the meantime, let’s grab the towels and join the others.”

      “I’m kind of excited. Wren hasn’t seen my new… um… hairdo. Down there. Yours either.”

      “That’s right,” I said. “And Trip hasn’t seen you at all. He’s in for a treat.”

      “You really think so?”

      “I told you, Little Bit, you aren’t scrawny. You’re just small. You have curves in all the right places. Time to show ’em off.”

      Trip and Wren had piled their clothes on one of the chairs by the stove. Christy and I did the same. Then I gave her one last chance to back out.

      “I can do this,” she said, and I nodded.

      The snow was still coming down, so I set the towels under the porch as Christy dashed across the patio to the hot tub. She made it into the water before Trip or Wren really had a chance to react. I took my time and climbed into the tub at an exhibitionist’s pace.

      “Um, dude,” Trip said slowly, “I don’t wanna sound gay or anything, but you seem to be missing something.”

      “Really?” I made a show of checking my extremities. “Nope. Everything’s right where it’s s’posed to be.”

      “Except your… ahem.”

      Christy grinned as I felt between my legs.

      “No, it’s there too,” I said. “You can check for yourself if you want.”

      “Ignore him,” Wren told him. She turned to Christy and her eyes lit up. “So you finally asked him?”

      “And he said yes!”

      “Obviously,” I added. Then I grinned at Trip. “Sorry, dude, I couldn’t resist. Yeah, Christy asked me to shave. And it seemed only fair, since I like her to do the same. So I’ll be sporting the Kojak look for a while.”

      “Doesn’t it make you feel weird?” he asked.

      “Not really. It’s a bit of extra work in the shower, but I kinda like it. More important, Christy likes it. It’s her favorite plaything these days.”

      “Oh my gosh,” she said. “I’m going to need more wine if we keep this up.”

      “Your wish is my command,” Trip said, which prompted a glare from Wren, although it wasn’t aimed at him.

      “What’re you lookin’ at me for?” I griped. “I didn’t say it.”

      “But you made him start.”

      “Fair enough.” I waited till Christy had a chance to sip her wine before I said, “You wanna sit on my lap? Or are these seats high enough?”

      “They’re high enough,” she said, although only her head and the tops of her shoulders showed above the water. “Besides, it’s too cold to have much more exposed.”

      I agreed with a nod and accepted a glass of wine from Trip.

      “So, how’s the skiing?” he asked.

      “It’s good,” I said. “Miss Ski Bunny here can ski rings around me—”

      “You’re a lot better than when you started.”

      “—but the runs are really nice. The village is cool too. We were talking to one of the locals today, and he said…”

      We told them about a big New Year’s Eve party we’d heard about. We made plans to go and then talked about everyday things. Wren still managed to turn several innocent comments into suggestive ones, so Christy was pretty flirty by the time we finished the bottle of wine. Trip had brought another, but we were several drinks ahead of them. We’d also had a long day on the slopes, while they’d been able to nap on the flight to Reno.

      “I hate to be a party pooper,” I said at last, “but I’m ready to call it a night.” I wasn’t in the mood for sleep, especially after Wren’s teasing and innuendos, but Christy wasn’t ready to fool around in front of another couple. Not yet, at least.

      Wren tried to convince us to stay, but Christy had the final word.

      “He’s right,” she said. “We’ve had a long day. You two stay and enjoy, though. We’ll see you in the morning.” She moved to kiss Wren’s cheek, but Wren turned and caught her full on the mouth.

      Christy struggled self-consciously for a moment but then gave in to it. Trip and I watched with a mixture of amusement and interest.

      “God,” Wren said at last, “you don’t know how good it feels to do that.” She kissed her again, tender instead of aggressive. “I’ve missed you.”

      “I’ve missed you too,” Christy said, although she darted a glance at me.

      Wren saw and chose to smile. “Thank you,” she said to me. “For letting me share.”

      “Love is love,” I said. “And it makes Christy happy, which makes me happy.”

      “Well, thank you. And thank you, Trip, for being so understanding.”

      “Like he said, love is love. Besides, you’re the best thing that ever happened to me.”

      She smiled at him. Then she gave Christy another kiss, this time on the tip of her nose.

      “Be patient with her,” I said to Wren. “She’s still getting used to the idea that I don’t mind.”

      “I know you don’t mind,” Christy said. “I’m still getting used to the idea that I don’t have to hide it.”

      “Yeah, Trip and I are pretty open-minded.”

      “A lot more than when we first met,” he agreed. “These two have really opened my eyes.”

      “They’re doing the same to me,” Christy said. She squeaked and splashed backward. “And someone is trying to open my legs.”

      “Ha! That’s my job, Wren.”

      “Then hurry up and do it.”

      “Patience, my dear, patience.”

      “He knows what he’s doing,” Christy said.

      “Mmm hmm,” I agreed. “And right now, I’m taking my girlfriend to bed.”

      “Fine,” Wren said, a tad ungraciously.

      “Don’t be upset, Wren.” Christy swam into her arms. Then she whispered something in her ear, and Wren’s eyes lit up.

      “You mean it?”

      Christy nodded.

      “Okay. Then I’ll wait.”

      Christy beamed and spontaneously kissed her. She was still smiling as she stood and reached for my hand.

      Trip’s eyes tracked her small, firm breasts in the glow from the single light by the patio door.

      Wait till you see the rest, I thought at him, and his expression made me smile as Christy climbed from the tub and picked her way down the snowy steps. I shot him a grin, hopped out, and grabbed the next towel from the stack.

      “Don’t stay up too late,” I said to the couple in the tub. “Breakfast at eight o’clock? Slopes by nine?”

      “Sounds good,” Trip said. “We’ll be ready.”
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        * * *

      

      Christy stopped me before I could turn on the bedroom light.

      “Why?”

      “Let’s watch,” she whispered. Then she crept across to the bed and climbed onto the pillows, where she could peer out the window.

      “So you’re a voyeur now?” I chuckled.

      “You mean you hadn’t figured that out? You seem to know everything else about me.”

      “No, not everything. You still have some secrets.”

      She gave me a smug smile and watched over her shoulder as I shed my towel. I joined her on the bed and tugged her own towel loose. Then I held her hips and pressed my semi-hard cock against her ass. She shivered.

      “Cold?”

      “Uh-uh. Hot. And tingly. Every time you touch me.”

      “Mmm, good.” I kissed her shoulder. Curly tendrils of damp hair tickled my nose as I kissed my way up to her ear. Then I set my face beside hers and followed her eyes. We looked down at the patio and hot tub.

      “They aren’t doing anything,” she said. “Just talking.”

      “Too bad.”

      “Yeah. Hold on, are you making fun of me?”

      “A little,” I admitted.

      “So it’s okay for you to be an exhibitionist, but I can’t be a voyeur?”

      “That isn’t what I mean,” I said automatically. Then I thought about what I did mean. “I guess it’s part of learning more about you,” I said eventually. “I mean, I thought of you as a prude for so long that I can’t help but tease you when I realize how wrong I was.”

      “Very wrong,” she said without looking away from the couple below. “I’ve always liked sex. I’m just very private about it.”

      “I’m glad you’re letting me see the real you.”

      “The real me has been here all along,” she said. “You were just too prejudiced to see.”

      “Prejudiced? How?”

      “Against Catholics. We aren’t puritans.”

      “True. But you still have some major hangups.”

      “One major hangup.”

      “Fair enough, but it’s a big one.”

      “So? You said you’re willing to wait, as long as we do everything else.” She turned and looked at me. “Or were you just saying that to humor me? Now who’s the hypocrite?”

      “Note to self,” I said with a chuckle, “don’t argue with Birdy. She’ll beat you with your own words.”

      “Exactly.”

      I chuckled again and tried to kiss her cheek.

      She avoided me. “You still haven’t answered the question.”

      “No, I wasn’t just saying it to humor you. I’m willing to wait, for real.”

      “Good.” She gave me a quick kiss and looked out the window again. Trip and Wren were still talking, but she was playing with him under the water.

      “So,” I said conversationally, “you like watching people fool around.”

      “Doesn’t everyone? I mean, isn’t that why people watch pornos?”

      “What about you?”

      She shifted nervously. “What about me?”

      “Do you watch them? I mean, how else would you know who John Holmes is?”

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

      “You know that isn’t going to work.”

      “Ugh! I hate when you do that.”

      “Mmm hmm. Get used to it, I guess.”

      “Like I have a choice!” She wasn’t really upset, so I started nibbling her ear. She sighed and closed her eyes.

      “So, tell me,” I said softly. “What have you seen?”

      “I don’t know why I even bother trying to hide things from you. You find out everything anyway.”

      “Yep. Still, I’ll let you off the hook… this time.” I pressed my erection into her ass and then reached between her legs. “How ’bout if I get us in the mood instead?”

      “I’m always in the mood where you’re concerned,” she said. Sure enough, her pussy was hot and very slippery.

      I teased her hooded clit until I felt it swell with arousal. Then I lubricated my middle fingers and slid them down either side of it. She groaned and leaned back against me. I watched the couple below as I slowly fingered her. Wren had straddled Trip and was riding him with her arms around his neck.

      “She’s fucking him,” I told Christy softly.

      “Oh my gosh, let me see!” Her breath immediately fogged the window. “No fair! You knew that would happen.”

      “Relax. You’ll have plenty of chances to see them have sex. Trust me.”

      “‘Trust me,’ he says.” She gave a small snort. “Every time you say that, I get pulled in deeper.”

      “Isn’t that what you want?”

      “I don’t know. You’re like quicksand.”

      “No, I’m just leading you where you want to go anyway.”

      “That’s what I’m afraid of.” Her breathing grew heavy as I vibrated my fingers on her clit. “You know just… what to say… to get me… to do… whatever… you want. Unh! That’s it. Right there.”

      I rubbed my slippery fingers over her clit and pulled back the hood to expose it. Then I cupped her breast with my left hand and tweaked her nipple. Her body tensed with mounting pleasure.

      I pinched her nipple and ground my hips against hers. My erection nestled in the warm crack of her ass, and she moaned as another tremor shook her. She touched my left hand and insistently moved it higher, to her collarbone. Then she rolled her head back and exposed her throat. My fingers closed around the soft flesh of her neck, and she reacted like I’d touched her with a live wire.

      I gave her throat an experimental squeeze. She moaned and begged me to do it harder. I didn’t want to hurt her or leave a mark, but she obviously enjoyed it. So I squeezed again, harder, and she rewarded me with a soft cry. At the same time a wave of heat and moisture flooded her pussy.

      I gripped her throat and held her body against mine as the current of ecstasy flowed through her. She didn’t move or even breathe as her orgasm reached a peak, held there, and then slowly receded. For a moment I worried that she’d passed out, but then she let out her breath and went limp. Her head lolled toward me, and I felt her breathing slowly return to normal as she came to her senses.

      “Oh my gosh,” she said softly, “they just keep getting better.”

      “They’re supposed to get better,” I said with a chuckle. “Especially as we get to know each other.”

      “But it’s never been like this before. It’s like you’re inside my head.”

      “I am inside your head.”

      “I know. And part of me is really scared.”

      “But the rest of you…?”

      “Is buzzing. And happy. And wondering what else you’re going to do to me.”

      “You’d run screaming if you knew.”

      “There you go again, thinking you know me.”
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        * * *

      

      Trip and Wren were still on Eastern time, so they were up before us. Wren made Denver omelets for three and another for Christy without the ham.

      “Wren, you’re amazing,” I said as I cleaned my plate. “I just realized how spoiled I am, how spoiled we all are. You chop up a few vegetables, mix a few ingredients, and produce… this! It’s delicious.”

      “Thanks, but it’s really very simple.”

      “Yeah, well… I think designing a building is simple. Christy thinks drawing people is simple. Trip thinks running a business is simple. But they all take talent. Yours is to combine a few ‘simple’ ingredients and create something everyone wants. And not just with food. You do it with pretty much anything you touch.”

      “Why… thank you.”

      After breakfast we walked down to the village, where Trip and Wren rented equipment while Christy and I browsed the latest fashions in ski apparel. She bought another headband, to match her pants this time, as well as one for me.

      “It makes you look dashing,” she said. “Although you really need some proper ski sunglasses.” She picked out several pairs and had me try them on. “Definitely the first ones. The black pair.”

      They were cat eye Vuarnets with a price tag that made me do a double take and wonder if someone had misplaced a decimal. “Whoa, my old ones are fine.”

      “But these look awesome. Very sexy.”

      “She’s right,” the female clerk said. She was a cute brunette with a button nose and legs straight out of a pinup calendar. “They make you look like a movie star.”

      “Yeah,” Christy agreed. “Like Matt Dillon or Rob Lowe.”

      “Ooh, he does look like Matt Dillon,” the clerk said. She grinned as Christy fluffed my bangs. They both stepped back to get a better look.

      “What do you think?” the clerk asked critically. “Would you date him?”

      “Totally.”

      “Oh, totally.”

      My eyes bugged behind the mirrored lenses. The clerk was flirting with me, and Christy was playing along. Totally!

      “How much are they?” Christy asked. She didn’t even blink when the clerk told her. “We’ll take them.” She opened her fanny pack and pulled out her wallet.

      I started to object, but they were already headed toward the register. The clerk gave me a discreet once-over when Christy returned with the bag, but Trip and Wren joined us and cut off any argument I might’ve started. (An argument about the sunglasses, not the clerk—I knew better than to mess with Pandora’s box, whatever her name was. But I digress.)

      “Cool glasses,” Wren said.

      “Um… thanks.”

      “You ready to hit the slopes?”

      “Yeah, come on, Mr. Sexy Eyes.” Christy tugged my hand, and we headed out to the lifts.

      Wren wasn’t as athletic as Christy, but she wasn’t a couch potato either, and she quickly graduated from the intermediate trails. She wasn’t as confident on the difficult ones, but she managed them if she took a cautious line.

      Trip was a different story. He had so much natural ability that he was skiing almost as well as Christy herself by the time we took a break for lunch. Not for the first time, I asked myself why I hung out with people who were better than me at so many things.

      We skied till late afternoon and talked about getting night passes, but Wren had plans that involved the hot tub and lots of alcohol. So we stowed our equipment and headed back to the cabin. The girls started on dinner while Trip and I hauled in firewood and turned up the thermostat on the tub. Then he fixed a couple of Jack and Cokes before I could even ask. At least he had the courtesy to look chagrined as he handed me one.

      “Orders,” he said quietly. He made sure we were far enough away to avoid being overheard. “And just a heads-up… she’s really in the mood for some, ahem, female companionship. So don’t be surprised if she starts something in the hot tub.”

      “I don’t think Christy’s ready for that,” I said, just as quietly.

      “Yeah, that’s what I told her, but…” He shrugged. “You know how she is.”

      I nodded and took a sip of my drink. “Holy crap,” I gasped. “Whose side are you on?”

      “Sorry about that,” he chuckled. “I’ll dial it down a bit for the next one.”

      “Thanks.”

      “If the hot tub thing doesn’t play out,” he mused, “you should probably expect a visitor later tonight. You have my permission to tease the hell out of her and send her back frustrated. I’ll take care of her.”

      “Gee, you’d do that for me?”

      “What’re friends for?”

      “I’m beginning to wonder,” I said dryly.

      “Hey, don’t blame me. You’re the one who introduced me to her.”

      “And then you stole her out from under me.”

      “You’d’ve killed each other,” he said. “She’s right about that.” He took another drink and nodded toward the kitchen. “Besides, you and Christy seem made for each other.”

      “We really are,” I admitted. “It’s kinda scary how much we… um… enjoy the same things.”

      “Wren says she’s really into giving head. Like, a total nympho.” He laughed and slapped my back when I tried to snort some of Tennessee’s finest.

      Wren stuck her head out of the kitchen. “You guys okay?”

      “Yeah.” I cleared my throat. “I tried to inhale my drink is all.”

      “You shouldn’t do that.”

      “No shit, Sherlock.”

      She grinned and nodded at our glasses. “You wanna open a bottle of wine for us?”

      “We’re on it, sweetheart,” Trip said.

      She blew him a kiss and disappeared into the kitchen again.

      “Sorry,” he said to me in a low voice. “You and I were supposed to get started first. I feel like such a Judas setting you up like this, but you know how it is.”

      “Yeah, I do. And don’t worry. You gave me plenty of warning.”

      “Well, that’s what I try to do. But sometimes she doesn’t give me any, so…”

      “The things we do for love, huh?”

      “I dunno ’bout you,” he said with a grin, “but I’m doing this to get laid.”

      “Yeah, by my girlfriend.”

      “It’s only fair. Besides, I’m willing to share.”

      I rolled my eyes and glanced at him sideways. “Did you ever think we’d be having this conversation? I mean, back when we first met, when you lived across the hall with Luke and Jeff and that other guy?”

      “Never in a million years,” he admitted. Then he laughed. “Back then, I thought you were a little weird. Definitely cool,” he added quickly, “but you stayed in your room or disappeared all the time. Little did I know it was ’cause you had two girlfriends and were getting laid more than a rock star.”

      I chuckled and silently toasted the past. Appropriately enough, the future stuck her head out of the kitchen.

      “Hey,” she said, “where’s that wine you promised us?”

      “Don’t let her size fool you,” I said to Trip. “She’s a handful.” To her, “Coming right up, dear!”
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        * * *

      

      Trip and I had a good buzz by the time we finished dinner. The girls had stuck to wine, but they’d finished a bottle between them and were headed toward tipsy. That seemed to be Wren’s plan, and I was feeling too mellow to mess with her. Besides, it would have been sheer cussedness if I had. So I decided to help her out and move things along instead.

      “I dunno ’bout you all,” I said, “but I’m ready for the hot tub.”

      She gave me a surprised look that immediately turned suspicious. I swallowed a laugh as she tried to figure out how I meant to frustrate her plans. I gave her my best faux-innocent expression, just to mess with her. Then I winked, which nearly sent her into a tizzy. At that point Christy touched my knee under the table and shot me a “be nice” look.

      “Relax, Wren,” I said. “I’m just screwing with you. Well, not screwing with you, but you know what I mean.”

      “Uh-huh,” she said cautiously.

      “Seriously. I know exactly what you’re trying to do, and I’m helping.”

      “Sure you are,” she said, still dubious.

      “Here, I’ll prove it. Trip, let’s do the dishes so the girls can relax in the tub for a while.”

      She goggled, while he glared.

      “Dude! How come you always do that to me? I hate doing dishes.”

      “You think I like it?” I shot back. “You think the girls do?”

      They shook their heads.

      “See?”

      “But that’s—”

      “Whoa!” I cut him off. The words “women’s work” had been on the tip of his tongue, which would’ve started a fight for sure. “Don’t even think that. You won’t get laid for a week. Trust me.”

      Christy gave my leg a squeeze of encouragement. Wren chose to let the comment go, even though she probably knew exactly what he’d been about to say.

      “Come on,” I told him. “The sooner we start, the sooner we’ll be finished.”

      “And the sooner we can thank you properly,” Wren added.

      He gave me a sour look but eventually conceded, “Yeah, you’re right. Might as well.”

      “We’ll help you carry the plates in,” Christy said.

      I held Wren back as the other two headed to the kitchen.

      “Be cool in the hot tub,” I told her in a low voice. “She isn’t ready to fool around in front of Trip. Kissing you is one thing, but don’t expect anything else.”

      “I know what I’m doing,” Wren said tartly.

      I gave her the skeptical eyebrow.

      “Fine! You’re probably right anyway.”

      “Trip said you might visit us tonight if the hot tub doesn’t play out?”

      “Trip needs to learn to keep his big mouth shut.”

      “He’s walking a fine line,” I told her, “trying to keep both of us happy. Don’t make him choose sides. You’ll win, but it’ll be a Pyrrhic victory. He already feels like he’s selling me out.”

      “Yeah, okay,” she said after a moment. “Thanks for telling me.”

      “No problem. And remember, I want the same thing you do.”

      “I know. I just get so frustrated sometimes. I want things to happen faster.”

      “So do I. But a relationship is like a building: if you lay the foundation right, it’ll last forever. If you rush things in the beginning, it won’t survive the test of time. So, which do you want, a quick building now or one you can enjoy for years to come?”

      “Why do you have to be so damned reasonable?”

      “It’s part of my charm.”

      Christy appeared from the kitchen before Wren could respond. She took my plate, looked up at me for a kiss, and smiled when I gave it to her. Then she turned to Wren.

      “Plate,” she said with her hand out. “Kiss.”

      Wren gave her both automatically, and I hid a smile as she frowned in confusion.

      “Trip and I’ll take care of the dishes,” Christy said. “You two go out. We’ll join you in a few minutes.” She gave us a bright smile and turned for the kitchen, plates in hand.

      “What just happened?” Wren said when she’d gone.

      “You’ll understand when you meet her mother.”

      “I’ve met her mother.”

      “Right. Then you know she’s a force of nature.”

      “Should I be worried?”

      I laughed. “Only if you don’t do what Christy wants.”

      She stared after her.

      “Mmm hmm,” I said. “It’s called ‘soft power,’ and she’s very good at getting what she wants. Like when you first lived together and you thought you were seducing her?”

      “But she was really seducing me the whole time?”

      “You got it.”

      She thought about it and then laughed softly. “You know, sometimes I think I know what I’m doing. And then other times, like now, I think maybe I’m in way over my head. But still… I totally love her!”

      “That makes two of us.”

      She gave me an appraising look and then directed it toward the kitchen. “Do you think this is what she wanted all along?”

      “Wouldn’t surprise me a bit. But I think it’s unconscious if it is.”

      “Yeah, that’s what worries me.”

      “Why?”

      “It makes me feel like I’m not in control. You know how much I hate that.”

      “Same here. But I think Christy is fine with us directing things… as long as we do them her way.”

      “I think I love her even more.”

      “Yep. Me too. Now, let’s do like she said. You grab the wine and I’ll get the towels.”

      Trip and Christy were chatting at the sink as I passed the kitchen. He seemed to be in a much better mood, and I chuckled to myself at how she worked her magic.

      Wren was already taking off her clothes by the stove when I returned with the stack of towels. I shed my own clothes and followed her out to the patio. She set the wine on a chair next to the tub and opened a bottle. The air and ground were both freezing, so I leapt up the stairs and slid into the welcoming warmth of the water.

      Wren climbed into the tub a moment later, and my eyes immediately went to her pussy. She still had a neatly groomed triangle of hair in front, but she was completely bare between her legs.

      “Yeah, I thought you’d notice that,” she said. “Trip calls it ‘business up top, party down below.’ And I know you and Christy think I’m totally selfish sometimes, but I enjoy doing things that make him happy.”

      “I don’t think you’re selfish,” I said. “I think you’re just… very determined. You know what you want and you don’t let anything stand in your way.”

      “What’s wrong with that? If I was a man, you’d say I’m ambitious.”

      “I’d say you’re ambitious anyway. Nothing wrong with that. But I know what you mean. A woman who’s ambitious is a ‘bitch.’ A man is a ‘go-getter.’ Complete double standard, I agree.”

      “I knew you would. It’s one of the things I like about you. I really mean that. You aren’t some macho jerk who can’t handle a woman like me.”

      “Um, no. I grew up with strong women. I’m dating one. My best friend is dating another.”

      “Just so you know…”

      “Oh, I do. And just so you know… what we were talking about inside? Christy has a plan too. Maybe it isn’t a conscious one like yours, but don’t ever make the mistake of thinking she isn’t as ambitious and determined as you are.”

      “Yeah, I’m beginning to see that. She hides it well, though.”

      “She doesn’t really ‘hide’ it, per se. She’s just… subtle. Like tonight, with the dishes. She made all of us happy at once.”

      “Which was what she wanted. She likes to please people. Whereas you and I…”

      “Well, we like to please people too, but we take charge and do it.”

      The door to the house opened and Christy appeared. She was laughing and looking over her shoulder at Trip. I took a moment to admire her body, and I could almost feel Wren’s desire as she did the same. Trip pulled the door closed behind them, and Christy turned her smile our way.

      “Hello, my two favoritest people in the world.” She smiled back at Trip. “You’re pretty awesome too.”

      “You’re not so bad yourself.”

      They joined us in the tub, and Christy settled beside me as I put my arm around her.

      “Mmm, you’re warm.”

      “Yep,” I said flippantly, “250 to 400 BTUs per hour.”

      Her brow furrowed.

      “Sorry, environmental control joke.”

      “Oh.”

      “Not even very funny. Here, have some wine.”

      She accepted my glass and pretended to look askance. “Are you trying to get me drunk?”

      “No, but Wren is.”

      “She doesn’t have to get me drunk, Mr. Man.”

      My eyebrows shot up, and Wren laughed.

      “Okay, you don’t either,” Christy said with a smile.

      “So, can I have my wine back?”

      She playfully slapped my hand away. “Mine. Get your own.”

      Wren knelt on the seat and reached for the wine bottle, so I took the opportunity to admire her body as well. She was Christy’s opposite in so many ways. She was curvy and tended toward lush, where Christy was lean and slim, almost boyish. She was much less reserved, although Christy had come a long way since Halloween. Still, I suspected that Christy had only been reserved because she thought she should be.

      Wren handed Trip a glass and then poured one for me. She passed it across the tub and finally picked up her own glass. I watched her breasts and remembered them bouncing under me as I fucked her. They disappeared under the bubbles as she sank into the water and settled close to Trip.

      “What should we toast to?” she said.

      “Hot tub orgy?” I suggested.

      “Oh my gosh!”

      Wren rolled her eyes, but they glittered with amusement.

      “How ’bout we toast to good friends?” Trip said.

      “And better lovers,” I added.

      “The best,” Wren agreed.

      “Hold on,” Christy said before we could raise our glasses. “What about me?”

      “What about you?” Wren said.

      “Don’t I need to say something?”

      “Go ahead,” I said.

      She blushed. “I can’t think of anything.”

      I leaned down to whisper in her ear.

      She frowned and shook her head.

      “Just say it. When it’s your turn.” I nodded to Trip, who raised his glass.

      “To good friends.”

      “Better lovers.”

      “The best.”

      “And me!” She turned rosy, and not just from the heat of the water. “Oh my gosh.”

      The rest of us laughed and clinked our glasses. Christy immediately drained half of hers.

      “Okay,” I said slowly, “I guess we need to figure out how this is gonna work.”

      She cringed. “I’m afraid to ask. What?”

      “How we’re going to share you. One at a time? Pairs? All three at once?”

      Her eyes grew very large. Then she gulped, emptied her wineglass, and held it out to Wren. “More, please.”

      “You’re scaring her, Paul.” Wren emptied the bottle. “Don’t worry,” she added to Christy, “I’ll protect you.”

      “You’re as bad as he is,” she said. “I think I need Trip to protect me.”

      “Oh, no, not me. I wanna fuck you too.”

      She squeaked and sank into the water up to her nose. Her eyes darted to each of us. Then she disappeared completely, with only her small hand and wineglass above the water.

      “Was it something I said?” Trip laughed.

      “No, she’s just being dramatic,” Wren said. “She does this sometimes.”

      “Yeah, you’re cool,” I said. “She isn’t really ready for an orgy, but she’s getting there.”

      She surfaced, blinked water from her eyes, and took a drink of wine. “I know you’re talking about me,” she said before she took a breath and submerged again.

      Wren and I looked at each other and burst out laughing.

      “She’s a lot more fun when she’s been drinking,” Trip said.

      “She’s pretty fun when she hasn’t,” Wren told him.

      “Yeah,” I said, “but she still tries to be the good Catholic girl sometimes.”

      “She’s getting better,” Wren said.

      “True. But we’re still taking baby steps. That’s why I told you she isn’t ready for more in front of Trip. Sorry, dude.”

      “It’s cool. Wren told me. Besides, she takes good care of me.” He smiled at her. “Isn’t that right?” He cleared his throat. “I said, isn’t that right?”

      “Yes, sweetheart. Of course I’ll take care of you.”

      He leaned back and smiled indulgently. “Then we’re good.”

      “Right before I visit Paul and Christy,” Wren added.

      “Still good.”

      “For a wild threesome.”

      “No problem. All good.”

      “Maybe all night.”

      “Mmm hmm,” he agreed. “Good, good.”

      “You see? This is why I love you.” She kissed him. “One of many, many reasons.”

      “I’ll give you twelve more later.”

      Her eyebrows flew up. “Twelve?”

      “Well, six and six.”

      “Ha! You’re on!”

      Christy surfaced and looked at us suspiciously. “Are you still talking about me?”

      “Sort of,” I said. “Trip wants to make sure Wren takes care of him before she joins us tonight.”

      “Oh my gosh. Tell me when it’s safe.” She took a deep breath and went under, although she surfaced again almost immediately. “Need sustenance first.” She drained the wine and then waved the glass at Wren. “This seems to be empty. Fix it for me?”

      “My pleasure,” Wren laughed. She took the glass, and Christy disappeared under the water.

      “She’s in a goofy mood tonight,” Trip said.

      “Her brother does the same thing,” I said. “He jokes about things that make him nervous. It’s all right. She’ll be fine.”

      “You know her better than I do.”

      “You’d think,” I said, although I looked down at her shape below the bubbling water. I rubbed her back and silently reassured her.

      She came up again. “Is it safe?”

      “It’s safe, Little Bit. We’ll behave.”

      “We promise,” Wren added.

      “Okay. But only if you pinky swear.”

      Wren held out her hand, and the girls linked their little fingers.

      “I solemnly swear to behave,” Wren intoned. Then she grinned and added, “As long as we’re in the hot tub. All bets are off once we’re in bed together.”

      Christy looked up at me with wide blue eyes. “You’ll protect me, won’t you?”

      “I won’t let her do anything you don’t want her to.”

      “That’s what I’m afraid of.”

      I pulled her close.

      “She’s pushy, you know,” she said. “She makes me do things. Naughty things.”

      “Naughty things?” I teased.

      “Mmm hmm. Very naughty. I can’t even describe them.”

      Wren and I shared a grin.

      Christy stretched toward my ear and stage-whispered, “The kind of things Sister Prune warned us about.”

      “Well,” I chuckled, “if Sister Prune disapproves, then you should definitely do them.”

      “That’s what I thought you’d say.”

      Wren burst into laughter and crossed the tub to kiss her. “God, I love you.”

      Christy put her hand on my thigh to steady herself. I moved it to my cock. She squeaked in surprise before her fingers closed around it.

      “What?” Wren said.

      “His penis,” Christy said with a faux-fearful look. “He put my hand on it. And… he has an erection.”

      Wren laughed and kissed her again. Christy surrendered to it, although she held on to my growing manhood.

      “He does that,” Wren said. “It’s okay. I’ll protect you.”

      “No, you can’t,” Christy said immediately. “He’s my boyfriend. I have to do what he says.”

      “And I’m your girlfriend. So you have to do what I say too.”

      Trip sipped his wine and watched with growing amusement.

      “Uh-uh. That isn’t how it works,” Christy said. “I can only have one master.”

      “Oh, please,” Wren said. “You don’t need a master.”

      “I know,” Christy said with a grin, “but it’s fun to pretend.”

      “Not about that.”

      “Maybe not for you, but I kinda like it. Besides, he’s a really good one.”

      Wren rolled her eyes.

      “What?” Christy said. “He lets me have a girlfriend.”

      “He doesn’t ‘let’ you do anything. You’re a free woman.”

      “I know. But you do what works for you, and I’ll do what works for me.”

      “Can’t argue with that,” Trip said.

      Wren shot him a glare. “Whose side are you on?”

      “Right now,” he chuckled, “the side that won’t get me yelled at.”

      “That’d be mine, dude.”

      “And mine,” Christy agreed. Then she realized what she’d said. “No—! I mean—! Oh my gosh, I should stop talking now.”

      “Nah, you’re safe,” he said. “For the time being. Can’t promise anything about Wren—she’s a free woman and all—but you don’t have to worry about me.”

      “Thank you,” she said politely. “I knew you were a gentleman.”

      “What about me?” I teased.

      “You’re my favorite gentleman.”

      “And me?” Wren said.

      “My favorite gentle— uh… woman?”

      “I can live with that.”

      “Aren’t we just a happy foursome,” Trip said.

      Christy gulped and looked at me. “He said foursome.”

      “Feels good in your mouth, doesn’t it?”

      “Oh my gosh!” She gave Wren a nervous look. “You promised to keep the wine going, remember? You promised.” She looked up at me. “You promised too.”

      “Right you are.” I handed her my half-full glass.

      She only sipped from it, but it seemed to settle her nerves.

      “Okay, that’s probably enough teasing.” I put my arm around her and pulled her to my side. “For now, at least.”

      “There’ll be more later?”

      “Absolutely.” “Oh, definitely,” Wren and I said at the same time. We shared a grin, and Christy held out her glass.

      “More, please.”

      “My pleasure.” Wren opened the other bottle and topped off Christy’s glass. Then she topped off the rest of our glasses and settled against Trip’s side. “I don’t know about you all,” she said, “but I’m having a wonderful evening.”

      “And I’m going to,” Christy said quietly.
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      We didn’t linger outside after we finished the second bottle of wine. The sexual tension was nearly as thick as the clouds of steam from the hot tub, so we headed upstairs after a quick rinse in the shower. Christy and I climbed into bed and made out for a while, but she was too preoccupied, especially when we started hearing sounds of sex from the master bedroom.

      Trip and Wren weren’t being loud, but the inside of the cabin was really one big open space, with only partition walls between rooms. We couldn’t hear individual words—not with the doors closed, at least—but we heard every squeak, bump, and moan.

      I offered my hard-on to Christy as a distraction. We lost track of time as she sucked me, but we went right back to waiting as soon as I came. The master bedroom had gone quiet, and each minute stretched into an eternity.

      “Did she say when she was going to be here?” Christy asked.

      “No, sorry. Just… after she took care of Trip.”

      The sounds of round two started up.

      I chuckled and stuffed another pillow behind my head. Then I scooted up and leaned against them.

      “How can you be so calm?” Christy demanded.

      “I just am.” I gestured for her to join me, and she reluctantly laid her head on my chest. “I’ve done this before,” I added. “Remember?”

      “You had two girlfriends. I know. You won’t let me forget.”

      I shrugged. I couldn’t change my past.

      “And they aren’t the only ones you’ve done this with, Mr. Harem.”

      “Um… no. Does that bother you?”

      She knew I was trying to distract her, but she decided to go along. “Maybe a little, but only ’cause you’re so nonchalant about it. This is a big deal to me.”

      “Why? You’ve done it before.”

      “But never with a guy too.” She thought about it a moment. “Well, that isn’t entirely true.”

      My eyebrows flew up. I hadn’t seen that coming.

      “Lani’s brother used to spy on us. Ooh,” she chuckled, low and suggestive, “that got someone’s attention.”

      “Why don’t you give him some more?”

      “That’s your answer to everything, isn’t it?” she said, although she moved her hand to my cock. It was already thick with arousal, and it quickly filled with blood as she began stroking it.

      “Are you complaining?”

      “No. Just making an observation.”

      “Okay. So, you were talking about Lani and her brother…?”

      “I was, Mr. Pervert.”

      “Hey, watch who you call a pervert.”

      “Sorry. I was just kidding.”

      “I know. But I’m a little sensitive about that word.”

      “Note to self…,” she said. “Anyway, yeah, Peter used to spy on Lani and me. Sometimes we… um… put on a show.”

      “Hold on, I thought you were private about sex.”

      “I am! But… maybe I’m a bit of an exhibitionist too. Nothing like you,” she added hastily, “but it’s fun when someone watches. Besides, Peter and I… um… did things too.”

      “Such as…?”

      “Duh! What do you think? He’s one of the six. Mmm hmm,” she added when she felt my surprise, “number two.”

      “Ah, so brother and sister were your boyfriend and girlfriend.”

      “Um, no, not exactly. Lani was only my girlfriend in private. We were just friend-friends at school. Obviously. Peter was two years ahead of us, so he didn’t hang out with us. And he was never my boyfriend, in public or private. I guess you’d say he was my fellatio-friend. Wow, you really like it when I say that word.”

      “Yeah, I do. Back to Peter, though. Why wasn’t he your boyfriend?”

      “My dad didn’t want me to have one till I turned sixteen. My mom was more reasonable, but that was one of the few times she couldn’t convince him. It was totally unfair, too. My brothers had girlfriends when they were in grade school.”

      “You’re his only daughter.”

      “I know, but fair is fair.” She shrugged and laid her head on my chest again. “So my mom told me not to call anyone my boyfriend. I… think she kinda knew, though. She helped me get around my dad’s dumb rules. I couldn’t go on dates or talk to a guy on the phone, but she let me hang out at their house. It was just down the beach from us, and there was a really nice break where we could surf. She told my dad I was with Noelani, but duh, Peter was her brother, so he was there too.”

      “Okay, but I’m still confused. Even if you didn’t call him that, why wasn’t he your boyfriend?”

      “He just wasn’t. We weren’t like that. I just did things with him.”

      “Fellatio things.”

      “Right. I can’t explain it. And besides, you haven’t told me about your group secret yet.”

      “Lani and Peter are yours?”

      “Part of it.”

      “You like keeping secrets from me.”

      “Sort of. I hate when you see right through me, but I like telling you stuff. I mean, I’ve never had a guy I trusted enough to share these things with. I knew my girlfriend would never betray me, ’cause we’d both be in trouble, but guys always brag about stuff.”

      “Most guys in high school are idiots, but that’s not the real problem. Society has a double standard. Guys who get laid are cool; girls who do it are sluts. That’s why guys’ll tell anyone who’ll listen, while girls only tell their closest friends.”

      “You understand.”

      “Yeah, I do, which is why I kept my mouth shut in high school. I figured out pretty quick that girls like sex as much as guys, but they have to be careful about their reputations. I also learned that girls who don’t have to worry about it—because their boyfriends aren’t blabbermouths—are a lot more likely to have sex with you. Repeatedly.”

      “Mmm hmm. And that’s why I’m in bed with you.”

      “Yep. Trust is a huge part of it. I mean, sure, I talk about my sex life with close friends, but that’s it. You’ll never hear me brag to a stranger about something you and I do in private. It’s none of his damn business! And I don’t want you to feel bad for having the same urges guys do.”

      “Thank you,” she said softly. “That’s why I do things with you. And why I tell you things. I know you won’t use them against me to make me feel guilty.”

      “Never.”

      “Besides, you seem to enjoy it.” She squeezed my erection as proof.

      “Yeah, I really like hearing about your past.”

      “I can tell. You get super-hard every time I talk about a girl, or if I even mention giving head.”

      “Mmm hmm.”

      “Most guys don’t like to hear about another guy. Not when we’re… you know. But you’re different. I used to think you didn’t care about me, but now I realize it’s ’cause you’re so darn self-confident. I mean, you don’t get jealous. So I like telling you stuff. It… turns me on too.” She stroked my hard-on while she considered her next words.

      “I keep secrets mostly to keep you interested,” she admitted. “And ’cause I don’t want you to think I’m a tramp. Six guys may not seem like a lot to you, but it’s a lot to me. I grew up thinking it was only going to be one!”

      I chuckled. “What do you think now?”

      “Well, six doesn’t sound so bad, Mr. Thirty. And… I think maybe it’ll be seven if you have your way.”

      “Seven? How?”

      “You want me to do it with Trip too.”

      “That scares you?”

      “Of course it does! What kind of—? Never mind. You know what kind of girl I am.”

      “What kind is that?”

      “The kind who likes… all the things Sister Prune doesn’t.”

      “Sister Prune lives in a fantasy world.”

      “And we live in the real one. Yeah, I get it. And if I want to keep you happy, I have to do things with you.”

      “You don’t have to,” I objected.

      “Okay, so I want to. There, I said it. Are you happy?”

      “Are you?”

      She thought about it. “More than ever. Sometimes I feel guilty about what we’re doing, but then I think about Marianne. Or Sabrina. Or even my mom. I mean, she’s the best woman I know. She’s a good Catholic—better than the rest of us, that’s for sure—but she doesn’t try to be perfect.

      “And the more I think about it, the more I realize she’s known all along what I was doing with other girls. I think it bothered her, especially at first, but she saw how my dad was. Rich too, when he was home. They were so stupid and protective about me and guys. So my mom did what she always does. She worked behind the scenes and made sure I had… um… friendships.”

      “That’s what parents are supposed to do.”

      “I know. But I guess it’s weird to think about my mom as a woman, one who knows about sex. I mean, she’s always been ‘Mom.’ You know?” She chuckled at a memory. “I used to think she’d only had sex six times, once for each of us. When I got older I realized how silly that was. And since I started dating you, I’ve been paying attention to how she and my dad are together. They’re really affectionate.”

      “My parents too.”

      “Mmm hmm. I noticed that about them. They’re a lot more open about sex than mine are, but still… Lately I’ve noticed that my parents make little innuendos all the time! My mom especially. I think she lets me hear them on purpose, ’cause she knows what you and I are doing.”

      “Your mom’s a cool lady.”

      “She is. A lot more than I ever realized, especially now that I’m with you.” She squeezed my cock and nonchalantly licked a bead of pre-come. “Mmm, I love getting you worked up.”

      “Me too.”

      “Anyway, where was I? Oh, yeah. You really opened my eyes about a lot of things. So I’m starting to see my mom in a new light. I mean, she knew about my girlfriends, and probably the guys too. I don’t think she knew how far I was going, but I’m sure she knew I was… experimenting.” She looked up at me. “And yes, I’m keeping the guys secret for now. I’ll tell you eventually, but when I’m ready. Okay?”

      “Fair enough.”

      “Although… I’m starting to figure out what your group secret is. I’m not naïve, you know. Not the innocent little Catholic girl you thought I was. You talk about orgies way too casually to be kidding. You’ve had one for real, haven’t you?”

      “More than one. Does that bother you?”

      “It should! But… no, it doesn’t. I’ve… done similar things. Hold on, more pre-come.” She licked it off and then sucked gently. “I think that got it. For now. I’ll take care of you properly in a minute. But see? This is why I tell you stuff. You’re so cool about it, and he really likes it.”

      “He does.”

      “It’s also why I’m sure you’re The One. I don’t have to hide anything from you. Not that I could! Not for real, the way you see through me. But you know what I mean.”

      “I do.”

      “I just have to tell you slowly, over time. I don’t want you to lose interest if I run out of stories. I guess I’m like Scheherazade. Only, I give blowjobs too. Speaking of which…” She wrapped her lips around my shaft and bobbed slowly. “Mmm, feels good in my mouth and it keeps you interested.”

      “I’m interested even when you aren’t blowing me.”

      “Which is why I love you.” She was about to say something else when she cocked an ear instead. “Listen.”

      “What? I don’t hear anything.”

      “I know. They’ve stopped.”

      We heard the master bedroom door open. Then someone went downstairs and started the shower.

      “Probably Wren,” I said.

      “Oh, yeah. Right.” Christy fell silent for a moment and then sat up and beamed at me. “Oh my gosh, it’s really gonna happen, isn’t it?”

      “Mmm hmm. Are you excited?”

      “And scared. Nervous. Excited. You said that already.”

      “I did.”

      “Oh, Paul, thank you!” She leaned forward and kissed me. “Thank you for being the best boyfriend in the whole world.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “You know what would be even better? If you could make time go faster.”

      “I can’t do that, but I can distract you.” I brandished my erection at her.

      “What if Wren comes? While we’re in the middle?”

      “We’ll deal with that when it happens. Right now, you need to finish what you started.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      I guided her head to my lap and she began bobbing on my cock. I reminded myself not to chuckle as she completely lost track of time. I had to make a conscious effort not to come, though. Christy really enjoyed giving head, and her enthusiasm was a powerful turn-on.

      Knock knock.

      She sat up and looked at me with wide eyes.

      “You ready?” I said softly.

      She immediately moved to my side. Then she covered us with the sheet, although my hard-on made a tent.

      “Good job,” I teased. “Wren’ll never know what we were up to.”

      “Ha ha, very funny,” she whispered tensely. She reached under, grabbed my erection, and pinned it against my stomach.

      The knock came again, softer.

      “Come in,” I said.

      Wren opened the door and peered around it. “Oh, thank God. I thought you were asleep. I saw the light, but…”

      “No, we’re awake,” I said. “C’mon in.”

      She stepped into the room and gently closed the door behind her. She wore a towel around her and nothing else.

      “Sorry about the way I look,” she said. “I should’ve fixed myself up, but—”

      “No, it’s okay,” Christy said. “You know I never cared about that.”

      “Me neither.” I patted the bed beside me. “Join us?”

      “Do you mind?” She wasn’t asking me.

      “Not at all,” Christy said, ever polite. She stiffened as the sheet slipped and exposed her breasts.

      “God, you’re beautiful,” Wren said as she slid onto the bed. She glanced at me. “Is it okay if I…?”

      “Ask her.”

      “Ask me wha—?”

      Wren leaned across me and kissed her. Christy squeaked in surprise but then sighed, so Wren crawled over me and pushed her back on the bed. I caught her towel on the way by. She didn’t stop kissing Christy, but she twisted so I could tug it loose. I tossed it to the floor and scooted aside to watch.

      “Mmm,” Wren said to Christy. “I know what you’ve been doing. I can taste him on you.”

      “My secret’s out,” Christy said. She sighed as Wren kissed her neck and chest.

      Wren moved lower and locked her lips around Christy’s nipple. She switched to the other nipple and circled it with her tongue. After a minute she planted a line of kisses down her stomach before she pushed her legs apart and lay between them.

      Christy looked at me calmly. Then she smiled and let her eyelids droop closed as Wren licked her. She was so worked up that I thought she’d come quickly, but Wren knew what she was doing. They’d been lovers since before I’d met them, so they knew each other’s bodies well. Still, Wren took her time and reacquainted herself with Christy’s pussy.

      I was half-tempted to straddle Wren’s thighs and slide my cock into her, but I didn’t think Christy was ready for that kind of threesome. She must have sensed my thoughts, though, because she opened her eyes and looked at me again. Then she pulled my hand to her lips and began sucking my finger.

      “Mmm, feels good in my mouth. But I need something bigger.”

      “Your wish is my command.”

      “I heard that,” Wren said, her voice muffled.

      Christy frowned and looked a question at me.

      “Long story. I’ll tell you later.”

      She nodded and glanced at my hard-on. “Are you going to make me beg?”

      I leapt to my knees and scooted toward her. Her lips closed over the head of my cock and she swirled her tongue around it. I twisted her nipple, and she moaned as she began sucking in earnest.

      I let her enjoy herself for a minute or two before I cupped the back of her head and forced more of my cock into her mouth. She whimpered when the glans entered her throat, and her nipples strained toward the ceiling as she arched her back.

      Wren began fingering her and licking her clit at the same time. Christy’s chest and neck flushed with arousal, and her breathing grew shallow as her climax approached. All of a sudden she stiffened and clutched the sheets, although she didn’t release my dick.

      Her orgasm seemed to last forever, until she finally let out her breath through her nose. Her nostrils flared as she breathed hard. Wren planted a few gentle kisses and then looked up at me.

      “Did you come?”

      “No.”

      “She’s ready. For you to fuck her.”

      Christy stopped nursing and looked up at me with panicky eyes.

      “Relax,” I chuckled, “I’m not going to.”

      “Why not?” Wren said. “She’s ready.”

      “She isn’t,” I said calmly. “But she’ll let me know when she is.”

      Christy swallowed hard and nodded.

      “But—”

      “Wren, chill out. We’ll do it when we’re ready.”

      “Yeah, I know,” she said sullenly. “I guess I want it more than she does.”

      “She wants it a lot, but she’s scared.”

      “Scared of what? Never mind. Hold on.” She climbed over Christy’s hip and lay next to her.

      Christy glanced up at me.

      “I’m fine,” I said. “You know me, always up for a conversation in the middle of sex.” I slid down and propped myself on one elbow.

      Christy rolled her eyes but turned toward Wren. Her whole body relaxed when I scooted behind her and rested a hand on her hip. Then she sighed as I slid my hard-on between her thighs. I could’ve entered her easily, but she trusted me not to.

      “What’re you waiting for?” Wren asked her. “I know you want to.”

      “Wren… I can’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “I’m not ready!” Christy cut her off when she started to say something else. “Wren, please. I don’t wanna fight about this. Not now. Okay?”

      Wren’s expression softened immediately. “You’re right. I’m sorry, sweetheart. I just… want things to move faster.”

      “I know. You’ve never been patient. But you can’t rush me on this.”

      “Yeah, okay. I’m sorry. Forgive me?”

      “Of course. You know I can’t stay mad at you.”

      “Thank God for that,” Wren said. “I’ve given you enough reasons lately.”

      “No, you’ve been wonderful.”

      I spoke up and said, “We wouldn’t be together without you. You drive us crazy sometimes, but we know you mean well.”

      “I just want you to be happy.”

      “We are happy,” Christy said. “But you need to let us do things at our own pace. You can’t make decisions for us.”

      “Yeah, I know.”

      “You can keep loving us, though.”

      Wren’s expression froze.

      “Mmm hmm,” Christy said. “I know how you feel. And you need to start telling me the truth. You and Paul aren’t ‘just friends.’”

      Wren shot me an accusatory glare.

      “Oh, please,” Christy said, “I’m not blind. I see how you are together. I know you better than anyone, remember?” She took a deep breath, and I felt her muster her courage. “I know about last summer too.”

      “What about it?” Wren said cautiously.

      “About you and Paul… and Trip. Together. At the nudist camp. I figured most of it out, but Paul told me the rest.” She paused and then continued, “I also know what you want me to do with Trip.”

      “You told her?” Wren said to me.

      “Not all of it. I confirmed a lot, though. Not everything because she isn’t ready, but we’re giving her plenty of clues just talking about it now. I don’t think you realize how much she figures out on her own.”

      As if to confirm it, Christy said, “You want an orgy.”

      “We do,” Wren said, although she quickly added, “but only when you’re ready.”

      “I don’t know if I’ll ever be ready for that,” Christy admitted, “but thank you for being honest with me.”

      “I don’t mean to lie to you, but…” She looked at me briefly.

      “I know you’re working together too,” Christy said.

      “Not exactly together,” I hedged. “We just want the same thing.”

      “For you to be happy,” Wren added.

      “With both of us.”

      “Anyone else you want me to be happy with?” Christy said, half-sarcastic, half-serious.

      “Just us. For now.”

      “For now,” Wren agreed. “We’ll add more people later.”

      “Oh my gosh, that’s what I’m afraid of!”

      Wren grinned at me. “Don’t you love how she acts all pure and innocent?”

      “I am all pure and innocent,” Christy squawked. “I’m not like you two. You’re… depraved.”

      “Says the girl who just had her first guy-girl threesome,” I said dryly.

      Wren arched an eyebrow at her.

      “Okay,” Christy admitted, “maybe I’m depraved too. But only ’cause you made me that way. I was pure and innocent before I met you.”

      “Pure and innocent,” I mocked.

      She glared back at me. “You know, sometimes I really don’t like you.”

      “Don’t worry,” Wren said, “I’ll protect you from the mean man.”

      “Oh, no, I’m not falling for that. You’re as bad as he is.”

      “I am not!”

      “Are too,” I said. “And speaking of which… Any chance this mean man can get his dick sucked?”

      “Mmm, yes, please,” Christy said.

      “I was talking to Wren,” I chuckled. “You go down on her while she sucks me.”

      “Oh my gosh.”

      “If it’s okay with you,” I finished. Then I asked Wren, “What do you say? Are you up for it? I’ll come on your tits.”

      “Oh, my,” Christy said, “he thinks it’s a good idea too.”

      Wren laughed. “I love how she talks about your dick like it’s a real person.”

      “He is a real person,” Christy said. “He talks to Paul all the time. Tells him what to do, even. Like now.”

      “He’s simple like that,” Wren mocked.

      “No, he’s really very complicated.”

      “Oh he is, is he?”

      “Mmm hmm. We have long conversations all the time.”

      “I bet you do.”

      “We do. He tells me all sorts of things. For instance, his favorite color is red.”

      “Not pink?”

      “No, Miss Dirty Mind. It’s red. And he’s partial to brunettes, which is kind of strange, seeing as how I’m blonde. He doesn’t like pubic hair, though, of any color. He’s very happy without his own, as a matter of fact. Handsome, too.”

      Wren arched an eyebrow in amusement, and I could see her wondering how far Christy was going to take it.

      “He’s very tidy,” she continued. “He doesn’t make a mess unless I want him to. He likes to spend time in warm, wet places. I used to think he wasn’t picky, but now I realize he is. Very.”

      “We’re still talking about Paul’s dick, aren’t we?”

      “His penis, yes. He likes his proper name, although sometimes I call him Mr. Big. He especially likes that. I have plans to call him Mr. Good Thing, but I’m not sure when.”

      I waited for Wren to figure it out and then explained when she didn’t. “Good things come in small packages.”

      “And she’s the ‘small package.’ Ah, okay.” She laughed. “She’s always been goofy about dicks. Excuse me, penises. Has she shown you her sketchbook yet?”

      Christy froze.

      “No,” I said. “And I haven’t mentioned it either. But we’ll probably talk about it when we get home.”

      “I… don’t know what you’re talking about,” Christy lied.

      “Right,” I deadpanned. Then I kissed her ear and said softly, “We’re going to have lots of discussions about penises. Peter’s, Simon’s, and the other three. Plus all the rest in your sketchbook.”

      “A-all the rest?”

      “Mmm hmm. But mostly mine. Long conversations.”

      She swallowed hard.

      “Right now, though, Wren needs to say a few words to Mr. Big.”

      “Only if it’s all right with her,” Wren said.

      “If I had to guess,” I told her, “she’s scared and excited. Scared because she’s never shared her boyfriend, but excited because she likes to watch.”

      “You know me so well,” Christy said in a small voice.

      “We do, my love.” Wren leaned forward and kissed her. “Now, do you mind if I suck your boyfriend’s dick?”

      “I… don’t mind.”

      “And will you eat my pussy?”

      “Mmm, yes, please.”

      I patted Christy’s hip. “Come on, Little Bit. Let her slide to the middle. She can prop her head up and you can get between her legs.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Wren slid into position and pulled Christy down for a kiss. “I love you.”

      Christy shot me a nervous glance before she said, “I love you too.”

      “For a while I thought I’d lost you,” Wren said.

      “No. I didn’t like you for a while. That’s all. I still love you.”

      “I’m glad.”

      “Me too,” Christy said.

      They kissed, tenderly at first, but with growing passion.

      “Oh my God,” Wren said after, “you don’t know how much I’ve missed this, just feeling your body against mine.”

      “Mmm, me too,” Christy said. “And I’ve missed these.” She cupped Wren’s breasts and captured a nipple. She sucked hard and released it with a little pop. Wren squirmed as she did the same to the other.

      I sat back on my heels and jerked off slowly. The two girls were enjoying themselves in their own little world and I didn’t want to intrude.

      Christy licked and sucked Wren’s nipples for a long time before she moved between her legs. She spread her pussy and teased her clit, and Wren moaned deep in her throat. Then Christy slid a hand between her own legs and started playing with herself. My imagination went into overdrive as I wondered what it would be like to fuck her from behind.

      Good things come to those who wait, I reminded myself.

      Oh, yeah? my penis said. Well, this “good thing” wants to come. Preferably inside someone. Christy, Wren, the sunglasses girl, I don’t care.

      You’re supposed to be picky, remember?

      I just want some pussy! Is that too much to ask?

      All in good time, my friend.

      Some friend you are, he grumbled.

      You want a hand or not? I shot back.

      Fine. Gimme the hand.

      I suppressed a chuckle and started stroking again. I wanted to hold off until Wren was ready to come, so I tried to pace myself. I was so preoccupied that I almost missed it. Christy did something and Wren went from simmer to boil in about fifteen seconds.

      I moved toward Wren and stroked furiously. She cried out in surprise when the first blast of semen hit her nipple. It left a pearly trail down her breast and into the valley between them. Unfortunately, I didn’t have time to congratulate myself on my aim. I spurted again, thicker and stronger than the first. I swayed from the intensity of it and gave up trying to aim the rest.

      I barely finished shooting before Wren arched her back and groaned. Her whole body strained as the orgasm held her in its grip, until she finally fell back and panted from the force of it.

      Christy crawled forward and stretched toward me. She captured the tip of my cock and sucked out the last trickle of semen. Then she returned her attention to Wren. She held her hair out of the way and began licking up the drops. Wren’s breathing had almost returned to normal by the time Christy finished, but instead of stopping, she knelt between her legs again.

      Wren ran her fingers through Christy’s hair and closed her eyes. I sat back and watched Christy bring her to the point of orgasm twice before she let her cool down. Wren gasped and shuddered when she did it the third time. Each had been a mini-climax, the prelude to a volcanic eruption that was coming.

      The fourth time did it for her, and Christy didn’t stop when Wren reached the point of no return. She arched her back with pleasure so intense that she didn’t even cry out. Her mouth fell open in a silent scream that made the tendons in her neck stand out. After half a minute she finally went limp, and her chest heaved as she caught her breath.

      Christy crawled from between Wren’s thighs and flopped to the bed between us. Her skin was flushed from arousal and covered with a thin sheen of sweat, in spite of the cool air. I walked my fingers up her stomach and teased one of her dark nipples. She smiled up at me, languid and content.

      Wren was still catching her breath, but she laced her fingers through Christy’s and squeezed. “What time is it?” she finally asked.

      “Almost midnight,” I said.

      “Yeah, I’d better go.”

      Christy nodded and rolled toward her. They kissed several times, soft and affectionate.

      “I think I missed this the most,” Wren said.

      “Me too.”

      “And if I have to share you with someone, at least it’s Paul. It took you long enough to figure it out, though. You’re a stubborn thing.”

      “How was I supposed to know I’d found the two people in the world who want to share me?”

      Wren rolled her eyes but gave her a forgiving smile. Then she glanced at me. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “No, not just for tonight. For Trip, for Christy, for camp, for everything.”

      “Ah. In that case, you’re very welcome. But really, it’s my pleasure.”

      “It is his pleasure,” Christy said. “I make sure of it.”

      “I bet you do. And I can’t wait till you’re ready for everything.”

      “It’ll happen. And if you’re really nice to me, I might let you have him after.”

      Wren laughed and sat up. “I can wait.”

      Christy and I shared a doubtful look.

      “I can! God, you two are just alike.” She rolled her eyes but wasn’t really upset. “Now I really should go. Thank you for a wonderful evening, my love.”

      “No, thank you.”

      “You too,” she said to me. “Next time I’ll take care of you better.”

      “Christy takes good care of me, don’t worry.”

      “I do,” she said cheerfully. “It’s all I do, morning, noon, and night.”

      Wren laughed and shook her head in disbelief. Then she grinned at me. “Told you she isn’t a goody-goody.”

      “I know. You were right all along,” I said in a practiced monotone. “I should’ve listened. I was an idiot.”

      “Okay. As long as you admit it.” She picked up her towel and sighed. “I hate to leave, but…”

      “It’s okay,” Christy said. “We’ll see you in the morning.”

      “See you in the morning.” She blew a kiss and closed the door behind her.

      Christy turned toward me and wormed her way into my arms with a squeak of contentment. “Thank you.”

      “You’re very, very welcome.”

      “Of course, now I’m—”

      “Hungry?”

      “Starving.”

      “Then let’s get you something to eat. And afterward, I have a sleeping draft for you.”

      “White and creamy? My favorite kind.”
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        * * *

      

      We thoroughly enjoyed ourselves on the slopes the next day. We stayed till the lifts closed and then hiked back to the cabin in a good mood. We were all tired from skiing all day, but we didn’t let that stop us. After dinner and a soak in the hot tub—with less alcohol than the night before but just as much innuendo—we showered and dressed for the New Year’s Eve party.

      None of us had brought dressy clothes, but the village was so laid-back that we didn’t think we’d stand out. Sure enough, the party at the resort lodge was full of people in jeans and sweaters, although a few wore suits and party dresses. Trip led the way to the bar, where he gave them his credit card and opened a tab.

      “Drinks are on me,” he told us over the music.

      Wren looked stunned, but she recovered quickly and gave him a kiss.

      “Hey, why have money if I can’t spend it on my friends?”

      So we drank and partied and rang in the new year in style. We watched Dick Clark on a big projection TV, sang Auld Lang Syne, and returned to the cabin in the wee hours of the morning. We were all drunk and horny, so we went straight to our rooms.

      Christy wasn’t in the mood for sleep and neither was I, especially after dancing and flirting all evening. I was so drunk that I probably would’ve agreed to just about anything, but she wasn’t as far gone as I was—her metabolism again.

      She was in the mood for her favorite pastime anyway. She sucked me off once and then spent a long time enjoying herself and getting me worked up for a massive explosion the second time. I returned the favor by licking, sucking, and biting her nipples till she couldn’t stand it anymore. Then I moved between her legs and did the same to her pussy.

      We finally went to sleep around five in the morning, although she woke me before ten. I thought it was an indecent hour, especially for a Sunday after a big party, never mind that we were on vacation too.

      “I want to ask a favor,” she said. “But I want you to promise me something first.”

      “Can I go back to sleep after?” I mumbled.

      “Maybe. This is serious. You have to promise.”

      I heard something in her voice, so I made an effort to wake up. She was sitting on her knees beside me, fidgeting nervously. I pushed myself up in bed and leaned against the headboard, which was cold enough to make me wince. On top of that, my head felt full of cotton and my mouth was painfully dry. At least my stomach wasn’t doing the Electric Slide. That was something.

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

      “Promise you won’t get upset. At least try not to.”

      “I promise.”

      “Thank you.” She drew a breath and squared her shoulders. “Okay, here goes. I want to go to Mass today.”

      I blinked and rubbed sleep from my eyes and waited. Then I realized she wasn’t going to say anything else. “Is that it?”

      “What do you mean, ‘is that it?’ That’s a big it!”

      “You want to go to Mass. Is that all?”

      “There’s a beautiful little church right down the road,” she said in a rush. “Queen of the Snows. It’s always so peaceful there. And… I want to go to Mass. I won’t go to confession or anything, but I want to take Communion.”

      “Okay,” I said slowly. “So… why would I get upset at that?”

      “Remember last time…?”

      “Of course I remember. I was a jerk and made a bunch of assumptions.”

      “You did, but… maybe you had good reason. I ran away ’cause I was scared and felt guilty.”

      “You aren’t scared now, are you? Or guilty? And you aren’t running away?”

      “I just want to go to Mass. I’ve been so happy with you lately that… I guess I want to share it. I’m not going to tell the priest or anything,” she added quickly, “but… I always feel so close to God when I’m in church. I know you’re not very religious, and I really try not to dwell on it when I’m with you, but God’s always been an important part of my life. Now you’re an important part too, and I guess I want Him to know how happy I am.” She folded her hands and stared down at them. “I should probably shut up now. I’m chattering.”

      “No, it’s okay.”

      “Can I go? Please? I won’t turn into Sister Prune or anything, I swear.”

      I chuckled and reached out to her. She came willingly and lay beside me. Her body was soft and warm, but I could feel her tension.

      “Relax,” I said. “Of course you can go to Mass. You don’t need to ask.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Of course I’m sure.”

      “Thank you. I was worried you’d say no.”

      “Why would I do that? Wait a minute— What if I had said no?”

      “I… wouldn’t’ve gone.”

      I snorted. “That’s silly.”

      “I know you think so, but… I meant what I said to Wren the other day, you are my master. Not like a slave or anything, but I’ll do what you say.”

      I tried to decide how to put my thoughts into words. “I want you to be your own person,” I said eventually. “I want you to do what makes you happy. You don’t need my permission. And if going to Mass makes you happy, go to Mass. I guess I only have a problem if you choose church over me.”

      “Never. But… I don’t know how to explain it. I think God brought you into my life for a reason. He nourishes my soul, but He knows I need someone to nourish my mind and body too.”

      “And that’s where I come in?”

      “Of course. He knows what He’s doing.”

      “You really believe that, don’t you? That God is directing your life?”

      “No, of course not. He gave us free will, so we make our own decisions. But on some level, I think He is guiding me.”

      “Did He guide you into bed with me?”

      “Don’t be crass. But since you asked, Mr. Doubting Thomas, I believe He did. He knew I was missing something in my life.”

      “I can’t argue with that.”

      “Thank you.” She kissed my chest and breathed a deep sigh.

      We lay together in companionable silence and listened to the sounds of the house as it warmed in the morning sun.

      “How’s your head?” she said after a minute.

      “The big one or the little one?”

      “Both.”

      “The big one is hungover. The little one is hoping for some attention.”

      “Isn’t he always?”

      “Hungover? No, only when I drink too much.”

      She laughed and swatted playfully. “No, I mean the little head. Isn’t he always hoping for attention?”

      “That depends.”

      “On what?”

      “On how you feel about a blowjob before Mass.”

      “I think God’s probably okay with it,” she said, only half facetious. She reached under the sheet and found my penis. “Besides, my body will always need nourishment.”

      I started to say something stupid like “It’s God’s will,” but then thought better of it. Christy was serious about her faith, and I shouldn’t mock her for it. I didn’t think about God very often, but if He made her happy, that was good enough for me.
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        * * *

      

      Trip and Wren headed to the slopes before Christy returned from church. They were still a little hungover, but they wanted to get the most out of their lift tickets.

      “Have fun,” I said as they left. “We’ll join you after lunch.”

      I sat next to the wood-burning stove and took out my pocket sketchbook. I designed A-frame houses for the next hour, mostly for fun. I was putting the finishing touches on one when I heard the door open. Christy danced in, apple-cheeked and sporting a sunshine smile.

      “Are we the only ones here?” she asked.

      “Yeah.” I told her about Trip and Wren and plans to meet them.

      “How long do we have?”

      “Not long. Why?”

      “Then we’d better hurry.”

      “Hurry? Wh—?”

      She sank to her knees and reached for my fly.

      “What’re you doing?” I asked, although it was obvious.

      “Can’t talk now. Need to suck.” She went straight to work and finished me off in about five minutes. “Oh my gosh,” she said as she sat back to catch her breath. “I’ve been thinking about that all morning.”

      “Even during Mass?”

      “I know, right! I felt so guilty at first. But then I decided it was a test.”

      “Um… did you pass?”

      “I stayed till the end of the service. Then I rushed back and… um… nourished my body.” She sighed and rested her head on my thigh. “Oh, Paul, I love you so much right now.”

      “I love you too. Care to prove it again?”

      “A blowjob doesn’t prove I love you,” she said with exaggerated patience. “It’s an expression of my love.”

      “Okay. Care to express it again?”

      “I’d love to.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      We ate a simple dinner that evening and finished off the wine. Afterward, we soaked in the hot tub and polished off the whiskey as well. We were all fairly drunk by then, so we didn’t even open the champagne. We decided to leave it as a thank-you gift for the cabin’s owner instead.

      The next morning we cleaned up, drained the hot tub, and packed our things. Christy and I had to fly to San Diego, while Trip and Wren had a much longer trip, from Reno to Denver and then on to Nashville. They drove us to the airport in Truckee, but they couldn’t hang around to see us off. They needed to get to Reno in time to return the rental car, so we said goodbye and wished them a safe trip.

      The day was windy and bitterly cold, but the skies were clear, with unlimited ceiling and visibility. Christy made a call to her parents while I stowed the luggage and preflighted the plane. Our flight to San Diego was routine, and her mother met us at the FBO there.

      “Harold went to the office today,” she explained. “He was restless and wanted to get a head start on the new year.”

      “No problem,” I said as we headed toward the parking lot.

      Anne drove a Mercedes convertible, and I took one look at it and knew the skis weren’t going to fit in the trunk.

      “Oh, dear,” she said, “I should’ve let Harold take my car.”

      “It’s okay. We’ll make it work.” I tried every angle I could, but we eventually decided to put the top down and angle the skis across the back seat.

      “We’re going to be chilly driving home,” Anne warned.

      “Nah. It’ll be fun.”

      She brightened with a sunny smile, a more mature version of Christy’s. “Christine said you’d remind us of Laurence.”

      “I hope that isn’t a bad thing.”

      “Of course not, dear. He was such a happy young man, always positive.”

      Christy beamed at me.

      Anne slid behind the wheel, and I climbed into the passenger seat. Christy sat on my lap and pulled her warm headband into place. We drove to La Jolla with the heat on full blast and oblivious to the curious looks from other drivers.

      “That was fun!” Anne said as we pulled into the garage. Her cheeks were pink and her hair frizzy where it peeked from under her scarf, but she looked exhilarated. “Who’s ready to do it again?”

      “Maybe later,” I laughed. I patted Christy’s bottom and opened the car door.

      “Hey, Mom,” she said as she climbed out, “do you mind if we—?”

      “Make a snack? Of course. Paul, dear, will you bring the luggage?”

      “My pleasure.” I smiled to myself as the bird-sized women headed inside to feed their bird-sized appetites. (Did you know that birds eat more than fifteen percent of their body weight every day? That’s astounding. An average human would need to eat twenty pounds of food to accomplish the same thing. You’d know that if you ever teased your girlfriend during a midnight snack. I digress, but I sort of had it coming.)

      I unloaded the ski bags and leaned them against the garage wall. Then I made two trips and hauled our suitcases and other bags inside. I took Christy’s to her bedroom and mine to the guest room. When I returned to the kitchen, Christy stood on tiptoe and gave me a kiss along with a mug of hot cocoa. I casually put my arm around her and soaked up her warmth as well.

      Anne’s dark blue eyes smiled as she watched us, and I wondered how much she knew about our relationship. Probably enough, I decided. She must have read my mind, because she gave me a little smile of approval. She didn’t need to be Christy’s mother to see how happy she was.

      Harold came home a couple of hours later, and Anne and Christy greeted him at the door. He kissed his wife, gave his daughter a hug, and then shook my hand.

      “Glad you made it home safe,” he said.

      “Thank you, sir.”

      “Son, you’re going to get me in trouble if you keep that up. Just Harold.”

      “Sorry,” I said. “It’s the uniform.”

      “You could wear one yourself,” he said. “Birdy loves a man in uniform.”

      “I love you in uniform,” she corrected. “Paul looks better in a suit.”

      “There she goes again, thinking for herself,” I said.

      Anne covered a smile, but Christy shot me a glare before she realized I was kidding.

      Harold laughed. “She’s too much like her mother.”

      “And that’s a bad thing because…?” Anne asked sweetly.

      “Oh, no! It’s a good thing. Very good.”

      She rolled her eyes and took his coat, which she folded and automatically passed to Christy. She stopped in surprise when she realized what she’d done.

      “It’s good to have you home, Birdy,” her father said. “I knew you’d eventually grow up and fly the nest, but I didn’t think it’d be so quick.”

      “Don’t worry, Daddy, I’ll always be your little girl.”

      “Maybe in my heart,” he said, “but you’re a young woman now. I might even get used to the fact that you have a young man in your life.” He smiled at me, but I detected a hint of calculation. “Speaking of which,” he continued, “would you like to join me for a drink, Paul, after I change into something more comfortable?”

      Anne quirked an eyebrow and silently asked if I wanted to be rescued or not, at which point I realized that Harold was going to interrogate me about the sleeping arrangements at the cabin. Lucky for me, I was one step ahead of him—I’d rehearsed my story during the flight from Tahoe. I did my best not to smile, but he’d been reading people’s expressions longer than I’d been alive.

      “You and your strange sense of humor,” he said with an amused snort.

      “Sorry. I can’t help it.”

      “Maybe you’re right to avoid the military. That smirk alone could get you court-martialed.”

      “Oh, Dad, be nice,” Christy said. “I happen to like his smirk.”

      “That’s what I’m afraid of.” But he gave me a nod, if not of approval, then at least of acceptance. “I’ll meet you in my office.”

      “I’ll pour the whiskey.”

      “Now, you see that?” he said to his wife and daughter. “That’s the way this should work.”
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        * * *

      

      I survived the inquest at the admiral’s mast. Harold was surprisingly smooth about it. I’d expected a frontal assault, but we mostly talked about the cabin itself and the towns around the lake. Still, he must’ve been satisfied, because he poured more whiskey and we chatted until Anne called us to dinner. We ate in the kitchen and continued the conversation about Lake Tahoe.

      “We’re thinking of buying a house in the area,” Harold said. “Squaw Valley or Northstar, or maybe something on the south side of the lake.”

      “It’s a beautiful area,” I agreed.

      “We like the skiing, but it’s nice in the summer, too.” He glanced at his wife. “We’re thinking of staying in San Diego when I retire. And it’d be nice to have a place up north to get away from the city.”

      “We want something big enough that family can visit or use it when we aren’t there,” Anne added. She smiled at her husband, and I had the distinct impression that she’d just told him to add me to the list of “family.”

      His expression didn’t give anything away, but he grunted agreement.

      After dessert we moved to the living room for drinks. I couldn’t find a polite way to add water to mine, so I sipped as slowly as I could. Christy helped me out, but I was still fairly drunk by the time we went to bed. As far as I could tell, Harold’s plan was to keep refilling my drink until I was too tanked to even think about sleeping with his daughter. Then again, maybe he just owned stock in a whiskey company. Whatever it was, he got exactly what he wanted.

      I woke up early and with a miserable hangover, so I decided to go for a run to burn the remaining alcohol out of my system. Harold was eating breakfast when I returned. He took one look at me and chuckled evilly. Anne stood and asked what I wanted to eat.

      “Just some orange juice, please. My stomach’s still trying to decide if it wants to play nice or not.”

      She set a glass in front of me and gave me a sympathetic smile. Christy joined us a few minutes later. She wore her red flannel pajamas but sported normal slippers instead of her usual bunnies, which were back home in Knoxville. She kissed my cheek and then her father’s. I had the presence of mind to look guilty, which earned a snort.

      “Don’t apologize, son.”

      “Yes, sir. Harold. Sorry. It’s the uniform, I swear.”

      “You know who to call if you want to ‘sir’ me for real.” Anne began humming at the stove, and he took the hint. “Or you can stay a civilian and keep Birdy happy.”

      A few minutes later Anne set a mushroom and cheese omelet in front of Christy and an identical plate in front of me. She added pieces of toast with a smile. Then she topped off my orange juice and sat down.

      “Aren’t you eating?” I asked.

      “I already have.”

      “I don’t think I can eat the omelet. Thank you very much, but…” I patted my stomach and winced for effect. “Shame to let it go to waste, though. Are you ready for second breakfast?”

      She gave me a curious look.

      “He thinks we’re hobbits,” Christy explained. “They’re short and eat a lot.”

      “That sounds like you all right,” her father said. He glanced at me. “The two of them eat more than the rest of us combined.”

      “You’re just jealous,” his wife said.

      “Darn right I am.” He winked at me and then hid a grin behind the newspaper.

      “Here,” I said to Anne as I slid my plate in front of her. “Enjoy. I’ll just filch the toast, if you don’t mind.”

      “I don’t mind at all, dear. Thank you.”

      After we finished eating, Harold stood to leave for work. He smiled and thanked me for the excuse to drive Anne’s car.

      “Um… my pleasure?”

      “No, mine,” he said. “The Cadillac’s too respectable. It’s an admiral’s car.”

      “And the Mercedes is a fighter pilot’s?”

      “Close enough. It isn’t a Porsche, but she wouldn’t let me buy her one of those.”

      “You can buy whatever you like when you retire. Until then, you’re keeping the Cadillac.”

      “Yes, dear,” he said with just enough contrition to excuse a roguish grin.

      She shot him a look that I knew well from her daughter. It combined equal parts affection and exasperation.

      “It was nice to see you again, Paul,” he said, all business. “Look after Birdy.”

      “I will… Harold.”

      “He does that so well,” Anne said.

      “He does,” Harold agreed.

      “I thought I’d practice,” I said. “I might be doing it for a while.”

      Christy gave me a heart-stopping smile, which her parents didn’t miss. Anne covered a much more subdued smile, while Harold simply grunted.

      “We’ll see,” he said. He gave her a hug. “Goodbye, Birdy. Have a safe trip. We love you.”

      “Love you too, Dad.”

      He kissed his wife and then shook my hand. “Have a safe trip. Come visit us for spring break.”

      My eyebrows shot up.

      He chuckled and winked at me. “Politics and war. Keep your friends close and your enemies closer.”

      “Oh, Harold,” his wife said, “be nice.”

      “Yes, dear.” He gave me an “I’ve got my eye on you” squint.

      “Roger that,” I said.

      Then he took his coat from Christy and left with a jaunty step and a self-satisfied smile.
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        * * *

      

      Our flight to Atlanta was canceled because of mechanical problems. We returned to the ticket counter only to discover a long line of people ahead of us. A brusque businessman told us that a connecting flight to Dallas had been canceled as well. The overwhelmed ticket agents were doing their best to reroute hundreds of disgruntled passengers.

      Christy and I stood in line with everyone else, and I debated whether or not to show my company ID. We had full-fare tickets, but sometimes being an employee’s family had benefits. I made up my mind when it was our turn and the agent couldn’t find any connections that would get us to Atlanta before the millennium.

      I leaned over the desk and pitched my voice low. “Would it help if I show you this?”

      The agent looked at my dependent ID, pursed his lips, and sighed. He’d had a frustrating morning and was trying to decide how I could make it worse.

      “I don’t wanna cause trouble,” I explained quickly.

      He studied me in silence.

      “Revenue, standby, or interline,” I added. “Whatever makes your life easiest.”

      He relaxed and nodded. Then he started tapping keys. “Do you mind flying to San Francisco first?”

      “Not at all. Like I said, whatever’s easiest for you.”

      “I have a connection through LAX on Western. You’ll have a layover in San Fran, but I can get you home from there.”

      “Let’s do it.”

      He nodded and went to work.

      “Thanks for helping us,” I said.

      “You’re welcome. Thanks for making my life easier,” he added without looking up. Then he glanced at Christy. He typed some more and frowned.

      “Problem?”

      “I can get you on an interline ticket, but I can’t do the same for Miss Carmichael.”

      I looked around to make sure no one could overhear. “Do you mind a bit of creative ticketing?”

      “Such as…?”

      “Use my sister’s ID.” I gave him the number—it was one digit off from mine—and he entered it in the system.

      “That works,” he said. “Miss Carmichael, you’re now Miss Hughes.” He paged through the screens and entered information. “There,” he said at last. “You’re all set. I even upgraded you to first class on the company flight from SFO to ATL.”

      “Wow, thanks! We owe you.”

      He printed the tickets and handed them over. “Have a nice flight.”

      I touched my brow in a salute, and we moved away from the counter.

      Christy beamed. “You were awesome.”

      “Thanks. Now…” I grinned. “Do you want me to call you Erin, Sis, or Miss Hughes?”

      She rolled her eyes. “None of the above?”

      “Right! Sis it is. C’mon, Sis, let’s find our gate.”
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        * * *

      

      We tried to call Sara when we changed planes at LAX, but we never got an answer. We tried again when we arrived in San Francisco. The line was busy, which was a good sign, but a different woman answered when I called a few minutes later.

      “Hey,” I said, “who’s this?”

      “Daphne. Who’s this?”

      “Hey, Daphne! It’s Paul.”

      “Paul…? Paul who?”

      “Hughes. From Knoxville.”

      “Knoxville? You sound like you’re in the next room.”

      “We sort of are.” I explained about our layover.

      “Oh. Okay. But… who’s ‘we’?”

      “Sorry, I’m with Christy. You probably don’t remember her. Petite, blonde, bright blue eyes. She’s an artist.”

      “Oh, her. Yeah, I remember her. She told people about Sara and me. She was nice to me after, though. She’s your girlfriend now?”

      “Yeah. For about a month.” So much had happened that it seemed like longer, but we’d only been together—officially, at least—since Thanksgiving.

      “She’s pretty,” Daphne said. “You should be happy with her.”

      “I think so too. She’s… amazing.”

      Christy herself blushed.

      “Anyway,” I said to Daphne, “we were hoping to get together with Sara. And you, of course.”

      She fell silent, and I could imagine her trying to come up with an excuse. “Sara isn’t here,” she said at last. “She’s working today. And… um… now maybe isn’t the best time.”

      I heard something in her voice, and Christy’s hopeful expression fell as she read my own disappointment.

      “You broke up?” I said to Daphne.

      “Yeah. Did Sara tell you?”

      “No, but we talked about it before the holidays.”

      “Oh.”

      “I’m sorry. For both of you. But you’ll survive. And… she told me about Austin.”

      “She did?”

      “Yeah. She wants you to be happy. So do I, for that matter.”

      “I don’t know what to say.”

      “Just say thank you. You deserve to be happy. As long as Austin treats you right.”

      “He does.”

      “Good. Don’t stick around if he doesn’t. Just tell Sara or me and we’ll kick his ass.”

      She laughed, but I could imagine her sad smile.

      “I mean it,” I said.

      “Thank you. That means a lot.”

      “I know. Okay, let’s talk about Sara. D’you know when she’ll be back?”

      “No, sorry. She’s doing something for her gallery friend. She said I could come by while she was out and… pick up the rest of my things.”

      “Ah, okay. I understand. Do you mind leaving her a note?”

      “Not at all.”

      “Tell her we’re sorry we missed her. Our flight to San Francisco was a last-minute thing. We’ll be here for another couple of hours, but—”

      “Slow down. I can’t write that fast.”

      “Sorry. Just tell her we love her and we’ll call when we get home to Knoxville.”

      “Okay. And… thanks.”

      “For what?”

      “For caring. Sara needs a friend like you, a guy she can trust.”

      “I know. You can trust me too. You know that, right? If you ever need anything—and I mean anything—just ask. Things didn’t work out between us, but I’ll always care about you.”

      “Thanks, Paul. That means a lot.”

      The silence threatened to draw out, so I said, “Hey, it was good talking to you.”

      “It was good talking to you too.”

      “And I hope you’re happy with Austin. You deserve a guy who treats you right.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Well, I’d better let you go. Take care, Daphne.”

      “You too, Paul. I’ll leave the note for Sara. Sorry you missed her.”

      “That’s all right. Like I said, it was a last-minute thing.”

      “Okay. Well… goodbye.”

      “Goodbye.” I hung up and sighed.

      “What’s the matter?” Christy asked.

      I thought about it for a long moment. “I don’t know if I can explain. I just… want her to be happy.”

      “Daphne?”

      “Yeah. The world really screwed her over, but instead of becoming stronger, like Sara, she built walls to protect herself and then retreated behind them.”

      “I know what you mean.”

      “And I’d like to find all the guys who did this to her and beat the shit out of them.”

      “Now you sound like Rich.”

      I shot her a rueful look. “He and I are more alike than I wanna admit.”

      “I think you are. And that’s another reason I’m attracted to you.”

      My eyebrows twitched toward the ceiling.

      “You’re like all my brothers rolled into one: ambitious like Harry, smart like James, funny like Danny, protective like Rich, and happy like Laurie. But…” Her blue eyes flashed. “I can do things with you.”

      “Naughty things?”

      “Very naughty.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      We arrived in Atlanta a little before midnight. It was only nine o’clock as far as our bodies were concerned, but we’d been traveling all day. And we still had a three-hour drive before we reached Knoxville and our own beds.

      “Back to the real world,” Christy said as we hauled our luggage and skis out to long-term parking.

      “Yep, no more skiing and hot tubs.”

      “No more other things either.”

      I glanced at her sideways. “Oh? Are you breaking up with me?”

      “No, of course not.”

      “Good. ’Cause I was hoping for some ‘other things’ in the car.”

      She rolled her eyes but then looked startled. “Oh my gosh, you’re serious!”

      “Darn straight. It’s been more than thirty-six hours.”

      “Haven’t you…?”

      “Are you kidding?” I set down the suitcases and opened the Cruiser’s tailgate. “I jerked off this morning in the shower. You?”

      “If you must know… in bed.”

      I began tossing our bags into the back. “Last night or this morning?”

      “Um… both.”

      “I thought you were a little too relaxed at breakfast,” I laughed.

      “For your information, I normally don’t discuss my personal habits with strange men.”

      “But you’ll make an exception for me?”

      “Maybe. It depends.”

      I closed the tailgate and unlocked the passenger door. Then I walked around to the driver’s side and climbed in. Christy took off her coat and gloves, while I waited for the engine to warm up a little before I turned the heater to high.

      “Depends on what?” I said. “I mean, I have a vested interest in your happiness. I need to know these things.”

      She scoffed. “You need to know when I… you know?”

      “Of course. If you aren’t doing it enough, I need to tease you more. If you’re doing it too much, I need to spend more time taking care of you. It’s a delicate balance,” I deadpanned.

      “I shouldn’t be doing it at all.”

      “That’s crap and you know it. Everyone masturbates.”

      “Still, I feel guilty for doing it.”

      “Why? You don’t feel guilty when we do things together.”

      “That’s different. Men and woman are supposed to… uh… please each other.”

      “Speaking of which…” I unzipped my pants and reached inside.

      “What’re you doing? We’re in public!”

      “We’re in a deserted parking lot in the middle of the night.” I extracted my manhood and waved it at her.

      “I can’t. What if someone sees?”

      “Who’s going to see? Besides, even if someone does, they’re only going to see me. You’ll be out of view. Come over here.” I put some steel in my voice. “Now.”

      She jumped as if I’d pinched her. “Yes, sir.”

      I guided her head into my lap and sighed as she began kissing my semi-hard cock. She forgot her objections once she took me in her mouth and began sucking, so I settled back to enjoy myself.

      After a few minutes of mindless bliss, I pulled up her dress. She was wearing stockings and a garter belt over dark satin panties. She wore them because she enjoyed how they made her feel, and I wholeheartedly supported the idea.

      I caressed her firm little butt through her panties. She moaned deep in her throat, so I gave her a light swat. I followed it with a firmer one, which prompted another moan. She flinched when I smacked her even harder, but she didn’t stop sucking.

      I spanked her several more times before I pulled her panties aside and felt the heat and moisture of her arousal. I slid a finger into her smooth pussy and began thrusting gently. She sucked even deeper and added a little tongue-swirl at the top of each stroke. I lasted about thirty seconds after that, and she moaned softly as I filled her mouth with come.

      Once I could think again, I started finger-fucking her while she nursed my cock. She squirmed in pleasure until her own tension reached the breaking point. I slid my finger as deep as I could and twitched the tip against her inner spot. She stiffened and groaned with her own climax.

      When her orgasm subsided, she lay there for a moment and caught her breath. She whimpered when I gently withdrew my finger and tugged her panties back into place. Then she rested her head on my thigh and gazed up at me with a sleepy-eyed smile.

      I grinned. “You don’t mind doing it in public once you get going.”

      “What did you expect? Besides, you know I can’t resist when you point your penis at me.” She rolled her eyes and sighed, although her expression clouded after a moment. Out of the blue she asked, “Are you happy?”

      “Am I what?”

      “Happy. Are you happy, just doing this? Blowjobs and stuff, I mean.”

      “Of course,” I said automatically. Then I thought about it. “Yeah, sure, I’d like to go all the way, but only when you’re ready.”

      “Wren thinks I’m being silly.”

      “What do you think?”

      “I sort of agree with her,” she admitted. “About the physical part, at least.”

      “How do you mean?”

      “Your penis is pretty big. And I’m really small, especially down there. But that’s just an excuse. I know it’ll fit.”

      “It will. Trust me.”

      “Oh, I know. Still, I get worried sometimes. I mean, it eventually started to feel good with Simon, but it was never what I’d call ‘great.’”

      “Well, we’ll take our time and make sure you’re ready.”

      “I know. I trust you. But I’m still nervous about it. Wren was telling me what it was like having you inside her. She was trying to get me worked up, but she just made things worse. I still want to do it,” she said quickly. “Don’t get me wrong—I totally want to feel you inside me—but… it was weird.”

      “Weird how?” I said when she didn’t continue.

      “Promise you won’t say ‘I told you so’?”

      “Cross my heart.”

      The engine had finally warmed up to the point where the vents were blowing hot air. Christy turned and looked at the console.

      “This is probably gonna be a longer conversation,” she said. “And I know you: you like me nude for this kind of thing.”

      My eyebrows rose. “I like you nude any time. But yeah, I like playing with you while we talk, especially if it’s about sex.”

      “I know. I like it too. No one’s ever made me feel the way you do. You… make me all warm and tingly inside, like I’m about to come, only constant.” She closed her eyes and smiled at the thought. “That’s one of the reasons I like being nude around you, and sleeping nude. I feel vulnerable sometimes, especially when you make me spread my legs and expose myself, but I know you’d never make fun of me.” She shot me a guilty grin. “I’m chattering.”

      “Not really.”

      “I am,” she said. “And I’m stalling.” She sat up and began undressing. I watched in silence as she tossed her dress and bra into the back seat. She unfastened her garters, slid her dark panties over her legs, and refastened the clasps on her stockings.

      “I know you like these,” she said. “They make me feel sexy, so I like wearing them.” She grinned at me from under her lashes. “I like picking out my underwear in the morning, especially when I know you’re going to see it. It’s the same when I shave for you. I think about you doing things to me.” She fell silent and closed her eyes for a moment. Her nostrils flared as she moistened her lips. “I get so worked up sometimes.”

      “The feeling’s mutual,” I said hoarsely.

      She opened her eyes and gazed at my dick, which was standing at attention. Again. She slid across the seat and into my arms, and we kissed like teenagers. After a moment I let my hands explore the curves of her small body. She practically quivered with sexual energy.

      “Oh my gosh,” she panted at last. “I want you more than ever. But… we can’t.”

      My poor hard-on wanted to howl in frustration.

      “I know that isn’t what you want to hear,” Christy said as if she’d heard, “but I’m still not ready. Well, part of me is, but I can’t listen to her.”

      “Why not?” I cleared my throat. “I mean, I don’t want our first time to be in the back seat of a car—”

      “Me neither.”

      “—but there are a dozen hotels we could go to.”

      She shook her head. “Not yet. And… I want it to be someplace ours when we do. Your bed or mine, it doesn’t matter.”

      I nodded, in understanding if not agreement. The little head thought it was a stupid idea. The back seat of the Cruiser was fine by him. He could be such a romantic at times.

      “Is it okay if we just talk?” Christy asked. “Well, more than that. I’m sure I’ll suck you off, but you know what I mean. We can’t go all the way.”

      “If you say so.”

      “I… say so. Thank you for understanding.” She kissed me again, short and full of heat. “Oh my gosh, I have to stop doing that, or I’m going to spread my legs right now.” She sighed. “Wren would be happy, but I don’t want our first time to include airplanes flying overhead and a seatbelt digging into my side.”

      “Um, no,” I chuckled.

      “I don’t know how you do it,” she said after a moment. “I remember back when we first started fooling around, you told me you were patient. I didn’t really believe it at the time, but now I see what you mean. You have the patience of Job. The problem is, the rest of you makes me wanna do naughty things.”

      She wrapped her small hand around my cock and stroked it gently.

      “Let’s find a hotel,” I rasped.

      “No, I told you, I’m not ready.” She moved her hand from my cock to my leg. “Besides, I want our first time to mean something. We can do it wherever you want afterward. But the first time needs to be special. Okay?”

      “Okay.”

      “Tonight I just want to talk. And suck.” She grinned. “And maybe play with myself a little. I know you like that.”

      “Mmm.”

      “Unh, I have to stop! I keep thinking how much I want to feel you inside me. But I’m not ready, dammit! Laugh all you like, Mr. Smug. I’m sure this is easy for you. You have sex all the time. Thirty women! Well, I’ve only done it with one—man, that is—and it was a big deal. So quit laughing at me!”

      “I’m not laughing,” I said earnestly. “Just… grinning.”

      “Sometimes I don’t like you very much,” she grumped.

      “And other times… like now?”

      “My dad was right about your smirk. But it makes me want to kiss you more than anything.”

      “I can live with that.”

      “Good, ’cause you’re stuck with me. If we go all the way, I’ll never let you go. You know that, right?”

      “I’m starting to get the picture.”

      “So you’d better be nice to me. I won’t be just another notch on your bedpost, number thirty-one.”

      “I don’t want that,” I said as seriously as I could.

      “At least we agree on something.”

      “We agree on lots of things.”

      “Right. So hush and let me tell you what I’ve been thinking. This isn’t easy for me.”

      I nodded contritely.

      “Better. Now, where was I?” She stretched out on the seat and returned her head to my thigh. Then she kissed my flagging erection and said to him, “I’ll take care of you soon. Okay? Can you be patient while I talk to Paul? You can? Awesome. Thanks! You’re such a good penis.” She kissed the tip again. “More later, I swear.”

      “He says okay.”

      She rolled her eyes but grinned nonetheless. “Remember,” she said by way of a preamble, “you promised not to say ‘I told you so.’”

      “Got it.”

      “Okay. So, here goes. I’ve been thinking about it, and you’re right: there is a difference between sex and love.” She shot me a glare, just in case I wanted to renege on my promise. When I didn’t, she added, “Wren finally convinced me.”

      “For real? How?”

      “She didn’t mean to. It was when she was telling me what it was like to have sex with you. I was sort of annoyed at first, partly because she’s done it and I haven’t, but also ’cause I thought I should be annoyed. Yeah, it was one of those times. You know, when I automatically feel a certain way because I think I’m supposed to.

      “I got over it. But then I started getting nervous, ’cause she was talking about how good you are in bed and what it felt like to have your dick inside her. That’s when I remembered Simon and how it hurt with him. But I told you that already.”

      I nodded.

      “Anyway, then I started thinking about what she was really talking about, and I realized it was ‘just sex’ with her. I know she loves you, but it isn’t the same as you and me.”

      “No.”

      “That’s why I decided you might be right about the whole sex versus love thing. You remember the first night we were at the cabin? We talked about how long I waited with Simon?”

      “Sure. What about it?”

      “You said you want to have sex with me, make love to me, and… um… fuck me.”

      I chuckled, but it was mostly at her reluctance to use the word.

      She shot me a glare but calmed down when she read my expression. “I normally don’t use language like that,” she admitted, “but this is important. Besides, I think I’m going to be saying it a lot, especially where you’re concerned, so I might as well get used to it.”

      “Fair enough. I’ll try not to tease you about it.”

      “Thank you. Anyway, I used to think sex and making love and… fucking… were the same thing. Then I realized they’re different for you. I should’ve figured it out sooner, especially since I know how you use words. You paint with them, so they’re not ‘just words.’ They’re shades of meaning and different emotions for you, like colors on a palette for me, or different tools when I sculpt.”

      “That’s exactly what they are. They’re tools to shape meaning.”

      “Right. So if you say you want to have sex with me, you mean something completely different than if you want to make love to me.”

      “Mmm hmm.”

      “And neither of those are the same as… um… fucking me.”

      “No.”

      She paused and thought about what she wanted to say next. “You probably figured out by now that I have a pretty vivid imagination.”

      It seemed completely random, but I went along with it and said, “It’s why you’re so creative.”

      “Maybe. But it’s definitely why I’m so weird about sex. I think about it all the time. And not just vanilla Penthouse Forum stuff.” She grinned up at me. “Yeah, Wren told me about that. She said I’m your hottest fantasy, and I think she’s right. But I’m not the Forum. I’m… um…” She shot me a nervous look. “I’m Variations.”

      My eyes tried to pop out of my head. “Have you actually read Penthouse Variations?”

      “Of course. Duh. Brooke’s mother used to keep them under her bed. We’d sneak in and read them after school. Where d’you think I got some of my wild ideas?”

      “I really had no clue,” I said in disbelief.

      “Mmm hmm. Sister Prune would have a heart attack if she knew all the things I wanna do with you. And I hope you know,” she added earnestly, “I’ve never told anyone some of the things I’ve told you. None of my girlfriends and definitely none of the guys. Even Wren doesn’t know some of this stuff. Okay? Just so you understand.”

      “I do.”

      She smiled. “I like hearing you say that.”

      “I know. That’s why I say it.”

      “See? You even do little things to make me happy.”

      “I do.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Romantic. But you distracted me again. We were talking about sex versus love versus fucking.” She grinned. “Your penis twitches every time I say it. Watch. Fucking.” Her eyes shone as she looked down at the proof. Then she bent and sucked gently. “Mmm, you taste good.”

      “I’d taste even better if you keep sucking.”

      “Be patient. I’ll take care of you properly, but later. Right now we’re talking. Still, I guess it wouldn’t hurt if I just… you know.”

      I started to say something, but she captured my dick and caressed it with her lips. She continued for a couple of minutes before she released me.

      “Oh my gosh, I totally wanna keep going, but I need to tell you what I’ve been thinking. So you’ll have to be patient a bit longer.”

      “I think I can manage,” I said. “Although… you’d better be ready to swallow a huge load when I finally come.”

      “Yes, please. And that’s sort of why I took my clothes off too. I know where this conversation will end up, and I don’t want semen stains on my dress.”

      “For real?”

      “Of course. I know how you are.” She shifted gears and grew serious again. “So, back to Wren. I realized she was talking about ‘just sex’ with you. My imagination kicked in, and I started thinking about the words you used. I realized I’m sort of the same. I say ‘penis’ because I like the way it feels in my mouth. I like the real thing more, but you know what I mean.

      “And you like it when I say ‘cock’ or something naughty. Wren kept calling him your ‘dick.’ That’s what made me think of the difference between sex, love, and fucking.”

      “Oh?” I thought I knew where she was going, but I wanted her to say it.

      “Yeah. Think about it. When we make love—when I’m ready, I mean—you’re going to ‘slide your penis’ into me. But when we have sex, you’re going to ‘shove your dick’ into me. And when you fuck me, you’re going to ‘ram your cock’ into me.” She was proud of her wordplay.

      So was I. “That’s exactly what I’m going to do.”

      “And I’m really excited about it. I know it doesn’t seem like it sometimes, but I’m looking forward to going all the way. Long before we’re married, too. I’m sorry you have to wait, but that’s the last part of what I need to tell you tonight.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah. I started doing what you do. I’ve been thinking about things and rehearsing what to say. Like, while you were flying yesterday. And today in the lounge while we were waiting in San Francisco. And then on the plane. At least, I was, until you interrupted by trying to feel me up, Mr. Groper.”

      I chuckled at the memory. The flight attendants had given us blankets and pillows after dinner, and I’d taken the opportunity to slide my hand up Christy’s dress when the cabin lights dimmed.

      “Brothers and sisters aren’t supposed to do what you were trying to,” she said primly.

      “Who says? Besides, you aren’t really my sister.”

      “They didn’t know that,” she squawked. “I was Erin Hughes and you were my brother as far as they were concerned.”

      “So? Maybe we’re affectionate siblings. Besides, you don’t look anything like Erin.”

      “I do too! And don’t think I haven’t noticed. You dated brunettes all your life before you got serious with a girl who’s blonde and blue-eyed like your mother. Your sister too, for that matter.”

      The accusation hit a lot closer to home than I was ready to admit, so I tried to play it off. “So? What about it? It’s just a coincidence.”

      “You think it’s a coincidence that Harry and James married women who look like our mom?”

      “Danny didn’t.”

      “No, but he’s always been contrary, just to mess with us. Besides, Sabrina is perfect for him in other ways. Danny wants to go into politics someday, and he’s going to need someone like her. She and I’ve talked about it, and she knows she’s going to be Jackie to his Jack.”

      My eyebrows shot up. “You mean, like, Kennedy?”

      “Mmm hmm. You forget— No, I probably never told you. Sorry. Our dad’s a staunch Republican, but our mom’s always been a Democrat. And her mother, our nana, is Back Bay, Boston. Old money. She has pictures and stories from when the Kennedys were still in the State House. So that’s what Danny grew up hearing about.”

      “Ah. I didn’t realize. I think he’d be a good politician. I’d certainly vote for him.”

      “It won’t happen for a while. He wants a career in the military first. But he’s already thinking about the future, ten or fifteen years from now when he’s ready to run for office. Sabrina is part of that.” Christy nodded into the silence. “Exactly. So he’s sort of the exception to the rule that men marry their mothers. Harry and James both did.” She gave me a sharp look. “And you show every sign of doing the same.”

      I felt a surge of adrenaline that had nothing to do with arousal. “We aren’t married yet.”

      “But we’re talking about it. And you probably think we’re rushing—that I’ve done this before, like Danny said—but it’s different this time.” She gathered herself for an admission. “Simon was an excuse to hide from my family. That isn’t what I’m doing with you.”

      “Oh? What are you doing with me?”

      “The same thing Sabrina and Danny are doing. Marianne and Harry, too. Lynne and James, although they don’t make a big deal about it.”

      “Wh—?” I had to clear my throat before my voice came out as more than a croak. “And what’s that?”

      “Planning our future together.” She broke the tension with a laugh as bright as a spring day. “Oh my gosh! Your penis just about fainted.” She licked pre-come and then kept sucking till my erection returned. “There, that’s better. He just needed a little attention.”

      “He’s simple like that.”

      “No, he’s really very complex. But he isn’t good at hiding his emotions. He can’t lie to me like you can. Wait, I take that back. You don’t lie to me, but you hide things all the time.”

      “For your own protection.”

      “I know. And you’ll tell me everything eventually. But your penis can’t hide anything.”

      “Evidently not,” I grumbled.

      “Oh, relax,” she said softly. Then she kissed the penis in question. “I kind of like when he tells me things. And you have to admit, I make both of you happy.”

      “Mmm, you do.”

      “And I’m not your sister, even though I sort of look like her. A smaller version, at least.” She laughed, softer and more affectionate. “I’ve always been annoyed that I’m so small. I mean, my brothers are all normal-sized. How come I got the shrimp genes in the family? But now I kinda like it. I mean, it’d be weird if I was more like Erin or your mom.”

      “Totally,” I lied.

      She paused and cocked her head to look at me. Her brow furrowed. “You know, for a moment…”

      I raised an eyebrow as innocently as I could.

      “Sorry. Never mind. I don’t know what I was thinking.”

      A reckless part of me wasn’t ready to let it go. “What do you mean? You don’t think Erin and I—”

      “No! Of course not! Never in a million years. Only, for a moment… No, forget I said anything.”

      Discretion finally kicked in, but a small part of me realized that she hadn’t been disgusted. More like embarrassed and even a bit curious. Note to self…, I thought.

      “Anyway, where was I?” Christy said. “Oh, yes… talking about Wren and love and sex and all.”

      “Right.”

      She shook her head as if to clear it. “Sorry.” She glanced at my dick and noticed that it was still hard. Then she narrowed her eyes with the same look of calculation I’d seen on her father. “Sorry,” she said again. “What were we talking about?”

      “Wren,” I said blandly, although I was grinning on the inside. “And love and sex and all.”

      “Oh, yeah! Right.” She made an effort to focus. “So, you remember she thought I was being silly because I wouldn’t go all the way, and I sort of agreed with her?”

      “Mmm hmm.”

      “Well, I figured out why I’m not being silly.”

      “Oh? Why?”

      “The physical part still scares me a little, the size difference especially, but I know we’ll make it work. I guess what really scares me is the emotional part. And…” She glanced up to judge how I reacted to her next words. “The spiritual part.”

      I clamped down on my immediate disapproval and looked at her with mild interest instead. It was the right decision, because she immediately relaxed.

      “I know you gave me the cross,” she said as she fingered the necklace, “and you let me go to Mass on Sunday, but… you still get this look of disapproval about anything religious.”

      I almost admitted that I’d used the same word to myself. Almost.

      “But I guess it’s like me and anything to do with sex. My first reaction is to think it’s dirty, but that isn’t how you think about it.”

      “No.”

      “So I’ve been trying to change, to think of sex like you do. And I know you’ve been trying to do the same with me, to understand how God is just part of my everyday life.”

      I nodded slowly, unsure where she was going.

      “So I guess what I’m trying to say is that for me, sex is spiritual too. It’s a bond between a man and a woman. No, I take that back. Love is spiritual. I think you’re probably right, sex is just something physical. But it’s different with me and you. I finally understood that, when Wren was talking about you.”

      “How do you mean?”

      “I guess the best way to explain it is to talk about her and Trip. I know you want me to have sex with him, and I’ll be honest, that really scares me. But it isn’t about love. It’s ‘just sex.’ It feels weird to say that, but I think I understand now. And most of the time it’s ‘just sex’ with Wren and me. She… doesn’t get attached like I do. I’m not saying that’s wrong,” she added quickly, “just that it’s different.”

      I nodded.

      “But I’m not like that. I’ve totally fallen for you. And I’m in real danger, like you said. The till-death-do-us-part kind. So sex with you will never be ‘just sex.’ It’ll always be more. And that’s why I’m not ready. I’m scared. What if I’m wrong? What if you aren’t The One? What if we don’t connect on a spiritual level? What if, what if, what if?”

      She drew a deep, unsteady breath and continued, “I know that’s a lot to deal with at once, but I had to tell you. I’ve had it bottled up for two days, thinking about it and trying to decide if I should say anything or not. I mean, it’d be easy to simply spread my legs and let you do what we both want. But… I’m not that kind of girl. I know you hate it when I say that, but—”

      “I don’t hate it,” I said quickly. “I just…” I thought about it for a long moment. “I guess I don’t like the idea of ‘that kind of girl’ being a bad thing. Sex is natural. It’s part of life. And girls like it as much as guys do.”

      “I certainly do.”

      “Exactly. So ‘that kind of girl’ is every kind of girl. But I know what you mean. Sex is more emotional for you. And even… more spiritual. I can handle that.” I hope.

      “Can you?”

      I thought about it and nodded. “You’re changing me as much as I’m changing you.”

      “So you understand why I’m not ready? It has nothing to do with the physical stuff. It’s the other stuff, in my head.” She swallowed hard. “That’s why I asked if you were happy, you know, with just blowjobs. I don’t want to lose you because I can’t figure out how to make my head cooperate.”

      I chuckled and nodded with understanding.

      “My body is easy. I’m scared, but I get so hot just thinking about it. I mean, you could hold me down and fuck me silly if you wanted to.” She laughed at my reaction. “Isn’t that what you said?”

      “That sounds like me,” I laughed.

      “But I don’t wanna screw this up,” she continued. “That’s also what you said. So I need to figure out how to get my head and my body on the same page. At least you’re patient. Like, amazingly patient. Wren said I can’t wait much longer, ’cause you’ll start looking for someone else.”

      “Don’t listen to her,” I said. “She’s smart in lots of ways, but she’s wrong about that.”

      “I tried to tell her, but she argued with me.”

      My eyebrows rose with a question.

      “Mmm hmm. I saw how you reacted to that girl in the ski shop, the one who sold us the sunglasses.”

      My eyebrows arched a bit higher.

      “Uh-huh. I could tell you were interested, but it wasn’t the same as the way you look at me.”

      “No. Definitely not.”

      “I think,” she said cautiously, “the only person I really have to worry about is Leah.” She waited for me to deny it and then nodded when I didn’t. “I thought so. You really love her, like you love me.”

      “Yes and no. I love her, but we aren’t in love. She feels the same about me. We might’ve had a chance if we were both in love at the same time, but…” I shrugged. “Now she has Mark, and…”

      “You have me,” Christy finished.

      “Exactly.”

      “So I don’t need to worry about losing you to another woman, even Leah.”

      “Even Leah,” I agreed.

      “The only thing I need to worry about is if I can’t be the woman you want me to be.”

      “More or less.”

      She grinned. “You know that my family are a bunch of super-competitive overachievers, right?”

      “I might’ve noticed, yes.”

      “And we all hate to lose. Like, hate it.”

      “Mmm hmm. I noticed that too.”

      “So… I think you might be stuck with me, ’cause I’m gonna do whatever it takes to win, to keep you.”

      “I like it when you get cocky,” I laughed.

      “Mmm, you said ‘cock.’”

      I felt a little dizzy at how quickly she’d changed gears, but I rose to the occasion with, “Feels good in your mouth?”

      “Mmm, yes, please.” She engulfed the cock in question, and I groaned as it swelled even more.

      I almost came when she spread her legs and began playing with herself. Her smooth, shiny labia parted as her fingers quivered over her clit. I needed to distract myself, so I pinched and twisted her nipples.

      “Oh my gosh,” she gasped, “I wanna taste you.”

      “Oh, God! Here it comes!”

      She moaned as a tidal wave gushed over her tongue and down her throat. A moment later she stiffened as her own orgasm gripped her.

      We fell back and panted after they passed, and she wiped semen from her cheek.

      “See?” she said with a grin as she licked her finger. “I know you.”

      “You do, all right.”

      She cleaned her lips and then found several errant drops on my thigh, where they’d turned my khakis dark. She licked them up. “Mmm, still fresh.”

      I caressed her cheek and brushed back her hair.

      “I love you,” she said softly. Then she kissed my palm and closed her eyes as she inhaled.

      “I love you too.”

      After a while she looked up at me with a mischievous grin.

      “Let me guess,” I said dryly, “now you want a midnight snack?”

      “How’d you know?”

      “I know you, too.”

      “You do,” she said with a contented smile. “You feed me yummy semen and then real food.”

      “Well, at this time of night, I’m afraid ‘real food’ is going to be Waffle House or an all-night diner.”

      “Waffles?” She perked up. “Did you say waffles?”

      “I did,” I laughed. Then I patted her flank. “Come on, Little Bit, let’s get you dressed and get out of here.”

      She sat up and looked at her mussed hair in the mirror. “What time is it?”

      “Ten o’clock as far as we’re concerned, but it’s after one here. And we still have a long drive home.”

      “How long?”

      “Three hours.”

      “Do you think I can suck your cock the whole way home?”

      My eyes widened in surprise.

      “Waffles first,” she said. “Then penis. Mmm, lots and lots of penis. Ooh, ooh! Do you think they’d mind if I want semen on my waffles?”

      “They’d probably call the cops!”

      She pouted.

      “Maybe we can try at home.”

      “You mean it?” She bounced like a kid. “I bet you could cover a whole waffle with just one shot.” She turned smug and added, “But you know… I can eat three or four waffles.”

      “Oh my God, I’ve created a monster.”

      “Mmm, a waffle and penis monster!”
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      Christy and I picked up our class schedules and went through the usual paper chase on Wednesday. We both had scholarships, so we had the extra fun of a visit to the Financial Aid office. The University seemed to make everything as difficult and time-consuming as possible, except the part where we signed the checks and they got their money. (Everyone called it the Big Orange Screw for a reason. But I digress.)

      Classes started on Thursday, and Gracie and I were both in Joska’s design class. Again. She didn’t ignore me, but her expression would’ve made the Great Sphinx proud. I shrugged and slid into a seat next to Freddie and a couple of other friends.

      My classes on Friday were full of the usual faces and assignments as well. Trip and I had Mechanical Systems together, and we went to the gym afterward. Sadly, we didn’t get to enjoy Christy and Wren’s company afterward, since they were both in class.

      He and I chatted about Sayuri’s boarding house on the way home and stopped by to check it out. The foreman wasn’t happy to see us, especially since it was almost quitting time, but he gave us a tour and brought us up to date on the schedule. The man annoyed me to no end, but his crew did good work and didn’t waste time or money.

      Later that evening Trip and Wren went out to dinner and a movie. Christy and I weren’t in the mood to cook anything elaborate, so we made a salad and ate fish sticks and French fries. We’d been so busy with our lives lately that it felt like we hadn’t spent five minutes together since the trip home from California.

      Over dinner we talked about our schedules. She was taking two extra classes to help make up for the quarter she’d missed after Laurence’s death. One of them was a sham class, although it was allowed by the University rules. Siobhan had approved her for an Independent Study, which was basically a way for Christy to earn course credit for work she’d have to do anyway. Her other class was real enough, though, Japanese Literature in English Translation.

      “I have a ton of reading and writing to do for it,” she said. “I’m going to live in front of your computer.”

      “Funny you should mention that.”

      “Why? What do you mean?”

      “Well, I’ve been thinking… We haven’t really seen each other since we got back. We’re like two ships passing in the night.”

      “You can say that again.”

      “Mmm hmm. And I don’t like it.”

      “Neither do I, but I need all these classes if I want to graduate on time.”

      “Then we’ll have to find some other way to spend time together.”

      “When?” she said plaintively. “I’m in class or working on my portfolio all day. I barely have time to do aerobics with Wren, and we’re talking about going to the pool in the morning before class, since it’s the only time we’re both available.”

      Wren was swamped with work as well, since she’d decided at the last minute to do an honors thesis. Trip was taking an extra class too, accounting, on top of his full load of architecture courses. He was determined to get a business minor, against Professor Joska’s advice.

      “Besides,” he’d said, “I’m playing the system. It’s a free class. Tuition’s the same whether I take twelve hours or twenty.”

      I was the only one with a normal course load, although “normal” was entirely subjective for anyone taking a design class with Joska.

      I returned my thoughts to Christy and said, “Maybe we should live together.”

      “What’re you talking about? We already live together.”

      “No, we live in the same house.”

      “So? What’s the dif—?” Her eyes widened. Then she blushed. “Are you asking what I think you are?”

      “I’m asking you to move in with me. To my bedroom. Full-time. I have space in my closet and can clear out a couple of drawers in my dresser.”

      “We can’t. I mean, what’ll we tell my parents?”

      “We don’t have to tell them anything. You’re an adult.”

      “But… we can’t. This is a big deal. I thought we were taking baby steps!”

      “Look,” I said gently, “I’ve been thinking about this a lot lately. We haven’t slept together since Tahoe, and I miss it. I miss you.”

      “I miss you too, but… you don’t know what you’re asking.”

      “Of course I do. I’m asking you to move in with me.”

      “What… what if you don’t like it?”

      “Then we’d better find out now,” I laughed. “Seriously. I want to try living with you. I mean, sharing a house is one thing, but—”

      “Sharing a bed is another! It’s… living in sin.”

      “So? Trip and Wren do it and they’re fine.”

      “They aren’t Catholic!”

      “Danny and Sabrina are.”

      “She’s Episcopal.”

      “Semantics,” I said dismissively. “He’s Catholic.”

      “Yeah, lapsed!”

      I wanted to point out that Christy was too, but that wouldn’t help my argument.

      “Besides,” she said, “he’s a guy.” She held up a hand before I could reply. “I know what you’re going to say, but men and women are different.”

      “Maybe on the outside, but—”

      “On the inside too. I’m… not like Danny. I’m not like you, for that matter. I can’t just sleep with someone whenever I feel like it.”

      “Neither can I! Why do you think I didn’t sleep with any of those girls last summer?”

      “I knew you were going to throw them in my face!”

      “Sorry, you’re right. But still… I mean it, I don’t want to sleep with just anyone. I want to sleep with you.”

      “Sure! Until you get tired of me and find someone else.”

      “Hold on, is that what this is about?”

      “Well, isn’t it? You just want to have fun and add another notch on your bedpost.”

      I blinked in surprise and then shook my head. “You are completely irrational when you’re scared.”

      “I am not!”

      “Are too. Now come here.” I scooted my chair back and tugged her wrist until she moved to my lap. I wrapped my arms around her and ducked to look her in the eye. “Christine Marie Carmichael, I want you, not some notch on a bedpost. I’m scared too. I’ve never done this before either.”

      “You haven’t?”

      “No. I’ve had serious girlfriends, but we’ve never lived together. So this is new for me too. I don’t know if we’ll make it work, but I wanna try. I never wanted to with Gina or Kendall or even Leah. But I do with you. I think you might be The One, and this is the next step.”

      “You really mean that?”

      “Of course.”

      “You aren’t just saying it to get me to go all the way?”

      I chuckled. “No. Why? Are you thinking about it?”

      “Of course I am! It’s all I seem to think about these days. I want to, but…” She looked down. “I’m still not ready.”

      “Sleeping together doesn’t mean we have to go all the way. We didn’t in Tahoe.”

      “But that was different. That was just on vacation. This is… for real.”

      “It is for real,” I said solemnly. “I think I wanna spend the rest of my life with you, and I’d like to know for sure. This is how we find out. Part of it, at least.”

      “The other part is…” She made a vague gesture.

      “Mmm hmm, making love.”

      She gulped.

      “Sex.” I grinned and let that sink in before I added, “Fucking.”

      “I knew you were going to say that.”

      “Yep. Sorry. I can’t help it.”

      “You can say that again.”

      “I can’t help it. It’s all I think about sometimes.”

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

      “I’m talking about sliding my penis into your vagina.”

      “Oh my gosh!”

      “Shoving my dick in your pussy.”

      “Oh, boy, here we go.”

      “Ramming my cock deep, deep inside you.”

      “I was afraid you were gonna say that.”

      “Right now, though, I’d be happy with a blowjob. Or two.”

      “Oh, you would, would you?”

      “Mmm hmm. But first we need to move your things into my room. Some of ’em, at least.”

      “You’re serious?”

      “Well, I don’t think all your stuff will fit.”

      “That isn’t what I’m talking about and you know it!”

      “Yeah, I know. And I get it, you’re scared. In some ways you’re still a good Catholic girl. But you’re a normal girl in all the ways that count. Maybe a little kinkier than most, but I kinda like that.”

      “I bet you do, Mr. Pervert! Sorry, sorry! I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to say that. I know you hate that word. I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay. I know you don’t mean it in a bad way.”

      “I don’t. I… kinda like it.” She looked down and swallowed hard. “I’ve always thought I’m a pervert, especially—”

      “You aren’t.”

      “No, hear me out. I’ve always thought I’m a pervert, especially with some of the things I like. Sex things. Like, the biting and spanking and… um… the other things. So when I say you’re a pervert, I guess I really mean you’re like me.”

      “For real?”

      “Yeah. I’ve always known I was different. But you’re different too. That’s why I tell you stuff. And why… I’ll move in with you.” She folded her hands in her lap and stared at them. “I still think it’s ‘living in sin,’ but… I can’t help myself. I want you so much it hurts sometimes.”

      “I know what you mean. The last few days—”

      “Have been miserable. We’ve been so busy that I thought I wouldn’t notice, but—”

      “I couldn’t stop thinking about you. At night. In the morning. During class. In the—”

      “Shower.” She grinned. “Yeah, me too. And in bed. In my studio…”

      My eyebrows shot up.

      “Yesterday,” she said with a nod. “You were at judo. Wren and I were supposed to be working, but she had to meet with her thesis advisor. No one was home, so I just…” She fluttered her fingers.

      “For real? You just… took care of things?”

      “I did! I didn’t even take my clothes off or anything. I just unbuttoned my jeans and… did it!” She blushed. “Gosh, it feels so weird telling you that. I mean, you talk about it all the time, but I’m supposed to be a proper young lady.”

      “‘Supposed to be’ is the key phrase there.”

      “Well, I know that, and you know that, but I have a reputation. I don’t want people to think I’m some kind of pervert or something.”

      “Present company excluded, of course.”

      “Of course.” She grinned but then turned serious. “I do love you. And I want to move in with you. I want to do everything with you. But I still want to take baby steps. Except when I don’t.”

      “No contradictions there,” I said dryly.

      “I’m a woman. It’s my prerogative. Now, you mentioned something about moving in? And… extra closet space?”

      I laughed. “You only want the extra space, don’t you?”

      “Well, I really want you, my sexy boyfriend, but if you have extra space…”

      “I do.”

      “Then I guess it’s a package deal.”

      “It is!” I said with another laugh. “Come on, Little Bit, let’s get you moved in. Then we need to talk about that blowjob I mentioned.”

      “Hold on, I thought you said two.”

      “Right you are. Two it is!”
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        * * *

      

      We spent the next hour consolidating things in my bedroom. Then we filled two dresser drawers with her underwear, one with everyday bras and panties and the other with special occasion lingerie.

      She covered the top of the dresser with her “lotions and potions”—all the things she used on her face and body—and filled the closet to bursting with a fraction of her hanging clothes. She left all of her shoes and purses and most of her dresses and formal outfits in her old room, which looked like a tornado had gone through.

      She was giddy afterward as we surveyed our new “home” together. It still looked like my room, except for the tubes and bottles and jars on the dresser, but it was ours.

      “Hmm,” I said with a theatrical scowl. “It needs something else.”

      Christy fell for it. “What?”

      “I’m not sure…”

      She grew more anxious.

      “Ah! I know. Your clothes on the floor.”

      She rolled her eyes but grinned.

      “I’m serious. Strip. Now.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      I took off my own clothes and swatted her bare ass when she climbed onto the bed. She lay back, stretched languidly, and then posed for me. I simply admired her for a moment, until she grew tired of waiting.

      “You promised me something,” she said.

      “Oh?”

      “Mmm hmm.”

      “I wanna hear you say it.”

      “You mean… blowjob?”

      “Yep! That’s the magic word.” I straddled her chest and aimed my cock at her mouth. She ran her hands up the backs of my thighs and gripped my ass. Then she pulled me toward her, and I had to catch myself before I hit the wall. Her strength always surprised me.

      “Mmm, yummy penis.” Her eyes held mine as her lips circled the head. Then she let her eyelids droop as she began sucking gently.

      I closed my eyes and settled in for a long blowjob. Or two.
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        * * *

      

      “Oh my gosh,” Christy gasped, “the second was more than the first!” She rolled to her back and wiped semen from her lips and cheek. “I couldn’t swallow fast enough.”

      “Can you blame me? I get really worked up when you take your time.” I moistened my parched lips. “Gimme a minute and I’ll take care of you.”

      “I… um… kinda took care of myself already. Sorry. I couldn’t help it.”

      “Ah. Okay. Then get up here.” She scooted along my side and draped her leg over mine. I lazily rubbed her back as we caught our breath in companionable silence. Eventually I said, “So, you like being my live-in girlfriend?”

      “Your live-in sex kitten, you mean?”

      “Of course.”

      “Then yes.”

      I kissed the top of her head. “Me too.”

      We fell silent again, but she was restless.

      She eventually worked up her courage and said, “I don’t know if now’s the right time, but…”

      “What’s up?”

      “I was talking to Siobhan about getting an MFA.”

      “Good. She thinks you should. Duh.”

      “Yeah. And she’s been telling me about… um… other schools.” She waited for me to react. When I didn’t, she grew more confident and continued, “She has friends at Yale and Rhode Island, but she also thinks I should apply to UCLA.”

      “Those’re good schools,” I said judiciously, “Rhode Island especially. But you’d do well at any of them.”

      “And I’d’ve jumped at the chance before. But now…”

      “Right. Now we’re together.”

      “Yeah.”

      “What does Siobhan think you should do?”

      “She thinks I should stay here, but she wants to give me options. UT doesn’t have the prestige of those other places, but they don’t have Siobhan either.”

      “What do you think? I mean, we could make it work if you go to Connecticut or Rhode Island or even California.”

      “Do you want a long-distance relationship? I thought that was one of the reasons you didn’t get back together with Gina.”

      “We didn’t get back together for lots of reasons. If you recall, you were the main one.”

      “I know, but… If I go to one of those schools, I’ll completely understand if you want to break up with me.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. We’ll make it work.” I tried to keep emotion out of my voice as I said, “Which one were you thinking about?”

      “None of them. I want to stay here. With you. With Siobhan too, but mostly with you.”

      “But what about your education?” I said doggedly.

      “I don’t care. I want you. Don’t you want me?”

      “Of course. But I also want you to be happy.”

      “I’m happy here! Siobhan says my work has progressed to the next level recently.”

      “She’s right,” I said. “The Dying Replicant was your best ever.”

      “She says you’re my muse.”

      “I might be the spark that gets you started, but the inferno is all you.”

      “You and your words,” she said with a happy sigh. She rubbed my chest and then followed it with a kiss. “But it’s really you. Siobhan thinks so too. She says my work lately is good enough for exhibition. Like, in a real gallery. It’s some of the best she’s seen, she says.”

      “Exactly,” I said. “And it has nothing to do with me.”

      “Now you’re being ridiculous. Of course it has to do with you. I’m happy, aren’t I? Ecstatic, even! And it’s all ’cause of you.”

      “Thank you.”

      “So you think I should stay here?”

      “I want you to stay here, but we’ll make it work if you go somewhere else. I can fly for free till I’m twenty-four, so I can come visit every— Hold on, why’re you shaking your head?”

      “It won’t work. I don’t think you understand. I… need you.”

      I paused and then asked, “What do you mean?”

      “You probably think I’m crazy,” she said. “I want to go slow with one thing but rush everything else. I mean, we’re practically engaged—in my head, at least—even though I can’t bring myself to go all the way. But I can’t imagine life without you. I’ve been miserable these past couple of days. Tonight convinced me: I don’t want to go anywhere else.”

      “Then why’d you mention the other schools? Never mind. I think I understand.”

      “Yeah,” she admitted quietly. “I guess I got scared. I… wanted to give you an opening if you want to get rid of me.”

      “You’re so strange sometimes.”

      “No, just… afraid… that you might not like me as much as I like you.”

      “How can you possibly think that? Still? After tonight?”

      “I… don’t know. I just do. Not all the time,” she added quickly. “Just… sometimes. I worry that you’ll think I’m weird or perverted or dirty or something.”

      “I think you’re weird and perverted and dirty, and I like you even more because of it.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Besides, I still haven’t told you everything either. We’re practically engaged in my head too, but I can’t bring myself to tell you my darkest secrets. They aren’t dark, really, but they’re… pretty unusual.”

      “More than me liking pain and… um… other kinky stuff?”

      “Way more,” I said automatically. Then I thought about it. “Although… no, not really. Just different. Still, I’m not ready to tell you.”

      “Then I guess we’re both taking baby steps.”

      “Yeah.”

      “And it’s a good thing we’re together. We’re the same kind of weird.” She kissed my chest and sighed. “Wren says you’re going to rock my world when we go all the way.”

      “She says the same about you.”

      “Yeah, I know. I still need to wring her neck.” She laughed again. “It’s driving her crazy, not being able to tell me things. She wants to, but she’s afraid of what you’ll do if she does.”

      “Nah, I’m all bark and no bite.”

      “She doesn’t think so. I know you think she’s pushy—and she can be—but she really listens to you. I didn’t realize it at the time, but looking back, I can see where she stopped matchmaking whenever you had a talk with her. At least, until she grew impatient again.”

      “That’s her biggest weakness,” I agreed. “Impatience.”

      “And your biggest strength. You’d’ve dumped me long ago if you weren’t patient.”

      “Well, you’re worth it.”

      “Thank you,” she said softly. “You’re worth it too. I can’t imagine anything you’d tell me that’d make me think otherwise. And believe me, my imagination is pretty wild.”

      “Not as wild as the truth.”

      “Try me.”

      “Not yet,” I said after a long pause. “When you’re ready.”

      “When we go all the way?”

      “Probably before then. I’ve… been thinking about it. I don’t think it’s fair to go all the way before you know some things about me.”

      “Then I need to convince you I can handle anything you tell me.”

      “You’re doing a pretty good job already.”

      “So my Scheherazade plan is working?”

      “Like a charm!” I laughed.

      “Good, ’cause I like telling you my stories and secrets. All my life I’ve had to keep ’em to myself.”

      “Well, you don’t have to with me.”

      “I know. That’s why I want to stay here, why I moved in with you, why I need you.” She raised herself on one elbow and looked at me. “So it’s settled? I’m going to get my Master’s with Siobhan and be your live-in girlfriend?”

      “Sounds good to me,” I said.

      And just like that, we made our fourth major decision as a couple.
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        * * *

      

      I called home on Sunday while Christy went to Mass. Mom answered and we talked for ten minutes before I worked up the nerve to tell her about Christy moving in with me.

      “So it’s serious?” Mom said.

      “I think so.”

      “Whatever happened to Kendall?” she asked out of the blue.

      “She graduated last June. I don’t know what she did after that. Medical school, I hope.”

      “Her family wasn’t at camp last summer. I’ll have to ask Susan if she’s heard anything.”

      “Drew still plays football here. I read his name in the newspaper every once in a while, but I haven’t seen him since Kendall and I broke up. It’s a big university, and we run in different circles.”

      “That’s okay. I’ll ask Susan. She’ll know. Back to you and Christy. So, things are getting serious. Do we need to meet her parents?”

      “Eventually. No rush, though. We’re still taking baby steps.”

      “Living together is a pretty big one. Your dad and I didn’t do it till we were married.”

      “Yeah, but you were doing other things before then,” I teased. “You were married in December; I was born in June. I can do the math, Mom.”

      “You came early.”

      “Not that early,” I said dryly. “Anyway, she should be home soon, so I’d better get off the phone. She likes to call her family on Sunday.”

      “Okay. Take care, honey. And thanks for calling. I love you.”

      “I love you too, Mom. Bye.”

      I looked at my watch and decided I had time for another call, so I dialed Sara’s number. She answered on the fifth ring, out of breath.

      “Hey,” I said, “it’s Paul. Did I catch you at a bad time?”

      “Yes. No! Hold on.” She set down the phone, and I heard muffled bumps and scrapes. “Sorry about that,” she said when she returned. “I just got home. I have to run back out, but I can talk for a while. How’re you?”

      “Good. You?”

      “Busy, but that’s good. Sorry I missed you after New Year’s. I got your note. What happened?”

      I told her about the problems with the flights and our unscheduled layover in San Francisco.

      “But you made it home okay?”

      “Yeah. Been busy since, though. Picking up schedules, paying fees, first days of class, that sort of thing.”

      “I don’t miss it a bit.”

      “I won’t either.”

      “You still have another year, though, right?”

      “Two.”

      “Oh, that’s right, Architecture’s a five-year program. What’s Christy gonna do while you’re still in school? She graduates in June, doesn’t she?”

      “She’s going to stay here and get an MFA.”

      “I thought about doing that, but it just doesn’t make sense for photography.”

      “No, especially when you can start work almost immediately. Not much demand for sculptors.”

      “No, but Christy’s really good. She could get a lot of commissions out here.”

      “Still trying to get into her panties?” I joked.

      “Can you blame me? Besides, I still owe you.”

      “Speaking of which,” I said, “I’m sorry to hear about you and Daphne.”

      “Yeah, me too. Thanks. I finally worked up the courage after Christmas. It was a lot less drama than I expected. We both knew it was coming. I’m pretty sure she was going to leave anyway, after the start of the year. So the timing was right.”

      “And now you can still be friends.”

      “Yeah, but I don’t know if we will. I mean, it’s possible, but her life with her guy is going a completely different direction than mine. I’m getting more into the lesbian and gay scene here, while she’s running away as fast as she can.”

      “You know she was never a real lesbian, right?”

      “I know.” All of a sudden she laughed.

      “What?”

      “This conversation. It’s so strange. Are you sure you aren’t gay?”

      “Pretty sure,” I said seriously.

      “Jamie’s friend Andy has a serious crush on you. You know that, don’t you?”

      “Crap, I completely forgot! I need to call him.”

      “You are gay,” she crowed. “Or at least curious.”

      “Nah, I’m just a lot more open-minded these days. Besides, ‘judge not, lest ye be judged.’”

      “Yeah, I know. I’m just teasing,” she said with more fondness than I’d ever heard from her. Then she sighed and said, “I’ve missed talking to you. You always make me feel better.”

      “The feeling’s mutual. Even if you do tease me all the time.”

      “I tease you ’cause I like you. If I didn’t, I’d tell you to fuck off.”

      “Fair enough,” I agreed. “So, what’s going on in your life? How’s Max? Work? The new submissive girlfriend?”

      “Tasha. Her name’s Tasha. And things’re going well. We’ve been on a couple of double dates with her husband an—”

      “Hold on. Double dates?”

      “Yeah, it’s… complicated. Her husband has a serious boyfriend, and they like to eat out. I’ve been his ‘date’ in case his parents run into us. The husband’s parents, that is. They’re city council types and Carnegie-rich. They’ll cut him off if they find out he’s gay.”

      “Gee, talk about loving parents,” I muttered.

      “Not everyone’s as lucky as you and the little princess,” she said peevishly. Then almost immediately, “Sorry. I guess I’m still bitter about my own parents. Fucking drunks.”

      “Yeah, I understand.”

      “Anyway, let’s get back to the happy stuff. So, Tasha. We’ve been on a couple of double dates, and things are moving along. I like her, and she likes me, but we have to be careful. So… it’s complicated. Good, but complicated.”

      “Makes my life with Christy seem downright ordinary.”

      “Well, you still have to tell her about your deep, dark secrets. How’s that going?”

      “Fine on the nudist front. She isn’t ready to know about the swinging.”

      “But you think she will be?”

      “Yeah. She’s a lot… wilder than I ever imagined. Like, my kind of wild.”

      “No shit?”

      “No shit,” I said. “Not exactly the same, but she has some deep, dark secrets too.”

      “That’s probably why she isn’t freaked out by some of yours.”

      “I hope so. Now I just have to find the right time to tell her about the swinging.”

      “Yeah, about that…”

      “Oh?”

      “So… um… Tasha likes guys occasionally.”

      I laughed.

      “What’s so funny?” she snapped.

      “You. You always seem to find women who’re bi instead of pure lesbian.”

      “Tell me about it!”

      “So,” I ventured, “what’re you thinking?”

      “Well, I asked if toys’ll do, but she says she likes the real thing. Not all the time, but every once in a while.”

      “That explains why she has a husband.”

      “Not really. He’s a hundred percent gay. He can’t even get it up for her. They’ve tried. That’s where you come in.”

      “Ah. You need a stand-in guy who won’t cause problems.”

      “Right.”

      “And lemme guess,” I laughed, “while this stand-in guy is fucking your girlfriend, you’ll be fucking his girlfriend.”

      “You’re a quick one,” she said without a trace of irony. “I’m serious, though,” she added. “You’re the only guy I trust. You… know how I feel about men in general. Straight ones, at least.”

      “I do,” I said. “And I’m flattered.”

      “Yeah, well… don’t get all full of yourself. You aren’t anything special.”

      “Yes, I am, and you know it. Just like you’re special to me.”

      “I’ll kick your ass you if you make me cry. Asshole.”

      “I love you too,” I shot back. I heard the front door slam and then the sound of small shoes running up the stairs.

      Christy appeared in the doorway. “I’m back!” she said, breathless. “Oh, sorry. Who’re you talking to?”

      “Sara.”

      “Is that the princess?” Sara asked. “Tell her hi.”

      “Oh,” Christy said. “Okay. Say hello for me.”

      I chuckled and passed along the reciprocal greetings.

      “How’s she doing?” Christy asked. “How’re things with the gallery?”

      “I was just about to ask,” I said.

      “Ask what?” Sara said.

      “Okay,” I told them both, “no offense, but I can only talk to one of you—”

      “It’s okay,” Christy said immediately. “Finish talking to her. I’ll be downstairs. I’m hungry. My stupid metabolism.” She bent and kissed my cheek. “I love you,” she said softly. Then, louder, “We love you, Sara. Hope things are going well. Sorry about Daphne, but you’ll find someone.”

      She kissed my cheek again and disappeared through the door. She was humming to herself as she pattered down the stairs.

      “She’s just nice, isn’t she?” Sara said. “Like, no shit, just a nice person.”

      “She is,” I agreed.

      “Then you’d better not fuck it up with her. I’ll kick your ass if you’re a jerk. You understand?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” I said faux-contritely.

      “And think about what I said, the other thing. It’s way too early—for either of us—but you’re the only guy I’d ask.”

      “I’ll think about it,” I said. “The chemistry has to be right. The timing too.”

      “Well, you have more experience than me, so I’ll take your word for it.”

      “Yeah. We’ll see. Anyway, how’s the rest of your life? Things going well with Max?”

      “Yeah, they are,” she said, almost in surprise “She wants to show more of my work at her gallery. She has some buyers interested in some of my large-format prints. I enlarged a series of Daphne and you. Remember the ones where you’re wearing a dog collar?”

      “How could I forget?”

      “I showed her those and she loved ’em. She already sold a bunch of the smaller ones. You have no idea how much money people are willing to spend on art out here. It’s crazy, Paul! It’s a lot, even after Max takes her commission.”

      “I’m glad you’re doing well.”

      “I wouldn’t say ‘well.’ I never know how much it’s going to be. One week might be a thousand dollars; the next, a hundred. I don’t have to worry about making rent or paying for food, even now that Daphne’s moved out, but I’m not exactly rolling in it.”

      “You will be, though, especially with your talent.”

      “Thanks. I’m starting to think that myself. If things keep going the way they are, I’ll be able to save up enough to move out of this shithole dump of an apartment.”

      “That’s the spirit!”

      She laughed. “You’re always so fucking positive. You even make me feel hopeful sometimes.”

      “Good. I like making women happy.”

      “Watch it, buster. You aren’t my type.”

      “I know,” I laughed. “I’m just teasing. I do like making you happy, though. Just not the way I’m used to.”

      “Save it for Christy. And maybe Tasha. Anyway, let’s talk about you. I have to go soon, and we’ve been talking about me the whole time.”

      “Well, big news here too,” I said. I told her about the ski trip and how Christy and I had decided to move in together.

      “Holy shit. That is big news.”

      Christy herself appeared.

      I said, “Yeah, we’re both pretty happy with the arrangement so far. This is the first time I’ve ever lived with someone who isn’t ‘just a roommate,’ if that makes sense.”

      “Yeah, tell me about it,” Sara said. “It’s a big deal getting used to someone being there all the time. I think that’s what I miss most about Daphne.”

      “What’s she think?” Christy asked. “About us living together?”

      “Hold on a sec,” I said to Sara. Then I held out the handset to Christy. “Ask her yourself.”

      She took it and sat on the bed next to me. I scooted toward the center to give her room. She said hello to Sara and then silently shook her head when I urged her to move closer.

      “Hold on,” she said to Sara when I persisted, “Paul’s being a pest.” She covered the mouthpiece and glared. “Will you stop!”

      “I’ll stop if you sit on my lap.”

      Her eyes widened but then she sighed. “You promise?” She threw her leg over mine and settled on my hips. We were both fully clothed, but the implication was obvious. She put the phone back to her ear. “Sorry about that,” she said to Sara. “He’s a total horndog sometimes.” She laughed. “Yeah, I know.” She listened for a moment and then dutifully repeated, “You think you’re God’s gift to women.”

      “I am!” I proclaimed.

      Christy rolled her eyes and tried not to grin as I smiled up at her. She chatted with Sara for several minutes and listened to the gallery story, minus the description of the pictures. Then Sara must have asked about us living together.

      “Yeah,” Christy said. “I really like it so far. It’s taken some getting used to, though. He’s a neat freak and I’m not, so I have to pick my clothes up or he gets crabby.” She shrugged and nodded as Sara said something. “Yeah, that too. He doesn’t have a problem with my underwear lying around, though.” She listened and then grinned down at me. “Of course, that’s his favorite part.”

      I ran my hands up her torso and cupped her breasts. She tried to shove me away, but I ignored her. Then I began unbuttoning her blouse, which earned a stern glare. I ignored that too and peeled the silk away from her body. She wore a plain white bra with lace trim on the cups. Sadly, it fastened in the back.

      “Yeah, I need to go too,” Christy said into the phone. “It was good talking to you, though. Sorry we missed you in San Francisco. We’ll try to give you more warning next time.” She nodded. “Uh-huh. You too. Okay. Take care. Bye.”

      She thumbed the switch to hang up. “You’re horrible.”

      “I know,” I said, unrepentant. “But I can’t help myself. I like playing with you.”

      “Not while I’m on the phone.”

      “Why not? Sara couldn’t see.”

      “Someone else might. The door’s wide open.”

      “So? Trip and Wren have seen you naked.”

      “But not with you groping me.”

      “You want me to stop?”

      “I didn’t say that,” she admitted. “Just… maybe… be more discreet.”

      “Are they even home?” I paused to listen, but the house was quiet.

      “No. They went to sell his car to a guy in one of his classes. They said they’d be back in time for dinner.”

      “So we have the house to ourselves?”

      “Yes, Mr. Groper.”

      I grinned as artlessly as I could.

      She didn’t buy it.

      “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

      “That depends.”

      I waggled my eyebrows.

      “You really do think you’re God’s gift to women.”

      “I’m God’s gift to one woman,” I said. “You.”

      She couldn’t help but smile. Then she leaned over to replace the phone handset in its cradle. She sat back on my hips and gazed down at me for a long moment.

      “Promise you’ll let me call my parents after?” She held up a finger. “And no groping!”

      “No groping. I swear.”

      She nodded and slipped the blouse from her shoulders. Then she reached back and unfastened the bra. The cups fell away from her firm breasts as she slid it down her arms. I waited for her to toss it aside and then pinched her nipples. She closed her eyes and squirmed as I gently twisted them.

      I pulled her down for a kiss. “I love you.”

      “I love you too. Even if you drive me crazy sometimes.”

      “Crazy in a good way.”

      “Very good. But still crazy.”

      “Sorry. It comes with the package.”

      “I know. I can feel your ‘package’ now.” She moaned softly and pressed her crotch against it. “He’s very excited.”

      “He misses you.”

      “Do I need to say hello?”

      “He likes talking to you.”

      “Well, then… we’d better see what he has to say.”
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        * * *

      

      Life settled into a routine pretty quickly, as it always did. Every day I woke up early and went for a run, although I hated leaving Christy and our warm bed. I needed the time to myself, though, to plan my day and think about anything I needed to work through.

      Christy was usually awake by the time I returned, and she was always in the mood to fool around. Sometimes she started without me and smiled guiltily when I rejoined her in bed. Other times she waited until she could play with herself while she sucked me off. She was self-conscious about her sex drive sometimes, but it was just as high as mine.

      After we relaxed and caught our breath and talked for a while, she’d bounce out of bed and dig through her pile of clothes until she found something to wear to go to the pool with Wren. I’d toyed with the idea of a clean floor rule but abandoned it pretty quickly. A semi-messy room was a small price to pay for having her with me all the time. Compromise. Besides, I kept my studio neat and tidy, so I had a place to retreat when I needed to escape the chaos.

      Trip and Wren found their own routine that worked with ours. She went to the pool with Christy several mornings a week and alternated aerobics in the afternoons on the other days. He met me for class on Monday, Wednesday, and Friday, and we went to the Bubble afterward for a workout. His accounting class met on Tuesday and Thursday afternoon, so I had time for judo practice with Glen.

      I also started work on my project for design class. Joska had told us to choose a foreign architectural style, and Christy had suggested Japan, naturally. I checked out a stack of books from the library and even borrowed some photo albums from Sayuri. She’d grown up in Yokohama, in Kanagawa Prefecture. Her father had owned a drug store before the war, so they’d been able to afford family trips and a camera.

      I started reading up on Japanese architecture and soon became fascinated by what they did with wood and laminates, which dovetailed nicely (pun intended) with one of my other classes, Structures in Wood and Steel. I started my project with a thoroughly traditional design along the lines of a Buddhist temple, but Christy took one look at my sketches, shook her head, and suggested something different.

      “You aren’t Japanese,” she said. “Just like you aren’t Frank Lloyd Wright or Eero Saarinen. That’s what Siobhan tells me all the time: I’m not Bernini or Canova. ‘Don’t do what they did,’ she says. ‘Be inspired by their work, but create your own style.’ It’s good advice.”

      “Okay,” I said slowly. “What do you suggest?”

      “Something modern and airy, like your museum, but with a Japanese feel. Here, let me have your pencil.”

      I handed it over, grabbed another from the cup on my new drafting table, and moved aside to let her draw.

      Christy started with a version of the Daibutsu statue from the Kōtoku-in Temple in Kamakura. Sayuri and her family had visited it when she was a girl, and she had more than a dozen snapshots in one of her albums.

      I moved behind Christy and leaned over her shoulder. She smiled, kissed my cheek, and returned her attention to her work. I sketched around her as she added details to the statue. She offered comments as I outlined the building and added design elements.

      “Make sure you curve the roof,” she added. “It’s a Buddhist thing. Evil spirits can only move in straight lines.”

      “Got it.”

      We worked together for several hours before a sound at the door broke our concentration.

      “I brought you dinner,” Wren said. “I kept it warm as long as I could, but when it was clear you weren’t coming down…”

      I looked at my watch and realized it was after ten o’clock. “Sorry, I guess we were in our own little world.”

      “You were cute,” she said, “standing together as you drew.” She shook her head in amazement. “I wish I had a tenth of the talent either of you have. I’d be set for life. You make it look so easy.”

      “If people knew how hard we work, it wouldn’t seem so easy at all.”

      “You can say that again,” Christy agreed tiredly. Then she grinned at me. “Now you see why I forget to eat sometimes?”

      “Oh, brother.” Wren set the tray on the unoccupied drafting stool. “Trip and I’ve had a long day, so we’re going to bed. Don’t stay up too late.”

      “Thanks, Mom,” I teased, “we won’t.”

      She rolled her eyes but gave Christy a friendly kiss on the cheek. Then she stood on tiptoe and did the same to me. She left with a wave.

      Christy and I tore the foil off the plates and dug in.

      “I think I have a pretty good idea how to finish the building,” I said when I finally came up for air. “The interior needs to be open. I like those sliding panels that redefine the space—”

      “Fusuma,” she said.

      “—but I think they need to be wood instead of cloth. And the translucent paneled doors—”

      “Shōji.”

      “—need to be glass instead of paper. Still translucent, but they’ll have a modern look and better acoustic properties.”

      She grinned.

      “What?”

      “I love watching you design.”

      “And I love doing it with you.”

      “We’re still talking about architecture, aren’t we?”

      “Yes, Miss Sex Kitten.”

      “I can’t help it,” she said. “You make me all tingly when you’re creative like that.”

      “Well, I’m creative ’cause of you. My first design was crap. This new one is all you. You’re my muse.”

      “I may be the spark, but you’re the inferno. See? I told you, I’m always paying attention.”

      “You are.”

      Her expression fell. “Only, I wish I could come up with brilliant ideas for my own project.”

      “All right,” I said slowly. “Let’s talk. What’re you thinking?”

      “Something feminine this time. And I want to do a series.”

      “You mentioned Canova earlier. Why not do something like his Pauline Bonaparte.”

      “She’s the one on the couch, right?”

      “Right. And she’s actually called Venus Victrix.”

      “Like the Venus of Urbino?”

      “Titian. Yep. Same idea. Giorgione did an earlier version, and Manet did a later one with Olympia. It’s a classic pose.”

      “How do you know all this stuff? It’s my specialty and you know it better.”

      “I know it. You can do it. There’s a difference. I couldn’t paint or sculpt a Venus if my life depended on it. But you… you can do both. Beautifully.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Okay, so let’s think about something you can make your own. How about something Japanese to go with my design? Maybe the Venus of Kanagawa?”

      “Like Kanagawa-oki nami ura.”

      “Um… I don’t know what that is.”

      “It’s ‘under a wave off Kanagawa,’” she explained.

      “Oh, I know that one. Hold on…” I snapped my fingers. “The big wave by Hokusai? It’s a woodblock print, isn’t it?”

      “Ukiyo-e, yes.”

      I tried saying it and mangled it horribly. Languages weren’t my forte.

      Christy’s eyes crinkled with a smile. “I finally found something you aren’t good at.”

      “I’m not good at lots of things. So let’s get back to something I am good at, art history.”

      “Where we first met.”

      “Exactly. So… let’s think. What kind of series can you do with a Venus and Japan?”

      “Time,” she suggested. “And beauty.”

      “Show me.”

      Her eyes flashed and she reached for her sketchbook. She flipped to an empty page. “I want to do something with Wren,” she said as she began drawing. Her eyes never left the page, and her lines flowed smoothly as she talked. “I hope you don’t mind. The Replicant was my excuse to be near you. And this time—”

      “You want to be near Wren.”

      “I knew you’d understand. I’m glad you aren’t jealous. I love her, even though she drives me crazy sometimes. Not like you do, but still. She’s on one of her marketing campaigns again.”

      “Lemme guess, she wants us to have sex.”

      “Yeah. It’s none of her business, but it sort of is. What she really wants is to do it with you. On a regular basis, I mean.” She didn’t bat an eye at what she’d just said. She was so focused on her drawing that she’d forgotten her normal inhibitions. She turned her sketchbook to get a better angle to draw the figure’s torso.

      “I can’t believe I’m about to say this,” she added, “but I kinda want that too. I know it sounds weird, but I wanna watch you have sex with her. No, I take that back. I wanna watch you fuck her. Like, really pound her and make her scream, like in a porn movie.”

      My eyebrows shot into the air. When I recovered I did my best not to betray myself with my voice. “Um, okay. I’ll see what I can do.”

      “And don’t think I didn’t notice what you did in Tahoe,” she added without looking up.

      “Oh? What’s that?”

      “You said you wanted her to suck your cock, but you didn’t actually let her. You saved it for me, didn’t you?”

      “Not on purpose. Not that I recall.”

      “Well, you did. I notice things like that.”

      “You do,” I agreed.

      “She was a little annoyed.” Christy chuckled. “She’s funny when she doesn’t get her way. Anyway, she’s on a marketing campaign to get us to go all the way—you and me, I mean—so she can get what she wants. She’s so selfish sometimes.”

      “She can be.”

      “But she’s also really generous and caring. I mean, like tonight. She kept our dinner warm and brought it up to us, simply ’cause she loves us.”

      “Mmm hmm.”

      Christy lifted her pencil and closed her eyes for a moment. She opened them again and began drawing the figure’s face. I twitched in surprise when I recognized who it was: Sayuri. But instead of the woman we knew from next door, Christy had drawn the teenage girl from the snapshots of pre-war Kanagawa.

      “I’ll have to get Wren to pose for the body,” she said absently as she studied the final sketch. “But I want the real Sayuri to pose for the modern one.” She turned the page and began a new drawing. “She’s really very beautiful. I know you probably don’t think so, ’cause she’s old, but—”

      “No, I do. There’s beauty in everything, remember? Sayuri might not be Wren—not as far as her body goes—but she’s still a beautiful woman.”

      “She is,” Christy agreed. “And she’s so… monoshizuka. Okuyukashī too, but I’m sure she’ll pose for me.”

      I shook my head in clueless amusement.

      Christy saw out of the corner of her eye. “Sorry,” she said. “I know I’m speaking Japanese. I don’t know the words in English. I mean, I do, but I can’t think of them now. I’ll explain later.”

      She finished the sketch of the older woman, although the body was more stylized than the younger version, because she hadn’t actually seen the modern-day Sayuri nude. She titled the sketch in Japanese characters and used a question mark in place of the last few.

      “I don’t know how to say ‘Venus’ in Japanese,” she explained. “I’ll have to ask Sayuri. But the title of the series is going to be Venus of Kanagawa, 19-uh…”

      “19-uh?”

      “You know I stink at math. What’s fifty years ago?”

      “1934.”

      “Oh yeah, right! So it’s going to be Venus of Kanagawa, 1934 to 1984.”

      “I like it.”

      She grinned at me. Then she stifled a huge yawn.

      I glanced at my watch. “Wow, it’s after midnight. Time flies when you’re having fun.”

      “You can say that again.” She closed her sketchbook and smiled. “I like drawing with you. You make me forget everything else. I feel like I can do anything, as long as you’re with me.”

      “I feel the same.” I nodded at the scattered building sketches on the table. “I couldn’t have done that without you.”

      She waved at her sketchbook. “And I couldn’t’ve done this without you.”

      “We’re good for each other.”

      “In lots of ways.” She smiled a secret little smile.

      “I bet I know what you’re thinking,” I said.

      “Maybe,” she teased.

      “Bed?”

      “Yes, please.”

      “But not sleep.”

      She feigned innocence. “How’d you know?”

      “I know you, Miss Sex Kitten.”

      “I like it when you call me that.”

      I stood and held out a hand. “Then let’s go to bed, my little sex kitten.”

      “I like it even more when you say that.”

      “Good, ’cause I’ll be saying it a lot.”

      “I should probably feel guilty,” she said at the bottom of the stairs. “I mean, we’re about to commit a sin.”

      “We don’t have to if you don’t want to.”

      “I didn’t say that,” she squawked. “I just said it’s a sin. But I’m sure God understands. He gave me this stupid libido, after all.”

      “I think your parents gave it to you.” I closed the bedroom door and began unbuttoning my shirt.

      “Well, who do you think brought them together?” She began undressing too. “Exactly! God. He did the same for us.”

      “If you say so.”

      “I say so. Besides, if God brought us together, it’s a sin to disobey His wishes.”

      I wasn’t about to argue.

      “That’s what I tell myself, anyway. It’s probably an even bigger sin to rationalize sleeping with my boyfriend, but not a mortal one. So I have to do what feels right.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “Give myself to you. Mind, body, and soul.” She did a little dancer’s pose that showed off the body in question.

      “That’s a pretty nice gift,” I said. “And I like the package it comes in. Even better, it’s already unwrapped.”

      “And very tingly. Don’t forget that.”

      “How could I?”

      She reached between us and massaged my erection. “Mmm, someone’s ready.”

      “Someone’s always ready for you.”

      “I thank God for that, too. Every day.”
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        * * *

      

      A couple of evenings later, Christy came into the bedroom and closed the door. She balled her fists, quivered as her frustration came to a head, and finally stomped her foot. The result was hardly seismic, but it grabbed my complete attention. I set my book on the nightstand and rolled to my feet in the same motion.

      “What’s the matter?”

      “Wren. Ugh! She’s driving me crazy. All she talks about is sex. That’s all she wants to do when we’re together. Doesn’t she understand that I need to draw her? I don’t have time to… you know… every time she’s horny! I have to make a maquette, and I can’t do it without the sketches.” She stomped again. “Ugh!”

      I chuckled and gathered her into my arms. “You want me to talk to her?”

      “Yes! No. Maybe… I don’t know!” She buried her face in my chest and let me hold her while she calmed down. “What I really want,” she said at last, “is to get away for a while.”

      “Sure. Where? Atlanta? Camp? The beach? It’s still a little cold, but we’ll make it work.”

      She lifted her face. “Do you think we can go skiing? I had such a wonderful time in Squaw Valley when it was just you and me.”

      “Absolutely! A chalet at Ober Gatlinburg?”

      She scrunched her nose. “I’ve been there before, when I first came to Tennessee. The skiing… isn’t very good.”

      “Okay. Then where? Vermont? That’s a pretty long flight. Maybe… six or seven hundred miles. We could do it, but…”

      “How about West Virginia? Marianne was telling me about a friend of hers who owns an inn in Snowshoe.”

      “Oh? So you’ve already been thinking about this?”

      “Yes. So sue me! I know, you’d rather use me instead. But… can you use me in West Virginia?”

      “I can use you anywhere,” I laughed.

      “And you’re welcome to… as long as we’re nowhere near Wren.” She frowned grumpily. “I don’t think she’s getting enough. Sex, I mean. Trip’s so busy with his own classes that he’s… um… neglecting his duties.”

      “Want me to mention something to him?”

      “Maybe,” she said. “But don’t tell him I told you. I don’t want him to feel bad. But… if he gives her what she wants, maybe she’ll leave me alone and let me work. I have classes too, you know!”

      “Some people need more sex than others.”

      “Yeah, I know. Normally I’m one of them. But Wren needs, like, five people to keep her happy. It’s exhausting!”

      “No kidding,” I said with a laugh. “Let me look at the sectional charts and figure out which airport—”

      “I know already. It’s Elkins, West Virginia. It’s about an hour’s drive from Snowshoe. Someone from the inn can pick us up.” She grimaced. “Stop looking at me like that. I can plan things, when I need to. Besides,” she went on, “Marianne helped. She talked to her friend. And… um… she might’ve reserved a room for us this weekend.”

      My poor eyebrows couldn’t go any higher.

      “Just so you know,” Christy added, a little guiltily, “it wasn’t my idea to book the room as Mr. and Mrs. Hughes.”

      I burst out laughing. “God, I love Marianne!”

      “So… we can go?”

      “Are you kidding? And risk your sanity if we don’t? Not to mention Marianne’s displeasure? Oh, no, I’m not crazy enough to disappoint one Carmichael woman, much less two!”

      “We aren’t really that bad-tempered,” she muttered.

      “Of course you aren’t, because you always get what you want.”

      “Well… yes, we do. So?”

      “So we’re going to Snowshoe.”
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        * * *

      

      We left on Friday afternoon. We’d told Trip and Wren that we wanted a little getaway for ourselves, as well as to give them some time alone. Wren had wholeheartedly supported the idea. As far as she was concerned, Christy and I needed to get on with the business of having sex, and a cozy mountain inn was the best place to do it.

      The flight to Elkins took less than two hours, and true to Marianne’s promise, someone was waiting at the airport to take us to the inn. He was a quiet and polite seventeen-year-old named Damon, the son of the inn’s owners. He led us out to a new Ford Bronco and helped load our things in the back. Then he drove us an hour through snowy and winding mountain roads to the village of Snowshoe.

      Christy quietly cleared her throat as we climbed down from the Bronco. I nodded and dug into my pocket for a tip.

      “Thanks,” the young man said, “but I can’t take it.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “My parents won’t let me.” He shrugged and offered to help carry our luggage inside.

      “That’s okay,” I said. “I can manage. Thanks for getting us here safe.”

      “You’re welcome. Enjoy your stay.” He climbed into the Bronco and started the engine.

      Christy and I headed inside, where a pretty blonde woman greeted us at the desk. Her blouse and sweater vest were modest but did little to hide her generous breasts, so I focused on the rest of her. She was about my parents’ age, and at first I thought she was the manager. Then I realized that her hair, makeup, and nails were all very expensive. Her jewelry was too, but her attitude really labeled her as old money, even better than a bank statement.

      “Mr. and Mrs. Hughes?” she said. Then she smiled at Christy. “I’m Marianne’s friend Carolyn. Nice to meet you.”

      The ladies exchanged pleasantries while I filled out the old-fashioned register.

      “Let me call Damon to take your luggage,” Carolyn said as she took a brass key out of its pigeonhole.

      I started to demur, but Christy unobtrusively touched my hand below the level of the desk. “Thank you,” I said instead.

      Carolyn rang a bell and her son appeared from the office. “Number five,” she told him.

      Damon nodded and picked up our ski and boot bags.

      “Your room’s at the end of this hall,” Carolyn said to us. “We laid a fire. All you have to do is light it. Damon will show you. Call the desk if you need anything else.”

      “Thank you very much,” Christy said. “It was a pleasure to meet you.”

      “You as well. Enjoy your stay.”

      Damon followed us down the hallway. The inn was only thirty or forty years old, but the architect and interior designer had done a good job recreating a rustic hunting lodge. The current owners had turned it into something from the pages of Architectural Digest or Town & Country.

      I unlocked the door to number five and gestured Christy inside. Damon took a cue from me and followed her. He set our ski equipment on a little stone foyer next to the outside door. Then he showed me where the matches were, along with a stash of kindling and more firewood. He asked if we needed anything else and then left with a polite nod.

      The room was larger than I thought it would be, with a big four-poster bed, a sitting area in front of the stone fireplace, and an armoire that also held a TV and VCR. The bathroom continued the upscale-rustic look, and Christy’s eyes lit up when she saw the cast iron claw-foot tub. It was plainer but larger than ours at home, meant for soaking after a long day.

      The room cost a small fortune—the whole weekend was going to set me back more than I wanted to think about—but I still had an absurdly large balance in my savings account from the previous summer. Even so, I winced as the expenses added up in my mind.

      Christy read my expression. “I don’t even want to know, do I?”

      “No.”

      “Thank you.” She slipped into my arms. “I’ll make it worth your while. I promise.”

      “I know. My grandfather used to tell me to never put a price on women or children.”

      She smiled. “Your grandpa or your papa?”

      “My mom’s dad, Grandpa.”

      “The Academy grad, right? I like him already. I can’t wait to meet him.”

      “He’s a character. He’s also the one who told me to marry a woman with small hands.”

      “I have small hands.”

      “I know.”

      “They make your johnson look big, although you really don’t need any help in that department. And speaking of which… I’ll make your johnson very big tonight. Only…”

      “You need food first,” I chuckled.

      “How’d you know?”

      “I know you. It’s been almost three hours since you’ve eaten. And it’s almost dinnertime anyway.”

      “Sometimes I really hate my metabolism.”

      “Yes, but it gives you lots of energy for other things.”

      She tightened her arms around me and breathed a deep sigh. “Mmm, it does.”

      “I saw a nice-looking restaurant in the village,” I said after a moment. “A steakhouse, but I’m sure they’ll have something chicken or pasta.”

      “Yes, please.”

      “Do you want to dress up? I brought several ties, just in case.”

      “And I brought a couple of dresses and some fancy lingerie. I think you’ll— Hold on, why’re you shaking your head?”

      “No underwear,” I said. It had been a spur-of-the-moment decision, but I went with it. “Garter belt and stockings only,” I added. “No bra, no panties.”

      Christy swallowed hard. “Yes, sir.”
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        * * *

      

      Dinner was a mixture of relaxation and anticipation. The service was good and the food excellent—filet mignon with a baked potato for me, shrimp scampi with broccoli casserole for her. We finished a bottle of wine and then shared Bananas Foster.

      The whole time, Christy was acutely aware that she was nude under her dress. The fabric rubbed her nipples and made them stand out, and she squirmed in her seat every time I made a suggestive comment or gave her a look.

      “Oh my gosh,” she said at last, “I don’t know how much more of this I can take.”

      “How much more of what?”

      “You know.”

      “No, tell me.”

      She rolled her eyes.

      “I’m serious. Tell me why you’re so worked up.”

      The waiter appeared with the check and saved her from having to answer. I handed him my credit card without even looking at the total. I’d have a heart attack later, I told myself. He left with the promise to return shortly.

      “So tell me,” I repeated to Christy, “why’re you so… hot and bothered?”

      “You’re going to make me say it, aren’t you?”

      “Of course.”

      She glanced around nervously. The tables nearby had other diners, but none were paying attention to us.

      “Think about it while I sign the check and we get our coats.”

      She nodded jerkily. Then she spent the next five minutes trying not to squirm as her imagination went into overdrive. She was a hundred pounds of simmering desire by the time we walked the short distance back to the inn and made it to the privacy of our room.

      I wanted to take my time and hang up our coats, but she wasn’t in the mood to wait. She practically attacked me and would’ve bowled me over if my back hadn’t hit the door. I caught her in my arms, and she wrapped hers around my neck. Our kisses went from heated to urgent in a matter of moments.

      I lurched upright and carried her toward the bed, where I threw her onto her back and held her wrists at her sides. Then I bit her nipples through the thin fabric of her dress. She moaned and writhed as I shoved her wrists under her ass and held them with one hand. I pushed her dress up to her waist and spread her legs. Her smooth pussy was already wet with desire.

      I didn’t bother with foreplay, and she probably would’ve exploded if I had. Instead, she arched her back and raised her hips to my mouth. Her shoulders pressed into the bed and her body bowed as I gripped her wrists and held her in place. I licked her slit and then sucked the hard little bead of her clit. Moisture coated my cheeks as she squirmed and twisted and tried to force more of her pussy into my mouth.

      She came after only a few minutes, a quiet, intense orgasm that left her gasping and breathless. Her clit was incredibly sensitive afterward, so I planted gentle kisses on her thighs instead, and she slowly lowered her hips to the bed.

      I released her wrists and crawled up her body. She ran her fingers through my hair as we kissed with lingering intensity. Then she sighed and held me close while her breathing slowly returned to normal.

      “Oh my gosh,” she said at last. “I didn’t think I was going to make it from the restaurant.”

      I chuckled, and she looked up at me with curious eyes.

      “How’d you know?” she asked. “Did Wren tell you? I didn’t think I’d told her.”

      “Tell me what?”

      “That’s… one of my fantasies.”

      I quirked an eyebrow.

      “In public with no underwear.”

      “You mean… you’ve never done that before?”

      “Of course. But… never with a guy, and definitely not with you.” She smiled bashfully. “I wanted to do it for Halloween, but I was too chicken. Besides, that dress was way too short.”

      “Maybe you can wear it at home sometime, just for me.”

      “Without underwear?”

      “Of course.”

      “Is that one of your fantasies?”

      “It is now! Your Catholic school uniforms too, now that you mention it.”

      Her smile turned sly.

      “Lemme guess…?”

      “Mmm hmm. I brought them back after New Year’s.”

      “This is gonna sound crazy,” I said, “but I don’t want you to wear them until we’re ready to go all the way. I don’t know if I can explain, but—”

      “I think I understand,” she said. “It’s because you like me shaved, isn’t it?”

      “Yeah. How’d you know?”

      “I pay attention, remember? And I’m starting to figure out what you like. I mean, the blowjobs were easy. Every guy likes those, and you more than most.”

      I nodded.

      “The Alice dress and my uniforms are different. You want to watch, don’t you? As you… um… fuck me.”

      “That’s exactly what I want.”

      “I kinda figured.” She smiled up at me and caressed my face. “I like doing what you want. I just wish—”

      “It’ll happen when you’re ready. In the meantime, you can—”

      “Suck your cock? I thought you’d never ask.”
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        * * *

      

      Later we lit the fire and then ran a hot bath. I sank into the tub and Christy reclined against my chest while I toyed with her water-slick nipples. My dick swelled with arousal, and she gave a little wriggle of contentment when it nudged the small of her back.

      “This is another of my fantasies,” she said languidly.

      “Taking a bath with a guy?”

      “Yes, Mr. Literal. But really, anything with water. Even better if I can feel your erection.”

      “Have you ever had sex in the tub?”

      “Yes, but not like that. Not with a guy. Never… you know.”

      “So,” I ventured, “what’re some of your other fantasies?”

      “Oh, no! I’m going to need a lot more alcohol before I tell you those.”

      “You don’t have to tell me the kinky ones. Start with the normal ones.”

      She grinned coyly. “And what makes you think I have kinky ones?”

      “Because I know you. You wouldn’t feel guilty about ‘normal’ fantasies, like doing it on the kitchen table or in the bath. You wouldn’t’ve kept them hidden either. So I figure you have some wild ones lurking in that sexy imagination of yours.”

      “Sometimes I don’t like you very much,” she play-grumped.

      “Like when I guess your secrets?”

      “Yes.” Then she sighed and hugged my arms to her body. “But it makes me all tingly inside when you do, especially that you aren’t disgusted by them.”

      “I have my own wild fantasies,” I said. “And when you’re ready to share, I will too. In the meantime, tell me some of your tamer ones.”

      “Okay.” She thought for a moment. “You already know about going out in public with no underwear.”

      “Mmm hmm. We’ll be doing that a lot, by the way. I like knowing you’re all hot and slippery under your clothes.”

      “Mmm, you can say that again.”

      I refrained with a self-indulgent grin.

      “Another is doing it in water,” she added. “But you already knew that too. And… I always wanted a guy to shave for me. I thought it’d be just once, and I’d have to promise things to get him to do it, but—”

      “I like it.”

      “Mmm, I know. Thank you. I love the way your penis looks. Your scrotum too. It’s so smooth and sexy. And I really love the way everything feels against my skin, especially my face. And… um…”

      “Yes?”

      “You know how I figured out what you want to do with the dresses? I mean, how I did it so quickly. Well… I sort of have this fantasy where you lift my skirt up, spread me open, and slide into me.” She thought about it for a moment and shivered with anticipation. Then she said, “I have a confession.”

      “Oh?”

      “I… like the way I look down there, especially without hair. I like spreading myself open to shave for you. I watch myself in the mirror. I don’t know why, but I’ve always thought women are pretty. Down there, I mean, and mine especially. I know that sounds vain, but— Hold on, why’re you laughing?”

      “Because I’m the same.”

      “Of course, you’re s’posed to like the way I look.”

      “No, I’m talking about me. I’ve always liked the way dicks look. Mine in particular, but guys in general. I know it’s probably a little weird, but…” I shrugged.

      “I like them too. Duh. And you have a really handsome one.”

      “You have a pretty pussy.”

      “Thank you. I’m… looking forward to introducing them to each other.”

      “Me too.”

      We fell silent and simply enjoyed each other’s company till we were thoroughly waterlogged.

      “Are you ready to get out?” I said at last.

      “Not really, but I suppose we should. Besides, I’m ready for the bed and firelight.”

      “Mmm, romantic.”

      “Give me five minutes?”

      “Sure.” I eased from behind her and stood to reach for a towel.

      “Five minutes,” she promised with a sultry look.

      I pulled the bathroom door closed behind me and tossed another couple of logs on the fire. Then I banked the coals and closed the glass doors. I didn’t actually expect Christy to take five minutes, so I hung up our coats and tidied the room. When I ran out of things to pick up, I shed my towel, hung it from the coat rack by the outside door, and climbed into the tall bed.

      The bathroom door opened about ten minutes later. Christy didn’t have Wren’s sense of showmanship, but she knew how light and shadow worked. The room was dim, with only the flickering light from the fire. The bathroom light silhouetted Christy from behind and outlined her body through the filmy negligee. She paused a moment to let me get a good look before she casually flipped the switch and walked toward me. Unfortunately, the height of the bed spoiled her seductive entrance.

      “Funny, ha ha,” she said when she realized she’d have to vault onto the mattress if she wanted to join me. She made it look easy, but it still wasn’t what she’d intended.

      “Good thing you were a gymnast,” I teased.

      “Good thing you love me.”

      “It isn’t like in the movies,” I said. “Real life never is. The bed is too tall or your sweater catches on an earring or the zipper gets stuck or… something.” I shrugged. “Don’t worry about it. Like you said, I love you. That’s all that matters.”

      She still frowned in disappointment.

      “If it makes you feel any better, you look beautiful, you smell nice, and the thing with the bathroom light was perfect.”

      “You liked that?”

      “Yeah. It was one of those scenes I’ll keep in my memory a long, long time.” I pulled back the covers. “Someone else liked it too.”

      “Oh he did, did he?”

      “Oh, yes. He likes it even better now that you’re closer.”

      “Well, at least I can make one of you happy.”

      “You make both of us happy. He’s just more obvious about it.”

      “I know.” She scooted closer and wrapped her fingers around my shaft. “That’s why I like him so much. I never have to wonder what he’s thinking. Unlike you…”

      “No, I’m pretty simple too. I’m happy if you’re around, sad if you’re not.”

      She rolled her eyes but smiled prettily. “Thank you.” She stroked for a moment and then said, a bit hesitantly, “I’ve been thinking about what you asked.”

      “Oh?”

      “About… my fantasies.”

      “The vanilla ones or the kinky ones?”

      “Both. And… I know the answer already, but I need to hear you say it. I—”

      “I won’t think you’re weird. I won’t laugh. And I won’t make fun of you.”

      “I know. But thank you.” She paused to gather her thoughts. “Sometimes I get so embarrassed when I say things. Like, when I told you about Penthouse Variations. Or what I want you to do to Wren. The next day I realized what I’d said and was horrified. But then I thought back to how you’d reacted. You were so cool, so matter-of-fact.” She laughed softly. “I’m sure this is all normal to you. You’ve probably heard things like that dozens of times. Hundreds!”

      “Not really. And not from you. That’s what makes it exciting.”

      “I know.” She squeezed my shaft. “That’s why I like talking to you when you’re like this. He isn’t so good at hiding his emotions. So I can tell if you really like something or you’re just trying to make me feel normal.”

      “Yeah,” I said, “he’s more honest than I am. Not that I lie to you—”

      “I know.”

      “—but you’re right, sometimes I hold things back so I don’t… um… scare you.”

      “Nothing you say will ever scare me.”

      “You say that now, but—”

      She cut me off with a curt headshake. “I trust you. I haven’t always understood you, but I never stopped believing. In you and me, I mean. I wanted to, though. Last summer. I tried to tell myself I didn’t care, I didn’t love you anymore. But I was wrong. I know that now.

      “I don’t give up very easily,” she continued. “So I never stopped believing in us. Not when I found out you had two girlfriends. Not when you went after Wren. Not when you started seeing Daphne. Not when you dated all those other girls. Not even when you took up with Gracie.”

      I blinked at the enormity of what she’d just said. She misread it, though, and thought my reaction had to do with Gracie.

      “He just went soft a little,” she said. “I know it probably makes me a horrible person, but I’m glad you broke up with her. I really don’t like her. I don’t even like that you have classes with her. But I know you’ll never get back together with her.”

      “No.”

      “She’s too…” She smiled at her own private joke. “She’s too vanilla. You want someone kinkier. Like me. See? I can tell. You just got hard again.” She concentrated on stroking me. Then she said, “That’s why I’ll tell you about my fantasies. Some of them, at least. I can’t think of all of them. Not at the moment. They come and go. I’ll see something and it’ll remind me of one.”

      I nodded. My own fantasies worked the same way.

      “One I thought of tonight…,” she ventured. “It’s a bit kinkier. I… um… I want you to take me out in public, somewhere with lots of people but where we can find some privacy, and I can suck you. Like the mall, in one of the big department store restrooms.” She closed her eyes and imagined it.

      “You can come on my face,” she said. “Then make me walk out to the parking lot with your semen still on me. Make me walk through all those people and know that any of them might see and know what I’d been doing.”

      “That’s—” I cleared my throat. “That’s pretty hot.”

      She blinked and returned to the present. Then she glanced at my hard-on. “I can tell. And Gracie would never do anything like that, would she?”

      “No way.”

      “Would Leah?”

      “Probably,” I admitted. “If I asked. But I don’t think she’d think of it herself.”

      “How about Gina?”

      “The same.”

      “Kendall?”

      “Boy, you’re really going through a who’s who of my ex-girlfriends.”

      “I want to understand the competition.”

      “They aren’t really the competition. You know that, right?”

      “I know. Except for Leah, but even she isn’t.” She thought about it for a moment. “I guess my real competition isn’t your exes themselves, but the memory of them. Am I sexier than Gina? Am I kinkier than Kendall? Am I prettier than Leah?”

      “Yes, yes, and yes.”

      “You’re lying about the last,” she said, “but not the rest.”

      “What can I say? You caught me. But in my defense, Leah’s one of the most beautiful women I’ve ever seen.”

      “She really is. She’s so exotic.” She thought about her and then blushed. “It’s a good thing I don’t have a penis.”

      My eyebrows twitched. “So you have the hots for Leah?”

      “I have a weakness for exotic brunettes. All my serious girlfriends. Except Brooke.”

      “Oh? Is she blonde too?”

      “No, a redhead.” All of a sudden she laughed. “So you like the idea of me and a redhead?”

      “Who told?”

      “He did,” she said with a pointed look. Then she studied him for a long time as she stroked slowly. “I’ve never met a guy who could last as long as you without coming.”

      “It’s ’cause we’re talking,” I said. “I get worked up, but never to the point of orgasm. So it’s like a volcano building up pressure.”

      “Until it erupts in my mouth?” She grinned. “Yes, please.”

      “In a minute,” I said. “Or five. Something you said made me think.”

      “Mmm?”

      “About Kendall. Remember I said I thought you were a lot like her?”

      “How could I forget? That’s when I thought you were going to tell me you weren’t interested.”

      “Um… no. I’m definitely interested.”

      “I can tell!” she laughed. “But you were saying…? About Kendall?”

      “Your fantasies. They’re just as wild as hers, but you don’t feel guilty about them.”

      “Oh, I still feel guilty,” she said. “But less and less as I realize you like them too. It’s a relief to know there’s someone else like me. Still, I’ve had to hide them so long it’s going to take a while. And the Church doesn’t exactly condone a lot of what I want to do, so I have to figure out how to live with that guilt, but…” She thought about it for a moment and then shrugged.

      “God brought you into my life for a reason,” she continued. “I have to believe He knows what He’s doing. So I’ve stopped listening to Sister Prune in my head. I listen to my heart instead.”

      “And what’s it telling you?”

      “That you’re right for me, kinky fantasies and dark secrets and all.”

      “I think so too. About you, I mean.”

      “Of course you do!” she laughed. “You’ve been kinky all along. And you don’t feel guilty about anything. Not sex, at least.”

      “No.”

      “So that’s why I like telling you things. And why I want to do things with you. Not just the vanilla things either. The kinky ones, too, like biting and spanking and… um… choking.”

      My eyebrows rose with a question.

      “I… really liked it in Tahoe,” she admitted. “When we were watching Wren and Trip through the—”

      “Oh, I remember.” Then I chuckled. “We’re definitely going to have to talk about a safe word. For real this time. Not now, but soon.”

      “You know me so well.”

      “Mmm.”

      “Okay, now tell me one of your fantasies.”

      “Sure.”

      “Ugh! It really bugs me how easy this is for you.”

      “If it makes you feel any better, it isn’t that easy. I have a couple of fantasies that I’ve never told anyone. And just like you and yours, I’ve kept them hidden for so long that it’s going to take a while. To be honest, I don’t know if I’ll ever tell you. They’re… ‘Dark’ isn’t the right word. More like ‘taboo.’”

      Her eyes widened with a dozen unasked questions.

      “Yeah, exactly,” I agreed. “Anyway, let me think of some vanilla ones. Most of them are jerk-off fantasies.”

      She nodded. “Mine are like that. Sometimes I daydream in class or while I’m swimming laps, but most of the time it’s while I’m… you know.”

      “Masturbating,” I said helpfully.

      “I know the word. I just can’t say it easily. Be patient with me. All right?”

      “Will do. So… my fantasies. Most of ’em have to do with blowjobs.”

      “I never would’ve guessed.”

      I shot her a grin for the deadpan delivery. “Some are simple,” I went on, “like I want you to blow me while I’m driving or flying. Have to be careful with the last one, though. I remember my parents talking about a guy who crashed his plane while his girlfriend was giving him head. They were both killed.”

      She blinked in shock.

      “Exactly. So… blowjobs are fun, but not if they get you killed.”

      “You can say that again.”

      “Blowjobs are fun, but not if they get you killed.”

      “I deserved that.”

      “Yeah, sorry. Anyway, what’re some of my others? Well, I’d like to take pictures of you while you suck me.”

      “Maybe,” she said cautiously. “As long as the pictures are only for us.”

      “Yeah, definitely. Not something I’d carry in my wallet and show to strangers.”

      “Um… no.”

      “Along those lines—the blowjob, not the strangers—”

      She grinned.

      “—I want you to wear lipstick and blow me.”

      “Ooh, that sounds like fun. I can see how deep I can take you.”

      “Mmm hmm. And it’s super-sexy to have a woman’s red lip-prints on my cock.”

      “Mmm, we’ll definitely have to try that,” she agreed. “And I just thought of a few more of my own.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah, I wanna drink your semen from a shot glass. I don’t know why, but I think that’d be sexy, a come cocktail. Mmm, ‘cocktail.’ I love how it feels in my mouth.”

      “I bet!” I laughed.

      “I wanna eat your come too, like on waffles or strawberries or something.”

      “We can do that.” I flashed her a grin and then grew serious. “But now I think you’ve done something no other girl has.”

      “Oh? And what’s that?”

      “You out-talked me. I’m done.”

      She blinked in surprise.

      “Talking about all the blowjobs did it. I’m gonna explode soon if you don’t start sucking. Now. Like, this instant.”

      “Yes, sir,” she said with a grin. “My pleasure.”
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        * * *

      

      We skied all day Saturday and returned to the inn exhausted but happy. We had another soak in the tub and then spent the rest of the evening in front of the fireplace on a pile of blankets from the bed. I was a bit sore the next morning, but my little space heater girlfriend was full of sunshine and eager to hit the slopes. Nothing seemed to slow her down.

      After we showered—together, fun!—we packed our things, stored our luggage in a little room off the lobby, and skied until mid-afternoon. I paid the bill at the inn and signed the credit card receipt without flinching. It was a lot, but not as bad as I’d expected. Carolyn had given us a “friends of the inn” discount. Still, it wasn’t something we could do every week.

      Damon drove us back to the airport in the Bronco and helped me load the plane.

      “Are you sure you won’t take a tip?” I asked. “Something? Anything?”

      He shook his head but then his eyes betrayed him. I turned and followed his gaze, and he grinned shyly when I looked at him again.

      “You wanna go flying sometime?” I asked.

      “I couldn’t…”

      “Nonsense. We’ll do it next time we’re here.” I shook his hand to seal the deal. “In the meantime, you wanna help me do the preflight inspection?”

      “Could I?”

      “Sure, c’mon.”

      Christy beamed and watched while Damon followed me around the plane and listened intently as I explained what I was doing.

      “And that’s it,” I said when we finished. “We’re ready to fly.”

      “Seems simple enough,” he said.

      “It is. It’s just habit and routine. You have to stay focused, though. You can’t pull over in the sky if something goes wrong.”

      He nodded seriously.

      “I’ll teach you more next time,” I said. “Sound good?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      I held out my hand again. “It was nice to meet you, Damon.”

      “You too, Mr. Hughes.”

      “Dude, I’m only a few years older’n you. Call me Paul.”

      “Okay. Paul. It was nice to meet you.”

      Christy joined us and gave him a kiss on the cheek that left him blushing.

      “We’ll see you next time,” I said as he moved away from the plane to stand out of the way.

      “That was very nice of you,” Christy said when I helped her onto the wing. “You’d make a good teacher.”

      “You really think so?”

      “Mmm hmm. You’re patient and you don’t talk down to people. Well, except me,” she added with a mischievous grin. “But that’s ’cause I’m short… or under you.”

      My eyebrows flew up.

      “I thought you’d like that.”

      “What,” I teased, “you being short?”

      “No. The part where I’m under you.”

      “Mmm, I like that a lot. We’ll have to do it again tonight.”

      “Yes, please.”

      I waved to Damon and then climbed into the cockpit. Christy followed and I secured the door behind her.

      “Ready, my sexy little copilot?”

      “Yes, sir, captain, sir!”
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        * * *

      

      On Monday Trip gave me an exhausted look as we changed into our workout clothes.

      “I don’t know if I can do this today,” he said.

      I chuckled with a complete lack of remorse or even sympathy.

      “I’m serious, dude. Wren wore me out this weekend. My back is sore. My legs are sore. My arms. My shoulders. My neck. Even my jaw. Hell, I’m sore in places I didn’t know I had.”

      “Oh, you poor thing,” I teased. “But if you aren’t going to lift, I’m going to do free weights. You can spot me. Hold on, you can spot me, right?”

      “I think so. But don’t go crazy.”

      “Yeah, all right.”

      He tagged along and chatted as I went through a chest, shoulders, and arms workout. I’d forgotten how much I missed free weights. I’d also forgotten how many core muscles I used when I didn’t have a machine to guide the weights for me. Not surprisingly, I was fairly worn out myself by the time I finished.

      After the gym we stopped by the boarding house. The crew was making good progress, although they still had a long way to go. We chatted about it on the way back to our own house, where Trip headed for his stereo and I went upstairs to shower.

      Christy burst into the bedroom right as I bent to open a drawer for some clean sweatpants.

      “Ooh, hello, Mr. Cute Butt!”

      I shot upright and turned.

      “And hello, Mr. Penis. Have you had a good day?”

      “He says yes. A little lonely, but better now that you’re here. How was yours?”

      “Good. But much better now. I like coming home to our room. Even better when my sexy boyfriend and his penis are here.”

      “You just like saying ‘penis.’”

      “Mmm hmm. It feels good in my mouth.” She tossed her things on the bed and twirled into my arms. I lifted her into the air, and she wrapped her arms and legs around me. I didn’t know how far she’d let me take things, but I shut the door firmly with my foot, just in case.

      “Oh?” she said. “Do I need to ask what you’re thinking?”

      “I’m always thinking about it. So are you, and you know it.”

      “Guilty as charged. Sometimes I can’t wait to get home to see you.” She grinned. “My sketchbook lately is full of doodles… of you.”

      “Just my face?” I teased. “Or other parts as well?”

      She blushed. “Remind me to wring Wren’s neck for telling you about my secret sketchbook.”

      “No, I think it’s kinda cool. I told you how I feel about dicks in general. I don’t mind looking at them. So… I’m curious to see this sketchbook of yours. Again, I mean. And I want to know about the guys behind the penises, so to speak.”

      “You are so strange sometimes. Most guys… Well, you aren’t like most guys.”

      “Um… no.”

      “And that’s why I like you. No, I take that back. That’s why I love you. I’m head over heels.”

      “The feeling’s mutual.”

      “I know.” She grinned and kissed me impulsively, and I grunted when she tried to climb higher on my body. “What’s the matter?” she asked in alarm.

      “You aren’t exactly heavy,” I said, “but I did a tough workout today. Free weights. The first time in a while. So my abs and arms are burning.” She started to disentangle herself, but I held her close instead. “Just let me sit down and rest your weight.” I sank to the bed and lowered her to my thighs. “There. Much better.”

      “Good. Now, where were we? Oh yes…” She kissed me again, long and lingering and less urgent. “Mmm, I like doing that.”

      “Me too.”

      “Not as much as I like doing other things,” she added with a grin, “but if you’re too worn out—”

      “Whoa, there! I didn’t say that. Besides, you know me.”

      “I do!”

      “Not yet,” I teased. “You have to wait till the wedding.”

      She rolled her eyes but then smiled affectionately.

      “I had fun this weekend,” I said.

      “Me too.”

      “So did Trip and Wren. He was too sore to lift with me this afternoon.”

      “Wren could barely swim this morning. She just floated there till I was done. She said they did it in every room in the house. Well, except ours and upstairs.”

      “That’s a lot of rooms,” I said.

      “You can say that again. They did it twelve times.” Her grin turned coy. “I didn’t tell her that you could do that in one night.”

      “Ha! But no, not twelve in one night.”

      “You’ve done it before. The night we spent at your parents’ house. Before we flew to San Diego.”

      I thought back. “That wasn’t twelve,” I said with more confidence than I actually felt. “More like seven or eight, I think.”

      “Still, a lot.”

      “True. But there’s a huge difference between having sex and getting a blowjob. You do most of the work for a blowjob. It’s mutual or the guy’s doing more in sex.”

      “But… that’s your job.”

      My eyebrow twitched.

      “Mmm, I can’t wait.” She closed her eyes to imagine it. “Maybe I’ll sketch you sometime, after we go all the way. Only, I’ll probably be too distracted.” She fell silent and let the fantasy continue until she moaned softly.

      “You’re watching a porno in your head,” I teased, “aren’t you?”

      “I can’t help it.” She pretended to pout. “I told you, I have a wild imagination.”

      “You can say that again. And I’m just starting to figure out how wild.” I grinned a suggestion at her. “Do you need a little attention before dinner?”

      She thought about it. “No, I’m probably okay for the moment. But I definitely want to make a date with you later tonight. Your penis especially.”

      “It’s a date. Or a not-date. Whichever works.”

      “Is it still a date if we go straight to bed instead of going out first? I mean, you’re the word expert. What do you think?”

      “I think anything that involves you and my penis is a date. But if you don’t want to fool around now, we’d better change the subject… or you won’t have much choice in the matter.”

      Her eyes flashed. “Will you hold me down and force me? Ooh, that sounds like fun!”

      “Oh, boy. Someone really needs some attention.”

      “I always need attention from you. But you’re right, we should probably change the subject.”

      “Good. Thanks. Let’s talk about Snowshoe. I want to go again—”

      “Me too,” she agreed.

      “—but I don’t think we can do it this weekend.”

      “We kind of have classes and homework and projects.”

      “Exactly. So I was thinking… the weekend after next?”

      “I’d like that. Do you want me to call Marianne?”

      “No. I’ll call and make the reservation. The less she knows…”

      “Um… she knows exactly what we’re doing. I mean, it was her idea.”

      “I know it was her idea, but—”

      “No, you don’t understand,” Christy insisted. “Everything was her idea, not just the trip.”

      My eyebrows rose.

      “I… kinda tell her everything. She’s like the big sister I never had. She’s an only child, so I’m the little sister she never had.”

      “Ah, I see.”

      “Right. So we talk about… um… everything.” She blushed. “I know more about Harry’s sex life than I ever imagined.”

      My eyebrows did their thing again, even higher.

      “It was weird at first,” Christy said, “but now I think it’s normal. Yeah, he’s my brother, but he’s so much older that I never really thought of him like that. He’s always sort of been like an uncle. So it isn’t gross or anything when we talk about it. It also helps that she’s a lot like me. She likes… you know… giving head.” All of a sudden she laughed. “She says she’d probably have ten kids if she didn’t! You can’t get pregnant if you swallow,” she added cheerfully.

      “Lucky for you.”

      “Mmm, lucky for all of us. Women, I mean.” She laughed again. “Brooke and I used to joke about it. She doesn’t like fellatio as much as I do—I don’t think anyone likes it as much as I do—but it’s all we did back in high school. So…”

      “I think I’d like to meet this girl.”

      “Is that so?” Christy teased, her eyes bright with silent laughter.

      “Would you mind?”

      “Hold on… you aren’t talking about just ‘meeting’ her, are you?”

      “No.”

      “I probably shouldn’t be surprised. I mean, you’re a guy.”

      “I’m glad you noticed.”

      “Kinda hard not to. But you’re out of luck. With Brooke, I mean. She has a serious boyfriend.”

      “Hypothetically, then. Would you mind sharing?”

      “Her or you?”

      “Either. Both.”

      She thought about it. “I don’t think so. I mean, I already know I’m going to share you with Wren. It’s not a question of ‘if,’ but ‘when?’”

      I nodded cautiously.

      “And I’ll probably share you with Leah. I really like her, and Wren says that she and Mark have an open relationship. And before you ask, yes, I know exactly what that means. I’m not ready to do it, but at least I’ve thought about it. It still kinda scares me, the thought of you doing it with another woman, but… like you said, it’s just sex, especially with Wren.”

      “It is.”

      “Besides, I’ve been thinking about your parents. Hers too. They’re basically divorced, even though they still live together. She has her life and he has his. I don’t want that for you and me. I want something more like your parents have, especially with Susan.”

      “I want that too.”

      “I thought you would. Only, I don’t know how it’s going to work with Trip. He’s cute and all, but not like you. He just doesn’t… um… ‘do it’ for me. Please don’t tell him I said that. He’s a really attractive guy, and funny and talented, but… he isn’t you.” She paused and thought about it. “I guess that’s one of the things that helped convince me you’re right, that sex and love are different.”

      I nodded.

      “I love you, and I love Wren, but it’ll be just sex with Trip. I don’t know if I can really go through with it, but I’m willing to try.”

      “You might be surprised.”

      “You’re probably right. Wren says he’s really good in bed.” She looked down and blushed. “We… um… sort of compare notes. What he does that she likes, what you do that I like, et cetera.”

      “Is that what you and Marianne do?”

      “Sort of, but not so explicit. We talk about general stuff, like try this or do that. We also talk about what it’s like to be married. Lately she’s been giving me suggestions for what kind of things you might like. She doesn’t know what I’m really like, though. She thinks she’s giving me wild ideas, but most of them are pretty normal. I mean, stuff like taking a bath together or wearing sexy lingerie. They’re good ideas, and they get me excited and all, but nothing like what I really want to do with you.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “Oh, no,” she said. “That’s going to take a lot longer than we have tonight, and a lot more alcohol. I know you don’t like it when I drink and get flirty, but—”

      “I don’t have a problem when you drink and get flirty,” I said. “I just don’t want you to feel guilty afterward about anything you did while you were drunk.”

      “You don’t want what happened after the Halloween party,” she said. “I get it. And I haven’t done that since, have I? Exactly. I still feel guilty, but I’ve started to do what you do—I think about it before I run away.” She shrugged. “It also helps to talk about things before we do them. Then I can decide if I really want to do it or if I just think I want to. Like going all the way. I know I’m not ready, but I’m working up to it with all these other things.”

      “Like spending the weekend in Snowshoe and telling me about your fantasies.”

      “Exactly,” she agreed. “And speaking of which… I thought of something else this afternoon.”

      “Oh?”

      “Mmm hmm. I had to go to the bookstore today, so I passed that little newsstand place. I noticed the top rack, where they sell the girlie magazines. Well, I was thinking… What if we buy a couple of them? We can look at the pictures and read the letters.”

      “Sounds like fun. What were you thinking? Playboy? Penthouse? Not Hustler, I hope.”

      She immediately scrunched her nose. “Uh-uh. But definitely the first two. And… um… Penthouse Variations?”

      “Sure, if they have it. Hold on… If you were just there, why didn’t you buy them?”

      “I can’t do that!”

      “Why not?”

      “They’re girlie magazines,” she said, as if that explained everything.

      “So?”

      “No. Absolutely not. This is your job. You’re the man.”

      “I don’t recall in the Man Handbook where it says it’s my job to buy girlie magazines.”

      “It is. It says so on page two,” she said with total conviction. “Right after it says it’s your job to do whatever your wife or girlfriend asks.”

      “Oh, really?”

      “Mmm hmm. It’s in the Handbook.”

      “Right,” I agreed with a skeptical grin.

      “I’ll make you a deal,” she offered. “If you buy the magazines, I’ll look at them with you.”

      “You want to look at them anyway!”

      “I know, but… I can’t buy them. I just can’t. I know you don’t like bargaining for sex, so lemme see if I can come up with something to offer in exchange. Gimme a minute.” She thought about it and then brightened. “I know! I can show you my sketchbook. The one with all the other guys.”

      “I knew which one you were talking about,” I said dryly.

      “Maybe we can take it to Snowshoe with us. I’ll tell you about my first time—giving head, I mean—and my ‘group secret.’ I’m sure it isn’t as exciting as yours— Ooh, maybe it is. Mr. Big certainly thinks so.”

      “He does,” I agreed. “And… we can’t wait till later.”

      She feigned innocence. “For what?”

      “A blowjob. Don’t get me wrong,” I added, “we’re still going to have our not-date, but—”

      “We need a pre-date now?”

      “Afraid so.”

      She smiled and kissed me. Then she sighed. “Sometimes I wonder what I did to deserve you.”

      “You were a bad girl.”

      “And you’re my reward.”
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      Trip and I checked on the boarding house renovation later in the week. The foreman gave us his usual Scooby-Doo villain glare, but his crew was on schedule. He and Trip reviewed the materials deliveries and plans for February, while I poked around the house itself.

      The guys on the crew all knew I had a right to be there, but they looked surprised when I asked a couple of questions. They told me the answers and then seemed even more shocked when my follow-up questions weren’t utterly moronic.

      “Guys, listen,” I said, “I know your boss doesn’t like me and my buddy, and that’s fine. We’re looking over his shoulder. But we know what we’re doing. And from what I can tell, y’all do good work and don’t cut corners.”

      “You sound like you’ve done this before,” one said.

      “The past two summers.” I showed them my palms. “I don’t have the calluses anymore, ’cause I’m in school right now, but I’ve swung a hammer and run wires and dug out septic tanks. I’m not a pro—not even close—but I’m not some know-it-all architect wannabe who’s here to tell you how to do your job.”

      “Then why are you here?” another asked.

      “To make sure the owner’s getting her money’s worth. Her first contractor really screwed her over.” I told them how much, and they looked properly surprised. “So my buddy and I check in regularly,” I continued. “It’s kind of a waste of time, though. Every week, we go back and tell the owner you’re doing a great job.”

      They puffed out their chests, and rightly so.

      I shrugged. “But we have to keep checking. And occasionally I’ll ask a not-so-stupid question. But that’s pretty much it. I try to stay out of your way the rest of the time. So I guess it’s up to you if you want to keep treating me like the enemy. I’m not. I’m just a guy like you, trying to do a job the best I can.”

      They considered that and eventually nodded.

      “Yeah,” the first one said, “we know how it is.”

      “You’re all right, kid,” another added.

      “Thanks.” I looked at my watch. “Almost quitting time, and I know you probably have a couple of beers stashed in your coolers, so I won’t keep you.”

      Several of them exchanged grins.

      “Maybe he has done this before.”

      I nodded emphatically and went to find Trip.

      “Let’s talk,” I said to him as we walked home.

      “Oh? Something serious?”

      “Sort of. About this summer. I know we mentioned doing camp renovations for Susan, but I guess I want to make sure we’re on the same page. You and me, I mean.”

      “Makes sense.” He gave me a sideways look. “Any specific reason?”

      “I’m sure Wren’s told you about Christy and me and the West Virginia trip.”

      “She… might’ve mentioned something.” He cracked a grin. “So it’s getting serious with you two? For real serious? Swinger serious?”

      “Could be. Too soon to know for sure. We haven’t even gone all the way, so…”

      “I’ve been meaning to ask you…,” he said. “I didn’t want to seem nosy, but since you brought it up… How’s that work? You not having sex, I mean. Without going into detail.”

      “What do I like more than sex?”

      “That’s what I figured,” he said. “And Wren said Christy’s really into that. Like, really into it.”

      “She is.”

      “But… that’s enough?”

      “For now.”

      He nodded. “So you’re really serious. Like Wren and me.”

      “Yep. Seems like.”

      “That was fast.”

      “What? The answer or getting serious?”

      “Getting serious. You’ve only been together a couple of months.”

      “Yeah, but we’ve been friends a couple of years. And think about it… Christy and I probably spent more quality time together than Gina and I ever did. And I know we spent more than Kendall and I ever did. So…” I shrugged. “It wasn’t that fast.”

      “Yeah, I guess you’re right. Still, congratulations. I know it’s probably a bit early to start planning your bachelor party—”

      “Way too early.”

      “—but still. Wren was convinced all along. I had my doubts, but…” He shrugged. Then he chuckled. “Never thought I’d see the day when you’d settle down with just one woman.”

      “A lot’s changed since you first met me.”

      “No kidding. With me too,” he admitted. “Anyway, what did you wanna talk about? Business-wise, I mean.”

      “Money, actually.”

      “Hey, that’s my dead horse!” he laughed.

      I followed him up the stairs and into the house. The girls weren’t home yet, so we didn’t need to worry about being overheard.

      “What about it, though?”

      “Well, I still have plenty in savings, but Christy wants to go to West Virginia again. It isn’t cheap. The plane, fuel, room, meals, lift tickets. It all adds up.”

      “How much did last weekend cost?”

      I told him.

      He gave a low whistle. “That isn’t going to break the bank, but like you said, not cheap either.”

      “Right. I don’t wanna eat into my savings and not have enough to buy houses this summer if we decide not to do Susan’s job.”

      “Got it,” he said. Then he rubbed his jaw in thought. “We won’t have a lot of initial expenses with her job, but we won’t have a huge profit potential either. Last year was a fluke, I know, but still…”

      “I’m sure Susan would pay good money for our time and effort, but… yeah. She’s a businesswoman too, so she won’t want to pay more than she has to.”

      “No kidding.” He thought about it some more. “Lemme run some numbers when I get the chance. Call and talk to Susan and see if she’s still interested. I’ll do some cost estimates based on what you told me needs to be done. I’ll build in a reasonable profit margin, but not so much that she’ll think we’re fleecing her. Sound good?”

      “Sounds good.”

      “In the meantime, how much do you have left in savings?” I told him that too, and he nodded confidently. “You should be fine for a bunch more ski trips. And don’t worry about the money if it doesn’t work out with Susan and we need to buy a couple of houses. I’ll loan you anything you need, and you can pay me back from the profit when we sell. I’ll only charge you a few points above Prime.”

      I goggled.

      “I’m kidding!” he said. “I won’t charge you interest and you know it. But call Susan and let me know. I… kinda want to make it work with her job. No offense, but Christy’s really cute. And if she’s as wild as Wren says…”

      “Dude, you have no idea. I don’t think I have any idea yet.”
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        * * *

      

      I called Susan a couple of days later, and we talked for almost an hour. I mostly told her about how things were going with Christy. I’d had to make a lot of adjustments with Miss Chaos in my life, but they were all worth it. A small part of me missed my clean bedroom floor and tidy dresser top, but not enough to go back to life without her.

      We also talked about Susan’s love life. Her special friend’s wife had passed away, and she’d been spending more time with him. The wife had been ill for nearly two years—cancer—which was why she’d encouraged her husband to spend the night with Susan from time to time. She still wouldn’t tell me who the man was, though. He had a certain standing in town, she said, and it was no one’s business what he did with the “local Jezebel.”

      “Are you serious? Do they actually call you that?”

      “Some do. I’m… notorious. This is the Bible Belt,” she explained calmly, “and the Moral Majority is popular around here.”

      “Still, I’d like to teach them a thing or two about ‘love thy neighbor.’”

      Susan laughed, wry and entirely unconcerned. “I can fight my own battles, but thank you. It doesn’t hurt that I own half the county. Money opens a lot of doors that bigotry might otherwise close.”

      I blinked at the profoundness of that.

      “I don’t like to use it as a blunt instrument,” she added, “but I’m not about to let a tool sit on the shelf when I can do some good with it. Some of the more… shall we say, ‘pious’ members of the community might not like me, bless their hearts, but I fund several free daycares and pay for job training programs and do things to improve women’s lives in rural South Carolina. So the holier-than-thou folks can suck eggs, as far as I’m concerned.”

      “You tell ’em!” I whooped.

      Christy stuck her head in. “Who’re you talking to?” She looked at her watch, which was her way of telling me that she wanted to call her parents and probably Marianne.

      “Susan,” I told her. “I know, I’ve been on the phone for an hour.”

      “No, that’s okay,” she said. “I was just curious. Tell her hello.”

      “Christy says hello.” I listened for a moment and returned the greeting. “We’re just about done,” I told her. “I’ll let you know when I’m off.”

      She nodded and blew me a kiss.

      “Okay,” I said to Susan once again, “let’s talk business for a moment.”

      “Ah, the real reason you called.”

      “No. I wanted to tell you about my life and see how you’re doing too.”

      “Mmm hmm. And I’ll choose to believe that.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Why can’t I ever get away with anything with you?”

      “I’ve known you a long time,” she said fondly. “And you’re just like your mother.”

      “I’m not sure if that’s a good thing or not.”

      “It’s a very good thing,” she laughed. “But I know how she is. How you are too.”

      “The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree,” I grumbled.

      “No, it doesn’t. So, what’d you want to talk about? Modernizing the camp, I hope.”

      “Yep. Trip and I were talking, and…”

      We spent another twenty minutes discussing what she wanted done. Trip and I could do most of the work ourselves, although some of it would take a crew. Trip and I could manage the work, but not over the summer, so Susan agreed to an off-season renovation as well.

      “I’ll give my notes to Trip,” I said. “He’ll run all the numbers and we’ll get you a preliminary estimate. We’ll probably fly over when it gets a bit warmer. We need to take a look for ourselves so we’ll be able to give you a final quote.”

      “I miss Jeremiah,” she said. “Especially at times like this.”

      “Yeah, I know. I miss him too.”

      “But… life goes on.”

      “Exactly. And on that note, I’d better let you go. We’ve been talking for an hour and a half, and Christy calls her parents on Sunday, so…”

      “Sounds good,” Susan said. “And it was good talking to you. I’ll look for your estimate and then we’ll talk when it’s closer to spring.”

      “You got it. Take care. Love you. Talk to you soon.”

      “Love you too. Goodbye.”

      I hung up and thought about how much Gunny had done around camp that no one really noticed. I also wondered how Susan was going to run the place without him. I couldn’t take over for him, and her sons both had lives of their own as well.

      The world was changing, I realized. Free Love in the sixties and seventies had given way to the Moral Majority in the eighties. Was there a place for a family nudist camp in that world? I wasn’t sure, and that bothered me more than anything.
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        * * *

      

      Life continued its routine, the sun rose and set every day, and January predictably turned into February. A couple of days later, Christy and I packed our things and flew to West Virginia. Damon was waiting for us, and in his own quiet way, he was excited as he helped with our luggage.

      “My parents said I could go flying with you, but only if you let them pay for your expenses.”

      “Well,” I said, “they gave us a ‘friend of the inn’ discount last time, so we’re even.”

      “I don’t know if they’ll agree,” he said hesitantly.

      “Then I’ll argue with them. You just plan on bringing us back to the airport early on Sunday. One or two o’clock, so we still have enough light to see. I’m thinking we’ll fly over the resort and inn so you can see them from the air.”

      “That’d be awesome. Thanks!”

      Christy beamed and slipped her arm through mine as we walked to the Bronco. “That’s very nice of you,” she said quietly. “Marianne says Carolyn and her husband are filthy rich, but they don’t want their kids to grow up with a sense of entitlement.”

      I nodded. I’d guessed the same thing myself.

      “So you might let Damon do things for us, like restock the firewood in the room. Just a suggestion,” she finished.

      I grinned and silently compared her to her mother.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “Nothing, really,” I admitted, although it occurred to me that her father wouldn’t have been nearly as successful without her mother. They had a different relationship than I wanted for Christy and me, but it was still a marriage of equals.

      Christy must have sensed what I was thinking—the gist of it, at least. She tightened her grip on my arm and smiled a secret little smile. Only, it wasn’t so secret to me.
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        * * *

      

      Christy started laying out clothes once we settled into our room.

      “Is that what you’re wearing to dinner?” I asked.

      She’d set out a plum-colored sweater dress with padded shoulders, a lavender bra and panty set, a matching plum garter belt, and black seamed stockings. She was hinting that she wanted me to tell her not to wear underwear, and I debated whether or not to do it.

      I could almost feel her excitement building as the silence stretched out. I didn’t want a slave, but I also realized that she enjoyed being submissive. She was assertive enough in other areas, but not when it came to sex.

      Then again, she managed to let me know what she wanted most of the time. She wasn’t vocal about it, but I got the message all the same. She looked a question at me, and I decided to play along.

      “What did I tell you last time?” I said in my best stern-disappointed voice.

      Her eyes flashed with excitement, but she immediately lowered them and looked contrite. “No bra, no panties.”

      “Mmm hmm. So… why did you lay them out?”

      “I thought—”

      “Uh-uh. You know the rule when we come here: no underwear when we go out.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “That’s better. Now take off your clothes.”

      Her head came up and her eyes went wide with feigned uncertainty.

      “Do it. Now.”

      She stripped to her birthday suit and stood before me with her hands clasped behind her.

      “Bend over the bed. You know the position.”

      She swallowed hard and did it. The bed was high enough that she could bend at the waist and lie with her chest flat on the quilt. I moved next to her and rested my left hand on the small of her back.

      “This should help you remember the rules.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      I slapped her gently, although it sounded loud in the quiet room. I swatted again, harder, and she let out a whimper. I spanked her for real the third time, which made her squeak. I switched sides and gave her another three before I gently rubbed her pink bottom. Then I probed between her legs. Her smooth labia slid apart at my touch, and I spread her moisture with my fingers.

      “You like when I do that, don’t you?” Of course she does, I thought. She set you up for it. I chuckled silently and decided to enjoy my new role.

      “No, sir,” she lied. “I… won’t do it again. I know the rules. I promise, I’ll do what you want from now on.”

      I felt semi-ridiculous but said, “See that you do.”

      “May I get dressed now?” she asked.

      “Not yet. Get on your knees.” I unzipped my pants and took out my semi-hard cock. “Suck it.”

      “Yes, sir.”
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        * * *

      

      Dinner was an exercise in restraint, for both of us.

      Christy’s nipples stood out beneath the tight wool of her dress. She squirmed from a combination of arousal and itching. On top of that, she crossed and recrossed her legs, and would sometimes close her eyes while she squeezed her thighs together in an effort to get some relief.

      My dick was either semi-hard or painfully stiff—partly because of Christy and her simmering arousal, but also because of what I was planning for later, on the walk back to the inn. Still, I took my time and chatted with the waiter after I signed the check.

      Christy was ready to melt by the time we finally retrieved our coats and left, but I put a hand on her back and guided her toward a deserted side street between an outdoor shop and the post office. It was almost an alley, and a street light threw deep shadows along one wall.

      “What’re we doing?” she asked quietly.

      “What do you think?” I backed into a shallow alcove and unzipped my pants.

      “We can’t! Someone might see!”

      “Then you’d better be quick.” She still wasn’t convinced, so I cupped the back of her head and tilted her face up. “Get on your knees,” I said quietly, “and suck my cock. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      I kissed her, hard, and then pushed her down.

      She crouched in front of me and began sucking. I could see everything on the main street, but Christy had her back to it. She could only listen as people in the village went about their evening. She jumped at the sound of a car, although she didn’t stop sucking. A few minutes later she paused anxiously as an arguing couple crossed the street less than fifteen feet away, but she didn’t even flinch when another car passed. Several other people walked past on the main street, but no one even glanced our way.

      I eventually felt the familiar pressure behind my balls, so I pulled my cock from her mouth. The air was cold on my heated shaft as I wrapped my fist around it and began stroking. I had to stifle a groan as the first spurt arced out. It hit her chin, so she braced her hands on my thighs and leaned closer. The next spurt coated her nose and forehead. I aimed the last two at her cheeks. She opened her mouth and greedily swallowed the final gushes.

      I let her suck the remaining drops as I caught my breath. Then I calmly tucked my dick in my pants. It was still very hard and made a bulge as I zipped up. I lifted Christy to her feet and examined my handiwork in the dim light from the main street. Shiny drops of semen covered her, and they’d be obvious to anyone who looked close enough.

      “Ready to go back to the room?” I said as casually as I could, although I was probably just as nervous as she was.

      “I… don’t know if I can.”

      “You can,” I said sternly, “and you will.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      We passed another couple on their way to the steakhouse. They were talking about how nice the inn was and didn’t even notice us. In the lobby, Christy stiffened as Carolyn looked up from the desk and said good evening. I nodded politely and then put my hand on Christy’s elbow to guide her toward our room. Carolyn smiled and returned to whatever she’d been doing.

      Christy walked quickly down the hallway and practically bolted into our room when I unlocked it. For a moment I worried that she might be upset, but I should’ve known better. Still, I almost laughed in relief when she closed her eyes and began cleaning my semen from her skin. She wiped her face and licked her fingers in a heated trance.

      She didn’t wait for me to say anything. Instead, she sank to her knees and reached for my waist. She unbuckled my belt, opened the clasp and zipper, and bared me from the waist down in a single motion. My cock was still very hard—especially after watching her little show—and it sprang up. She put her hands on my hips and immediately went to work.

      I came again in record time, and she swallowed every drop. She looked up at me with wide eyes. I caressed her cheek and she leaned into the touch.

      “So… happy Birdy?”

      “Oh my gosh, yes.” She sighed and closed her eyes.

      “For a while there I almost panicked. I thought you were upset.”

      She shook her head and sat back. “Scared. And… maybe a little upset. Warn a girl next time. But mostly excited. I can’t believe no one saw us!”

      “Most people don’t really pay attention to what’s going on around them.”

      “But what about Carolyn? She looked right at me and didn’t say a thing.”

      “People see what they want to see.”

      “I know, but still… What would we have done if she’d caught us?”

      I thought about it and shrugged. “Asked for a tissue, I guess.”

      Christy glared at my flippant answer.

      “Seriously, what was she going to say? ‘You have semen on your face’?” I shook my head. “Even if she had noticed, she probably wouldn’t’ve said anything.”

      “We wouldn’t’ve been welcome back, though.”

      “Maybe, maybe not,” I conceded. “Still, we didn’t get caught, and that’s all that matters.”

      She smiled and nodded. After a moment she looked up at me with an unspoken request.

      “Ready for me to take care of you?” I chuckled.

      “Yes, please. But… maybe after a bath. Then… um… maybe you could…?”

      “Could what?”

      “You’re going to make me say it, aren’t you?” She glanced heavenward but then gathered her courage. “Then would you please spend about an hour between my legs? I think I’m going to need it twice tonight.”

      I lifted her to her feet and kissed her. “Mmm, I could eat a Little Bit.”

      “Oh my gosh, that was so bad.”

      “You aren’t dating me for my bad puns?”

      She pursed her lips but then reached up to caress my cheek. “I’m dating you because you don’t make me feel like a tramp for the things we do. And for your bad puns, but mostly ’cause of the way you take care of me. Oh, and because you make me all tingly, especially down there.”

      My eyebrows shot up.

      “Well? What’d you expect? I like sex as much as the next girl.”

      “Maybe more than the next girl?”

      “A lot more, especially with you.”

      “I’m glad you can admit that. Finally. But now… you mentioned a bath? And then I have an extended date with your pussy.”

      “Mmm, yes, please.”
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        * * *

      

      Later we opened the bottle of whiskey we’d brought with us. We poured a couple of glasses and relaxed in an armchair by the fire. Christy sat in my lap and rested her glass on her bare thigh. We were drinking it neat, since I didn’t want to put on clothes to go out for ice.

      “For the record,” she said, “this was Marianne’s suggestion for this weekend: whiskey and hanky-panky by the fire.”

      “Not a public blowjob and then a walk back to the inn with come on your face?”

      Christy snorted. After a moment she grew thoughtful and said, “Marianne’s awesome, and we’re alike in lots of ways, but she’s way too normal. I mean, she and Harry are happy, and she’s a great mom to their kids, but I can’t imagine our life being anything like theirs, especially in the bedroom.”

      “Um… no.”

      “For one thing, she’s a bit like me but won’t admit it. I was talking about Phoebe Cates one time, how she’s really sexy, but Marianne shut down. I thought it was weird, so another time I said something about Jennifer Beals. Same thing. It’s like she was scared someone might think she’s a lesbian or something.” She looked up at me. “Is there a word for that, Mr. Thesaurus?”

      “Probably,” I chuckled, “but I don’t know what it is. Maybe… ‘homophobic’? I think I read that somewhere.”

      “Is that like ‘claustrophobic’?”

      “Yeah. It means ‘afraid of homos.’ Probably short for ‘homosexuals.’”

      Christy nodded. “That’s what she is, all right. I always got a sense that she liked women too, which was why I hinted around. Don’t get me wrong, I love Marianne, but I don’t want to be like her. Well, except for the happy wife and mother part. That’s okay.”

      I nodded. She was hinting at us having children together, and I wasn’t so slow on the uptake that I missed the unspoken question.

      “Yeah,” I agreed, “the wife and mother part is great. But the rest…?” I shrugged. “I like Marianne too. A lot. But I know what you mean about the homophobic part. I’ve always been attracted to bisexual girls anyway, way more than straight ones.”

      “That’s one of the reasons I know you won’t ever go back to Gracie.” Christy said her name like an insult, and I hid my surprise. I knew she didn’t like Gracie, but I didn’t realize how deep her feelings went.

      “She’s totally not your type,” she added. Then she brightened. “Also, I don’t plan to let you recover enough energy to leave me. Mmm hmm,” she added, matter-of-factly, “I’m going to drain you twice a day, at least.”

      “Oh, at least,” I teased. “So… you’re a sexual vampire?”

      “Of course!” She did a pretty good Dracula accent, “I vant to suck your cock.”

      I chuckled and moved her sideways to give the cock in question a better angle to expand.

      “Ooh, someone likes the idea. Are you ready now?” She made a move to set her glass aside.

      “Not yet. I wanna build up to it.”

      “Oh, okay. I like when we do that.”

      “Me too. Duh. So, how ’bout one of your extra-long blowjobs when we’re ready?”

      “Perfect!”

      “In the meantime, do you want to show me your sketchbook?”

      “Sure, let’s look at penises.” She laughed. “Wow, I never thought I’d say that. I mean, I’ve had that sketchbook for years and never showed it to anyone. Wren only found it ’cause she was snooping through my stuff. Remind me to wring her neck sometime, okay?”

      “Will do,” I chuckled.

      “Okay, lemme get it. Be right back.” She hopped up and went to her overnight bag. I shamelessly enjoyed the sight as she bent over. She returned with the sketchbook I recognized from before. Then she paused and looked at me, and I suddenly felt self-conscious.

      “What?”

      “Nothing, sorry.” She smiled. “I was just thinking how lucky I am. I mean, I’ve always been attracted to you, physically, but I never realized how much we had in common.” She slid into my lap and got comfortable.

      “I always thought I’d have to hide my wild fantasies and a lot of my past,” she explained. “I knew you weren’t like most guys, but still… Never in a million years would I have thought you were like me. I mean, for real like me.”

      “Same here. I thought you were some prudish Catholic schoolgirl—”

      “Which you’ve said… many times.”

      “Sorry. But you can’t really blame me. You acted like it most—”

      “I did not!”

      “Did too.”

      “Just because I didn’t talk about sex in front of our friends doesn’t mean I’m a prude!”

      “All right, fair enough. But still… you have to admit, you hid your fantasies and past pretty well. I mean, it’s taken me two years to figure it out, and that’s only because you’ve told me most of it. I’d’ve never imagined that you like some of the things you do.”

      “Girls have to be good at hiding things,” she said, “especially about sex.”

      “True. Society’s double standard.”

      “But I don’t have to hide anything with you. And… I think that’s the biggest reason I’m attracted to you. I mean, your body’s nice, and I love your talent and intelligence and sense of humor, but the fact that you’re perverted like me is the best part.”

      “I still don’t like that word,” I said. “Like you and ‘nympho.’”

      “Okay. Then let’s find a word you do like.”

      I grinned when I realized she’d repeated my own words back to me.

      “Mmm hmm,” she said. “I told you, I’m always paying attention.”

      “And you have an incredible memory,” I agreed.

      “I remember everything where you’re concerned.”

      “That’s a blessing and a curse, I think.”

      “Probably. But you’re stuck with it.”

      “I can think of worse problems.”

      She smiled and said with saccharine venom, “Like a creepy architect girlfriend who doesn’t like girls or blowjobs or even sex?”

      I blinked. “Wow, that was… harsh.”

      “Sorry. I was really upset when you started dating her. I thought I’d lost you, for real.”

      “Ha! No. I came to my senses.”

      “I know that… now. But at the time…?” She shrugged. “I guess that’s why I hate her so much.”

      “Well, you don’t have to worry. She’s out of my life for good. And you’re in my life. Also for good.”

      “Mmm, I like hearing you say that.”

      “Me too. Now, let’s find a word I like more than ‘pervert.’” I thought about it. “How ’bout ‘rebel’?” I said at last. “I thought about ‘free spirit,’ but that’s too hippie for me.”

      She scrunched her nose.

      “But ‘rebel’ fits. We’re both rebels in our own way. You against your upbringing—”

      “Some of my upbringing.”

      “Right. And me against society and sexual prejudices.”

      Her eyes glittered with a smile. “We’re both pretty normal, though. On the outside, at least.”

      “But in the privacy of our own room? Or with our close friends?”

      “We’re total rebels,” she agreed. “And we can be as kinky and perverted as we like!”

      “Exactly!”

      We shared a grin that faded to a happy smile. Then she smoothed her hand over the cover of her sketchbook.

      “Okay,” she said slowly, “I know how you feel, but I—”

      “I want to see it,” I said. “I know they’re guys from your past, and I know you had sex with them—”

      “With one!” she squawked.

      “Oral sex is still sex.”

      “Fine! If you say so.”

      “I say so. Trust me. Even jerking off is sex. It’s solo sex, but it’s still sex.”

      “Yeah, okay. I get it. But ‘sex’ to me is ‘penis in vagina.’ And you should be glad that’s what I think! Otherwise we wouldn’t be doing anything at all. I’d be miserable and probably dating a gay guy, and you’d be sleeping with some bimbo with big boobs who doesn’t like half the things I do.”

      “Probably,” I laughed. Then I grew serious. “You seem to be hung up on your breasts. You know I—”

      “I know. ‘Can you touch ’em?’ Yeah, I get it. But still, I’m so small. I mean, I don’t look like any of the women in Playboy.”

      “Who cares? Okay, Hugh Hefner, obviously, but not me. I’ve told you before, you’re the petite model. I like you better than the women in Playboy. Most of ’em are too hairy for my taste. And they all seem to come from the same mold. I mean, Hefner definitely has a type. But real beauty comes in all shapes and sizes. You know?”

      “But don’t think I don’t notice how you react when you meet a woman like Carolyn. You made an effort to look her in the eye.”

      “Part of that is just being polite,” I said. “But also ’cause I don’t want to make you feel self-conscious. I like your body, especially how we go together. I mean, Kendall had big boobs, and we never quite matched. You and I do. We’re the right proportions, if that makes sense.

      “So, yeah,” I continued, “I think Carolyn’s attractive, and I’m a guy, so I notice breasts, but I’m not hung up on ’em or anything. Well, I am—I’m totally a breast-man—but small and firm is just as nice as big and soft. Besides, I like other things more than breasts. A healthy attitude about sex, for example. You know that.”

      “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. Now, back to your sketchbook…”

      “Yeah, sorry. I guess I’m still nervous about showing you, so I keep coming up with distractions.”

      “I get it. This is like if I had a sketchbook with Gina and Kendall.”

      “Not to mention twenty-eight more.”

      “Thirty’s just a guess,” I said. “I really haven’t counted. It’s probably less.”

      “Or maybe more.”

      “Yeah, maybe.”

      “Whereas I know exactly how many men I’ve had.”

      “What can I say?” I said. “I didn’t think I’d need to keep score.”

      She grinned. “Well, you’re the man, so you’re supposed to win this one.”

      “There’s that double standard again,” I warned.

      “Gosh.” She blinked. “I didn’t even realize.”

      “Mmm hmm. It’s pervasive, even when you know better. Now… tell me about the guys in your sketchbook.”

      “How about two of them? I… don’t know if I’m ready to tell you more. And I don’t know if I’ll ever be ready to tell you about all of them.”

      I arched an eyebrow.

      “I haven’t asked about all the women in your past, have I?”

      “Fair enough. So… tell me about these guys.”

      She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “I can do this,” she said to herself. Then she felt along the edge of the book until she found the page she was looking for. She’d dog-eared it so she wouldn’t have to flip past pages she wasn’t ready to explain yet. She took another breath to settle her nerves.

      “Okay, here goes…” She opened the book, and I took a good look for the first time. She pretended to look as well, but she was really studying me out of the corner of her eye. We went through several pages like that.

      The sketches were basically anatomical studies of penises, mostly to improve and refine her technique. Some were simple line drawings, while others were fully shaded. And she’d used colored pencils for one, so it looked real enough to touch.

      Part of me thought it was weird that she’d drawn them without the rest of the guy, but the rest of me understood. Most artists did studies like that all the time, of hands or eyes or other body parts. Wren had thought they were sexual because of what they were, but I did the same thing with buildings. I’d have whole pages of corbels, balusters, or even lintel decorations. They weren’t the least bit sexy. So why were penises different, especially for an artist like Christy?

      “You understand,” she said with more than a touch of relief. “Sure, I like drawing them, but they’re also part of what I do. I’m an artist, a sculptor, and they’re part of the human body.”

      “Exactly.”

      “And I’ve drawn plenty of guys I haven’t… um… been intimate with. Like you, before you came to your senses.”

      We shared a grin before I nodded at the page.

      “But you were intimate with these two,” I said. “And if I had to guess, not very close to the first guy. You only had a couple of sketches of him, but a lot of the second guy, and he’s the full-color one.”

      “Can you really tell the difference?” she asked. “I mean, they’re pretty similar.”

      “Sure. I’m not like most guys, remember? I don’t mind looking at dicks. So, yeah, I can tell the difference.” I flipped through the pages to point them out. “Besides,” I added, “the second guy has… what? Ten or twelve drawings on three pages?”

      “Yes. That’s Peter. I have drawings of him—his face, I mean—in one of my high school sketchbooks if you want to see. It’s at my parents’ house.”

      I shrugged. “I care what he looked like, in a general way, but not really. I mean, he’s part of your past, right?”

      She nodded.

      “Okay. So, who’s the first guy?”

      “Vaughn.” She frowned. “Not my best decision ever.”

      My eyebrows rose with a question.

      “Before I tell you, I guess I should let you know why I picked these guys. I really wanna know your group secret, the one you and Leah were talking about. I think I’ve figured it out, but…” She shrugged with undisguised curiosity.

      “Ah, so that’s what this is? Quid pro quo?”

      “Whatever that means.”

      “It’s Latin. It means ‘something for something.’”

      “Right. That’s exactly what I want. I tell you something and you tell me something. I hope you don’t think that’s bargaining for sex, but—”

      I shook my head.

      “Yeah, you know we’re going to have sex, no matter what. Well, not sex-sex, but you know what I mean.” She rolled her eyes. “Why am I so nervous? I’m chattering! I know you aren’t going to think I’m a tramp, but—”

      I kissed her, long and lingering and full of intent. “I think it’s sexy that you had boyfriends before me. And I want to hear about them.”

      “I know,” she said in a small voice. “I can tell. Mr. Big is pretty big at the moment.”

      “Mmm hmm. He wants to hear all about your oral adventures.”

      “Okay. Here goes…”

      She’d met Noelani at the beach near her house in Hawaii, right after her family had moved from Japan. They were in the same grade and had similar interests, from dance and gymnastics to swimming and surfing. Christy had developed a crush on another surfer, Vaughn, who was friends with Noelani’s older brother, Peter. The guys had the same last name, so they were in the same home room in school.

      “Unfortunately, Vaughn was a total jerk,” Christy explained, “although I didn’t realize it at the time. I just thought he was so dreamy.” She rolled her eyes at her younger self.

      “He had a girlfriend when school began,” she added, “but he broke up with her and started hanging out with Peter and us. One day we were at Noelani’s house—her mother volunteered several days a week—and we were alone together, just him and me. I guess he’d told Peter to get lost or something, and he’d taken Lani with him.”

      “Ah. I know where this is headed…”

      “Of course you do. But you still won’t believe what he did.”

      “Tell me.”

      “He whipped it out.”

      My eyes bugged.

      “Exactly,” she agreed. “He just pushed his shorts down, whipped his penis out, and sort of waved it at me.”

      “Had you ever seen one before?”

      “Paul, dear… I grew up with five brothers. Of course I’d seen a penis before.”

      “Well, how was I s’posed to know? You said your brothers didn’t walk around nude.”

      “They didn’t! But…” She blushed. “That didn’t mean I didn’t… um… maybe…”

      I arched an eyebrow with amused curiosity.

      “Oh, fine, I spied on them! And— Well, mostly just Laurie. The others had moved out by the time I was old enough to care. So sue me! I wanted to know what guys looked like down there.”

      I chuckled. “I kinda figured it was something like that. I just wanted to hear you say it.”

      “You like when I humiliate myself?”

      “I like when you’re honest about your desires.”

      “Oh.” Her brow wrinkled in surprise. “Well. When you put it that way…”

      “Mmm hmm.” I ducked my head and snuck in a kiss. “Mr. Big likes it too.”

      “I know. I can tell. Do I need to give him some attention?”

      “Maybe in a bit. Keep going with your story.”

      “Okay. Where was I? Right. So, Vaughn just waved his penis at me. It got hard, which was the first time I’d seen one like that. Then he asked if I wanted to suck it.”

      “What’d you do? Never mind,” I said immediately. “How’d you like it? Never mind again. I already know: you loved it.”

      “You know me so well.”

      “Did you get to finish?”

      She nodded. “He came pretty quickly.”

      “Did you swallow?”

      “Of course. I didn’t know what else to do. And…” Her blush deepened. “I was really surprised!”

      “I bet!” I laughed.

      “Well, for that reason, of course. But also…” She rolled her eyes. “This is going to sound so naïve, but I wasn’t expecting the texture.”

      My eyebrows shot up.

      “I know! But let me explain.” She paused to gather her nerve. “Have you ever read the Bible? No? Okay. So, Genesis talks about Abraham’s ‘seed’ and Onan’s ‘seed’ and Jacob’s ‘seed’ and everyone else’s ‘seed.’ It’s a metaphor with Abraham and Jacob and the others; it means their offspring. But they’re talking about actual semen with Onan. Anyway, I always thought…” She cringed with embarrassment. “I thought it would be like sesame seeds or something.”

      I burst out laughing.

      “I know, right? So I was really surprised when it was creamy and smooth. Still, I was proud of myself for swallowing. I felt guilty later, but not really. It was one of those times I thought I should feel a certain way, so I did. Thinking back, I really enjoyed it, and I didn’t feel guilty at all. I mean, I’d been doing things with girls for a while, with Noelani and Mariko before her.”

      I nodded.

      “So what’s the difference between going down on a girl and doing the same to a guy?” she asked rhetorically.

      “Nothing, really.”

      “Exactly! Only, I didn’t think so at the time. I do now, ’cause of your bad influence, but—”

      “Hold on, my influence isn’t bad!”

      “I know. I’m just teasing. It’s been really good. It’s helped me deal with a lot of things that used to make me feel guilty and dirty.” She moved in for a kiss. “I’m sorry. You’re the best thing that ever happened to me, and you make me feel so much better about who I am.”

      “Oh, okay. But still…” I sulked for effect, and she gave me another kiss, which was all I really wanted.

      “Do you wanna hear the rest of my story, or—?”

      “Are you kidding? Hold on.” I shifted her to the side and adjusted my dick. It had softened a bit, but not so much that it had shrunk back to its normal size.

      “Do I need to play with him?”

      “Do you want to?”

      Her eyes flashed.

      “On your knees?” I’d meant it as a question, but she took it as an order and slid off my lap. She finished her whiskey and set the empty glass on the hearth.

      “Much better,” she said as she wrapped her fingers around my shaft. “Now, where was I? Oh, yeah… So, I got over the shock that semen was actually nice and I liked going down on guys.”

      My eyebrows rose, but she was paying attention to the little head.

      “Vaughn was a real jerk, though. He liked showing off. And he’d told Peter what I was doing. A couple of days later we were all together in their living room when Vaughn just pulled his penis out.”

      “In front of the others?”

      Christy nodded. “He told me to blow him with Peter and Lani watching.”

      “Did you?”

      “What else could I do? Besides, he kind of forced me.”

      I felt a disturbing mixture of outrage and arousal.

      “I was humiliated,” she said, her eyes distant with the memory. Then her cheeks turned pink. “I was excited too. I know that sounds weird, but…” She shrugged and looked up at me. “I like when you make me do things, because you aren’t a jerk like Vaughn.”

      “I hope not.”

      “You aren’t. You love me. He never did. He just used me. I found out later that he’d gone back to his girlfriend right after he and I started… you know. He told her what I’d done and said if she wanted to keep seeing him, she’d better do the same and more.” Her eyes unfocused again. “She told me about it after he moved away. But I’m getting ahead of myself.”

      “A little, yeah. Sorry. Do you want to quit?” I nodded at my dick, which had started to go soft.

      She blinked in surprise. “Oh my gosh! I’m so sorry. Here, let me…” She began sucking, although I immediately stopped her. She realized what I was thinking.

      “Oh, no,” she said. “I’m not upset. Sure, Vaughn was a jerk and took advantage of me. And he made me do things I was too young to understand, but…” She blushed and looked down. “I still enjoyed it. I mean, I used to feel so guilty and ashamed about the way I felt when I thought about him. But… I kind of liked the feeling. I got all worked up and would have to… you know… play with myself.

      “So Vaughn made me realize I liked being told what to do, being forced, being… um… humiliated.” She looked up quickly. “I think that’s why I get so excited about the idea of walking through public with semen on my face. I don’t want to be humiliated for real, but the threat… gets me really hot.

      “He also made me realize I liked watching other people,” she admitted. “Noelani had a crush on him too. And… um… well, Peter wanted in on the action. So one day Vaughn told me to do Peter instead. He wanted to watch. He told Lani to do him while he did.”

      Once again, my eyebrows and penis reacted together.

      Christy stroked my resurgent erection. Then she licked a drop of pre-come. “Mmm, leakage. I love how it feels in my mouth.”

      “That’s good,” I croaked. Then I cleared my throat. “I mean…”

      “Don’t be upset on my behalf,” she said. “Yeah, Vaughn was a real asshole—”

      I still felt a jolt of surprise whenever she cursed.

      “—but over the years I’ve come to terms with it. And… he made me think a lot about what I like. So I didn’t feel guilty when I met Brooke and started doing even naughtier things. Or when I met you and started telling you about my fantasies. I trust you. Besides, you aren’t like Vaughn—”

      “I should hope not,” I snorted. “He was a mean, selfish, abusive asshole. Probably still is.”

      She laughed, bright and genuinely amused. “You and your words,” she said fondly. “You’re creative even when you cuss someone out. But I’m getting distracted again. Where was I?

      “Okay,” she went on, “so Vaughn made Lani and me give them blowjobs. Peter always came super-fast, so we’d watch Lani give Vaughn head. He liked being watched, but he was always a jerk about it. He thought he was humiliating Peter or something, by making him watch his sister blow him. But Peter always got hard again, watching, so I’d get to do him again.

      “He was really sweet to me,” she mused. “That’s one of the reasons I kept doing it with him once Vaughn left.” She paused to make sure she had everything in order in her head. “His family moved during Christmas break. We’d been fooling around for a couple of months. I knew by then that Vaughn had gone back to his first girlfriend, but he still came by Lani and Peter’s house for blowjobs from her or me while Peter watched.”

      “Yeah, ‘asshole’ might be too polite to describe him,” I said.

      “You can get really creative later,” Christy said. “Let me finish my story first. So, his father worked for the Navy. He was some kind of contractor, and his company transferred him back to the mainland. Vaughn never said goodbye or anything, but I wasn’t upset. I mean, he’d never really been my boyfriend, even in my head. My Dad’s stupid rule, but also—” She sat back and realized something with a start.

      “Oh my gosh. I was about to say, ‘it was just blowjobs, it never meant anything.’” She looked up at me in surprise. “I mean, I was just doing it ’cause I enjoyed it. And… maybe I realized even back then that sex and love were different.”

      “I think you’ve known all along,” I said.

      “Maybe you’re right. Only, I needed someone to explain it to me. Wow! I never realized…” She thought about it some more. “Huh. That’s pretty cool. And I guess it’s why I changed my mind so easily after you told me.”

      “I wouldn’t say ‘easily,’” I countered. “We almost had a couple of arguments about it.”

      “We’ve had arguments about God and religion, but I haven’t changed my mind about them.”

      “Touché. And you’re probably right. I mean, you can be pretty stubborn.”

      “And don’t you forget it, mister!”

      “You’re so much like your father. He does this thing when he’s confronted with a new set of facts. He adjusts. It’s like he flips a switch in his head. You do it too. Like when you found out I’m a nudist. You adjusted to the new situation as if it had always been that way.”

      “Well, I’d been nude around people before, although mostly girls,” she said. “Besides, I like being a nudist, especially with you. I’m still a little nervous about larger groups, though.”

      “That’s because you’re still insecure about your body. Don’t worry, everyone is. I used to be pudgy and really shy—”

      “That’s what Erin said!” she laughed.

      “—but I’m pretty confident now.”

      “You can say that again. It’s very attractive.”

      “Thank you.” I smiled and caressed her cheek. She pressed her face to my palm and closed her eyes. When she opened them again, she smiled up at me. Then she turned her attention to my dick.

      “So, what do you think, Mr. Big? Is it a good story so far? You like it when I’m Scheherazade? Do you think your owner’s ready to hear the rest?”

      “He says we are.”

      “I know. Duh. I understand him just fine.” She rolled her eyes playfully. Then she bounced to her feet. “I need a snack. The real kind, not your liquid diet kind. And… do you wanna refill our drinks and move to the bed? I think that’s where we’re gonna end up anyway. Besides, I’m getting kinda hot sitting next to the fire. Is that okay?”

      “Um… sure.” I picked up our glasses and stood.

      Christy took one look at me and sank to her knees. “Sorry, need to suck first.”

      So I stood there with a whiskey tumbler in each hand and watched as she kissed and sucked my cock back to life.

      “Come on, Little Bit,” I said when she pulled back. “Go fetch your snack. I’ll refill the drinks and meet you in bed.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      I grabbed the bottle of whiskey and poured as Christy opened the outside door and retrieved a baggie of carrots and celery from the snowbank. She actually stood in the cold air for a moment, and I marveled at her metabolism while I enjoyed the sight of her slim figure. She did a little dance turn and closed the door. Her nipples were stiff and tight from the cold. She wasn’t the least bit self-conscious until she realized I was watching. Then she blushed and looked down.

      “You’re beautiful,” I said.

      “Thank you. You’re pretty handsome yourself.”

      “Thanks. Now come on. I wanna hear the rest of this story.”

      “Yes, sir.” She grinned and took a running start at the bed. She didn’t have room for a full gymnastics routine, but she did a cartwheel and then vaulted into the high bed.

      I tried to pry my eyebrows off the ceiling. Then I did my best not to laugh as she squawked and realized she’d dropped her baggie of veggies in the middle of the cartwheel. She leapt off the bed, grabbed it from the floor, and returned with another vault. Then she composed herself and tried to pretend the last few seconds hadn’t happened.

      “Naked gymnastics,” I said. “Nice.”

      “I like showing off for you. Simon always said I was ‘too exuberant.’” She rolled her eyes. “I don’t know what I ever saw in him.”

      “Safety,” I said as I joined her on the bed and handed her a tumbler of whiskey. “And an escape from your family.”

      “Maybe. I love my family, but… sometimes they drive me crazy. I mean, they all expected me to marry someone in the military and raise kids. Like, that’s all I’d ever do.” She looked down and shrugged. “It’s what my mother did. Marianne and Lynne too. Sabrina’s different, but still…”

      “You and I can decide what we do,” I said firmly. “And we already decided that it won’t be the military. Kids, for sure, but when we’re ready.”

      She looked up in surprise. “You mean it?”

      “Of course, but…” I gave her a sly grin. “You know how kids happen, right?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Yes, Mr. Intercourse, I know how kids happen.”

      “Just making sure.”

      “Not till we’re married.”

      “So we’re back to that, are we?”

      She frowned in thought but laughed almost immediately. “No, I meant the kids! Oh my gosh, no, we’re going to do the other long before we’re married.”

      It was my turn to laugh. “Oh, okay. I thought… Well, you know what I thought.”

      “I do,” she agreed. Then she grinned at what she’d just said. She had another thought and took a sip of whiskey to cover it.

      “Oh, no,” I prompted. “Tell me.”

      “If you must know…”

      “I must, I must.”

      “I was thinking about intercourse.”

      “With me, I hope.”

      “Of course with you.” She rolled her eyes. “Who else would I be thinking about? Never mind! I don’t know if I’m ready for the answer.”

      I grinned.

      “But I know it has to do with your group secret.”

      “It… might.”

      “Well, you’ll have to wait, ’cause I’m not finished telling you about mine.”

      “Then, by all means,” I said with a grin, “continue, fair Scheherazade.”

      “Thank you. Now, where was I?”

      “Vaughn had just moved away.”

      “Oh, right! So, he moved away at Christmas. Lani missed him more than I did, even though she’d figured out what a jerk he was. I didn’t realize it at the time, but we were really lucky he hadn’t told anyone what we were up to. Our reputations would’ve been ruined. Thinking back, I think he probably did tell people. Probably some of his buddies at the beach or on the swim team. But I don’t think they believed him. He was always lying about things.”

      I nodded. “Sounds like you dodged a bullet.”

      “You can say that again. No, don’t!”

      We shared a grin.

      She took a sip of whiskey. Then she thought about something and took a longer drink. She finished the glass and set it aside.

      “I know you like it when I ask for things,” she said at last. “Especially… ones I want to do in bed.”

      “Mmm hmm. I don’t want a passive girlfriend. You don’t have to take charge or anything, but you have to tell me what you want.”

      “I know. And I’ve been trying harder lately. I still feel guilty sometimes, but it’s getting easier. I… feel really guilty about some of the… um… weirder things I want.” She paused to smooth invisible fabric over her thighs. “But then I tell you about them, and you act like they aren’t that unusual, like everyone has kinky fantasies.”

      “Almost everyone does,” I said. “Most people are just too scared to admit it, even to themselves. They lie and say it’s disgusting or perverted or whatever. And the more they say it, the more they’re trying to hide.”

      “But not you.”

      “Not me,” I agreed. “I’m… comfortable… with my kinky inner life. Many of my fantasies will stay fantasies, but that’s okay. Having them doesn’t make me a bad person. Neither does acting them out, as long as everyone’s willing.”

      “I thought about that earlier tonight, out on the street, when we were… you know.”

      “Mmm hmm.”

      “And that’s why I tell you things about my past. And… what I want.” She smoothed her hands over her legs again as she worked up her courage. “Talking about Vaughn made me think about when he forced me, that first time in front of Lani and Peter.”

      “And…?”

      “I… kind of want you to do that. Force me to suck you off. Hold my head and make me.”

      I set my untouched whiskey on the nightstand.

      “Not now,” she said with a laugh. “But… sometime. When I’m not expecting it. Just whip it out and make me suck you off.”

      “Sounds like fun.”

      “I think so.” She grinned and blushed. “In the meantime, I think Mr. Big needs some attention for real. He says he’s tired of all this talk, talk, talk.”

      I couldn’t hide my amusement. “Oh he does, does he?”

      “Mmm hmm. He talks to me all the time. Not as much as he talks to you, but still… And right now he says he needs fellatio.”

      “He uses big words sometimes.”

      “He’s very intelligent. Sometimes he spends all day thinking about just one thing.”

      “You can say that again!” I laughed.

      “I’d better give him what he wants.” She took a firm grip on my hard-on and lowered her mouth to it.

      I leaned back and relaxed on the pillows with a hand behind my head. I rested the other on Christy’s head as she nuzzled and kissed my straining erection. After a few minutes she cupped my balls and caressed them. Then she began sucking in earnest.

      We were both in the mood for a slow blowjob, so I closed my eyes and lost track of time as she enjoyed herself. I opened them when I felt her shift. She angled her hips and spread her legs. Her smooth pussy glistened in the light from the fire. She began playing with herself with one hand while she steadied my shaft with the other. Her dark nipples were stiff and puckered with arousal. I rolled one between thumb and forefinger, and she groaned around my cock.

      I could feel the pressure building in my balls, but I tried to hold back till she was ready. She must have sensed it, because she stopped trying to make me come and started concentrating on her own pleasure. I pinched her nipple harder and tugged at the stiff little bud.

      After several minutes she began sucking faster and swirling her tongue around my glans. She was getting close, so I held her head and began thrusting my hips. That pushed her over the edge, and she came with a soft groan of surprise.

      Her lips tightened around my shaft, which was the signal for my balls to convulse and unleash a torrent of semen down her throat. She swallowed automatically and rode the combined wave of orgasms. When they finally subsided, we lay in silence and caught our breath.

      “Mmm, that was nice,” she said. Then she immediately stifled a yawn. “Oh, my. Do you mind waiting till tomorrow to tell me your story?”

      I chuckled. “I was just about to ask you the same thing. Come on up. And bring the covers with you.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      I reached over and turned off the bedside light. The fire made the room glow a dull red-orange.

      Christy reached down and caressed my flaccid manhood. “Were you serious about what you said before, about having kids?”

      “Yes. Why?”

      She laughed softly. “’Cause I just swallowed about a million of our children.”

      “That’s okay. I’m not ready to have them yet.”

      “Me neither. So it’s okay if I keep swallowing?”

      “Sure,” I chuckled. Then I rubbed her back. “Have to feed that voracious appetite of yours.”

      “Mmm, an appetite for sperm.” She kissed my chest, yawned again, and squeezed my penis. “I love you.”

      “Me or him?”

      “Both!”

      “Good. We love you too. Sweet dreams.”

      “Mmm, of Paul and penis.”
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        * * *

      

      We hit the slopes the next morning and skied all day. Christy was still a better skier, but mostly because she was more agile. I was faster on the straightaways and had more stamina, although part of that was because of her metabolism. I could tell when she ran out of energy and needed to eat—she was like a toy whose batteries had run out—so I made a mental note to bring a couple of candy bars with me next time.

      We ate dinner at the steakhouse at what had already become “our” table. Then we strolled through the village and gazed in the shop windows before we returned to the inn. I made sure to fill the ice bucket before I took off my clothes, while Christy ran a hot bath.

      “Dear, will you bring the bottle and glasses in here?” she called when I returned. “I want to soak until I’m one big wrinkle.” She appeared in the bathroom doorway. She was wearing my button-down shirt from the night before and had her hair pinned up. She blushed when she saw my expression.

      “Wow,” I said softly. “Just… wow.”

      “Thank you.” She smiled and tucked a tendril of blonde hair behind her ear. “Join me in about five minutes?”

      “Sure. I’ll get the fire going and then bring the drinks.”

      “Perfect. Thanks.”

      I gave her fifteen minutes and still knocked before she was ready. I grinned at the muffled bumps and managed to survive until she invited me in, although I was a little surprised by the sight that greeted me.

      The bathroom was dark, lit only by a half-dozen candles—and not the thin taper kind, but stout pillar candles.

      I chuckled. “So that’s why your overnight bag weighed a ton.”

      “Sorry. I wanted to tell you, but…”

      I also smelled lavender and noticed the small bottle on the counter.

      Christy smiled at me from the tub. “I know you’re a romantic, so I thought I’d do something special.”

      “It’s perfect,” I said. “You’re perfect. Thank you.”

      “You always do so much for me. Besides… I have to keep you interested.”

      “Oh, no chance of me losing interest. I’m hooked.”

      “Good. Now I just need to reel you in.”

      “Hold on,” I teased, “aren’t you supposed to haul the fish out of the water?”

      “Oh, shut up. Just get in here.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      She slid forward, and I sank into the hot, scented water behind her.

      “God, that feels good,” I said. “You feel good,” I added as I wrapped an arm around her and cupped her small, firm breast. I took a sip of my drink and then set it next to the bottle and ice bucket on the small table.

      We relaxed and soaked up the heat until the water cooled. Then Christy unplugged the drain while she ran more hot. She replaced the plug and filled the tub almost to the top before she turned off the tap.

      “So, Miss Scheherazade,” I said at last, “are you ready to hear the story of my group secret?”

      “I think so. I’m pretty sure I know what it is, but knowing you, it’s probably a lot wilder than even my imagination.”

      “What do you think it is?”

      “You’re into orgies and group sex.” She must have felt my surprise. “That’s it, isn’t it?” she laughed. Then she turned to look at me and sloshed water out of the tub in the process. “And lemme guess, you want me to try it too. With Wren and Trip for sure,” she added, “but probably Leah and Mark as well.”

      “And… how do you feel about that?” I asked slowly.

      “I haven’t even had sex with you,” she bleated, “and now you want me to do it with not one but two other guys? What kind of boyfriend are you?”

      “The kind who likes orgies and group sex. Duh.”

      She rolled her eyes.

      “You aren’t really upset, though, are you?”

      “No,” she admitted. “Not really. A little scared— No, a lot scared. But not upset. Still, you owe me a story. You can’t just say, ‘Yep, you’re right,’ and expect to get away with it.”

      “Fair enough. But you’d better settle in and buckle up, ’cause it’s gonna be a wild ride.”

      Her eyebrows rose. “Am I going to need more alcohol for this?”

      “Probably a lot more. That’s why I brought the bottle.”

      “Oh, boy, here we go.” She raised her glass for a refill.

      I added ice to both glasses and then filled hers with amber liquid.

      “So it’s going to be one of those stories,” she said as she watched me pour.

      “’Fraid so. This is the Big Secret, the thing I’ve been hiding since we first talked.”

      “All right. Hold on.” She took a healthy swig of whiskey and closed her eyes to savor before she swallowed. She looked so much like her father that I had to suppress a chuckle. “What?” she demanded with a suspicious look.

      “Nothing. Just thinking how much I love you. And how much I hope you still love me once you know all my secrets.”

      “I told you,” she said evenly, “nothing you say will ever scare me.”

      “Okay, here goes. My parents are swingers.”

      She waited. And when she realized I wasn’t going to say anything else, she gave me a searching look. Eventually she said, “Is that it?”

      “What do you mean, ‘is that it?’ That’s a big it!”

      “Ha ha,” she said without a touch of amusement, “throw my own words back at me. Very funny. But I’m serious. Is that it? Your parents are swingers? You waited, like, five months to tell me that?”

      “More like three, but yeah.”

      “Who cares? You know I stink at telling time. But still… that’s what you were hiding? I figured that out before Christmas!”

      “Well, being a swinger isn’t quite the same as liking orgies and group sex.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Just how innocent do you think I am? Never mind, don’t answer. I’ve known all along and dropped hints the whole time! Who cares if I didn’t use the right word?”

      “So… you don’t think it’s weird?”

      “Of course it’s weird, but I’m weird!” She shook her head in frustration. “I can’t believe you thought I wouldn’t understand.”

      “Sorry. I underestimated you. Again.”

      “You keep doing that,” she accused.

      “Note to self…,” I said to lighten the mood.

      She rolled her eyes and decided to accept my non-apology.

      “But you realize that if my parents are swingers…?” I prompted.

      “Then you are too. Duh. I told you, I’ve read a lot of wild stuff in Penthouse and Variations. Wren’s been dying to tell me for a month. Since Tahoe. I thought you were gonna tell me something wild and really naughty, like… I dunno… like, you’re secretly a porn star.”

      “Ha! No, just a run-of-the-mill swinger.”

      “Oh.”

      “You aren’t disappointed, are you?”

      “Well, no… but…” She grinned. “I kinda hoped you were a porn star.”

      “Sorry. I might know a porn star, but only secondhand.”

      Her eyebrows flew up. “Really? Who? Never mind. It doesn’t matter. Let’s talk about this swinger thing.”

      “Okay, what would you like to know?”

      “The story! That’s why I told you mine.”

      “Fair enough,” I chuckled. “Here goes.” I drew breath to speak, but she stopped me before I could.

      “It still bugs me that this is so easy for you.”

      “What can I say? My family’s always been open about sex. And now I know you aren’t going to run away—”

      “No.”

      “—aren’t a huge prude—”

      “Definitely not.”

      “—and aren’t going to dump me…”

      “You are so strange sometimes.”

      “Of course I’m strange. I’ve found the perfect girl, and I’m scared of losing her.”

      Christy rolled her eyes and set her glass on the little table. Then she drew me forward for a kiss. She laughed softly when Mr. Big tried to get some attention too.

      “You aren’t going to lose me,” she said at last. “If anything, I’m the one who’s hooked and you’re reeling me in.”

      “That’s a relief.”

      “Mmm hmm. Now… I want my story. You promised!”

      “I did. Okay. So… lemme start from the beginning. And just so you understand, this is the swinger story, not the story of how I learned about sex.”

      “I’ll suppose we’ll have more quid pro quo when it’s time for that? I’ll have to tell you about me and Simon or something?”

      “You can tell me anything you want. No demands.”

      “Ugh! You drive me crazy sometimes. I’ve spent my whole life hiding who I am. And now that we’re together, I can’t wait to spill my guts and tell you all my secrets. You’re really messing with my head. You know that, right?”

      “All part of my nefarious plan.”

      “Well, it’s working,” she play-grumped.

      I leaned in for a kiss. “Good. Now, where was I? Right… so, my swinger story. When I first started dating Gina…”

      I told her about the time we watched our parents and Susan through the sliding glass doors. I told her how I confronted Susan about it later, although I skipped the part where I panicked that my parents might get a divorce.

      “For the record,” I added, “this is probably the biggest reason I wanted to make it work with Gina when I had the chance to get back together with her.”

      “You wouldn’t have to explain about the swinging,” Christy said. “And you thought I was some naïve Catholic schoolgirl.” She shook her head in irritation. “I still can’t think of that as an insult. I enjoyed being a Catholic schoolgirl. I liked the ritual and ceremony. And the outfits. You’ll understand when I show you my uniform.”

      “I can’t wait,” I said with a grin.

      “Well, you’re going to have to. I’m nude at the moment, and very comfortable in this bath. Although…” She turned and pulled the drain plug. Then she started the hot water. “Oh, no fair,” she gasped when I began teasing her pussy from behind. Her breathing grew heavier. “This is one of those times,” she said at last, “when I really wish I could get my stupid head to agree with the rest of me.”

      “Oh?”

      “I really, really want to feel you do me from behind. Like, right now.”

      My eyebrows shot up.

      “But I’ve been drinking, and that’s against your rules. Still,” she sighed, “you’re probably right.”

      “Are you sure?” the little head said through my mouth. “I mean, we could always—” I stopped and blinked in disbelief.

      Christy actually laughed. She pulled away from my probing fingers and sat facing me. “That was him, wasn’t it? Mr. Big?”

      “Um… maybe.”

      “You’re so cute when you’re caught.” She slid toward me and captured my hard-on as she tilted her face up for a kiss. “I love you and your penis,” she said. “But he needs to learn to be patient. He’s as bad as Wren.”

      “Worse.”

      “You’re probably right. But I have more influence over him.” She squeezed and stroked gently. “And I know what’ll keep him happy until I’m ready to give him what he really wants.” She kissed me again. “Until then… I think I’m going to explode if you don’t finish telling me your story.”

      She released me, replaced the drain stopper, and let the tub fill almost to the top again. Then she faced me and sank up to her nose in the water.

      “My little Naiad.”

      She pushed herself up a bit. “I am. And just for your information, you can get me to do almost anything in water. I dunno why, but I’ve always had fantasies about the bath, the pool, the ocean, you name it. That’s why I was so interested when you told me about the quarry lake at the camp. I’m so hot-natured that I don’t care how cold the water is. So I really wanna do it in the lake.” She looked at me expectantly and made a go-on gesture. “Note to self…”

      “Right,” I laughed, “note to self. In the meantime, okay if I finish my story?”

      “Yes, please.”

      “Okay, where was I?” I paused to gather my thoughts. “So, our parents are swingers. Gina’d known all along what they were up to, but I’ve always been a bit clueless.”

      “That’s what Erin said.”

      “Well, she’s right. Still, once I figure something out, I usually run with it.”

      “Like when you figured out I wasn’t so pure and innocent, and you started to really corrupt me.”

      “I think you were fairly well corrupted before I figured it out. That sounds bad, but you know what I mean.”

      Her eyes sparkled in the candlelight as she nodded.

      “Anyway, back to my story. Once I figured out what our parents were up to, I wanted to do the same thing.”

      “So you seduced Kendall and added her to your harem.”

      “More or less,” I agreed. “We had some pretty wild adventures.” I told her about some, although I purposefully left out the part about our family parties. Still, I didn’t want to underestimate her (again), so I hedged my bets and added, “We fooled around with other swingers at camp, but—”

      “Are there a lot?”

      “Not really. I’d say… less than a quarter of the visitors at any given time. Maybe six or seven couples out of thirty-five or forty families. There may be more, though. I don’t know them all. Only the ones my parents or Gina’s partied with.”

      “Yeah, that makes sense. They probably don’t wear signs.”

      “Um… no.”

      “What did you do when you weren’t at the camp? Kendall lived in Chattanooga, right?”

      “Well, Gina and I fooled around with a few friends at school.”

      Christy’s eyebrows rose at that.

      “One of my best friends and his girlfriend, Scott and Shannon, and Gina’s best friend, Heather. She’s the one I think might be an actual porn star.”

      “Maybe you can tell me that story later?”

      “Just remind me.”

      She nodded.

      “Anyway, Gina and I introduced a few of our closest friends to our lifestyle, although not really. We didn’t tell them how… um… organized it is.”

      “Do you go to clubs or something? Put ads in the back of those magazines? Oh, please! Don’t look at me like that. I know about clubs and magazines.”

      “Lemme guess,” I said dryly, “Brooke again?”

      “You should thank her, you know. I wouldn’t be nearly as open-minded if I hadn’t met her. I’d’ve listened to Sister Prune and been a chaste, virtuous, devout little Catholic. I’d’ve been miserable too, but that’s beside the point.”

      “Then I’ll have to thank her when I meet her.”

      “Who? Sister Prune?” She snorted. “Oh… wait. You meant Brooke.”

      “Mmm hmm.”

      She rolled her eyes but squeezed and stroked my cock. “You’d like that, wouldn’t you? I can tell. Well, if you play your cards right…”

      I grinned.

      “For the record, it also bugs me that your ‘nefarious plan’ is working. I mean, you’re getting everything you want.”

      “And you aren’t?”

      “I didn’t say that. It just… feels like you’re winning. And you know I hate losing.”

      “It isn’t a game. No one’s keeping score.”

      “I am. It’s thirty to six, your favor.”

      I rolled my eyes.

      “Yeah,” she said after a moment, “I know what you mean. It’s the same thing you told Wren, ‘Real people with real lives.’”

      “She told you about that?”

      “She tells me everything. Well, except the big things, like the fact that you’re a swinger. Remind me to wring her neck when we get home.”

      “Will do,” I chuckled.

      “But keep going with your story. What happened with your high school swinger friends?”

      “Nothing, really. I mean, they weren’t actually swingers. Yeah, we fooled around with them and traded partners a couple of times, but never like real swingers. And to answer your earlier question: no, we don’t go to clubs or put ads in magazines. It’s a lot more informal. We have a small circle of friends—”

      “Like Wren and Trip, Leah and Mark, et cetera.”

      “Exactly.” (I resisted the urge to tell her it was “et al.” instead of “et cetera.” You only use “et cetera” for things, not for people. But I digress. Ad nauseam.)

      “What about Erin?”

      I hid my nervousness and said, “What about her?”

      Christy grinned. “I like talking to you when I’m holding your penis. I can always tell when you’re scared or hiding things. Like now. You don’t want to tell me about Erin. She’s part of the group, isn’t she?”

      I thought about it and then nodded. But was I ready to admit everything? To share my deepest, darkest fantasies? Fortunately, Christy herself saved me from that little conundrum.

      “I thought she must be,” she said. “Wren dropped a couple of hints. Erin too. She almost gave it away completely when she invited me to spend New Year’s with your family. She came up with some lame excuse about ‘silly games,’ though.”

      “Holy crap! You really do remember everything, don’t you?”

      “Where you’re concerned? Yes. Everything. And don’t you forget it, mister.”

      “Note to self…,” I said seriously.

      “Besides, Erin was way too interested in our sex life, yours and mine. It was more than just sisterly friendship. I know what that’s like from Marianne and Sabrina. Lynne too, now that I mention it. We talk about our sex lives, but only in general terms. ‘We like this.’ ‘We do that.’ Or ‘have you tried so-and-so?’ Things like that. But with Erin it was like… she was interviewing me or something. Like, would I fit in with the group?”

      “That’s exactly what she was doing. She thinks you’re cute. And she… um… has a sex drive like mine.”

      “I kind of thought so. Wren’s like that too.” She rolled her eyes and thought back. “I’ve been sketching her and making a maquette the past couple of weeks, while you’re at judo and Trip’s in class. She’s always in the mood, always talking about sex. She’s insatiable.” She thought of something and smiled but didn’t explain. Then her eyes sparkled with a question. “So, Erin’s like that too?”

      “Erin’s basically a female version of me.”

      “Mmm, that could be fun.”

      I glanced at the whiskey bottle and realized we’d finished more than half of it.

      “No, I’m not drunk,” Christy said. “I’m just… flirty. And horny. I like talking to you about sex.”

      “I’m glad.”

      “And speaking of which, how’d you get Wren and Trip involved? It was over the summer, wasn’t it? While you were at the camp?”

      “And before. Trip tried it with me and Kendall. Then with a group of swingers at camp. It was different when he and Wren started dating, though. He wasn’t emotionally involved with the others. It was just sex. But he had to make some mental adjustments with her.”

      “I thought so. I’ve noticed. And Wren’s told me a lot that she doesn’t realize. Why does everyone underestimate me? I’m not an idiot.”

      “Definitely not.” I chuckled. “But I think it’s ’cause you have this ‘innocent Catholic schoolgirl’ façade.” She heard the quotes and didn’t object. “It’s really good,” I added. “You’ve had to hide things so long that you don’t even realize you’re doing it.”

      “Well… of course. I want people to think I’m cute and innocent.”

      “I always thought you were cute. And I’ve always been attracted to you, physically, but I never realized how much we had in common.”

      She gave me a wry grin and said, “I’m not the only one with a good memory.”

      “I remember everything where you’re concerned. And don’t you forget it, miss.”

      She rolled her eyes and leaned forward for a kiss.

      “I don’t know about you, but I’m one big wrinkle,” I said at last. “Are you ready to move to the bedroom?”

      “I think so. I still wish…”

      I looked a question at her.

      “I really want to go all the way with you. Right here, right now. In my perfect fantasy, you’d pull me into your lap and stick your cock in me.”

      My eyebrows shot skyward.

      “But I know me. I’m… drunker than I thought. Not drunk-drunk, mind you, but enough that I’m not my usual self.”

      I nodded.

      “Also… I want to know what you have planned for me. So we need to keep talking. Do you want me to be a swinger too? Of course you do, but… I don’t know if I can. I mean, I want to, in my head, but…” She shrugged despondently. “I can’t even bring myself to go all the way with you. So how’m I s’posed to do it with some other guy?”

      “Baby steps,” I said.

      “I know. What is it you say, when part of you feels one way and part another? Well, part of me gets excited thinking about it, but most of me isn’t sure.”

      “That’s okay. I’ve told you all along that you’re worth it, worth waiting for.”

      She tilted her face up for another kiss. “Thank you. I really believe you when you say it.” She grinned and massaged my cock back to life. “I believe him too. He’s a lot easier to read than you are. You may not be as good as me at hiding things, but you’re pretty good. You’re… what’s the word?”

      “Inscrutable.”

      “I knew you’d know,” she said affectionately. Then her expression turned mischievous. “I may not be ready to be a swinger, but I’m ready for dessert, Mr. Porn Star Waiter.”

      “My pleasure.” Then her words hit me. “Hold on, you’ve seen a lot more porn than you let on.”

      “Mmm hmm. Brooke. We… had fun… over the summer, while you and Wren and Trip were doing the same. But I’ll save that story for later too. Right now I want to place an order.”

      “Oh? What would you like?”

      “A penis parfait with a double helping of cream.”

      “Ha! You don’t think small!”

      “Not when I’m ordering from the Paul menu.”
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        * * *

      

      The next morning Carolyn invited us to lunch with her family. Christy and I skied for a couple of hours and then returned to the inn to find Damon waiting for us.

      “I loaded your luggage already,” he said. “I hope you don’t mind. And you can store your equipment here if you want, so you don’t have to keep bringing it back and forth.”

      “Thanks,” I said. “That’d be nice.”

      “We’ll have everything tuned up for you,” he added. Then he looked a little embarrassed. “My parents own the ski shop too.”

      Christy perked up and said to me, “Maybe next time we can buy you some better skis and boots.” Her own equipment was top of the line, while mine was entry-level stuff that my parents had given me years before. It was better than rental equipment, but not by much.

      “I can help you pick it out,” Damon added helpfully.

      I suppressed my inner skinflint and said, “Sounds like a plan.” Then I had to hide my annoyance at Christy, who had no concept of how much things cost. Money just appeared in her checking account when she needed it.

      Still, I forced a smile and followed Damon as he led us out the back of the inn. At first I thought we were headed toward a detached part of the inn itself, but then I realized that his family’s house had been built to match.

      Carolyn greeted us at the door and invited us inside. In the kitchen she introduced us to Damon’s fourteen-year-old sister, Alexa. She was a younger version of her mother, girlishly slim but with budding curves and the same large eyes, full lips, and golden hair. She could’ve passed for twenty, but I shook her hand politely and reminded myself that she was still a girl.

      “I’m sorry my husband couldn’t be here,” Carolyn said. “He’s in Washington on business.”

      She and Christy chatted amiably as we ate. Damon was naturally quiet, but he came out of his shell as he grew more comfortable with me. We talked about flying and how I’d learned.

      “We’re thinking of letting him take lessons,” Carolyn said. “So this is a good chance to see if he likes it.”

      I could tell by his expression that it was a foregone conclusion, but she wasn’t convinced.

      Christy brightened immediately. “Could you teach him, Paul?”

      “The basics, yes. But I’m not a CFI. Sorry, a Certified Flight Instructor. The airport will have a flying club, though. Someone there will be an instructor for sure. Probably several people.”

      “We’ll check into it,” Carolyn said.

      We lingered and talked after we finished eating. Christy and Carolyn already seemed like old friends, even though more than twenty years separated them. Not for the first time, I marveled at how my little blonde flower blossomed in social settings.

      “We should probably head to the airport,” I said at last. “It gets dark early this time of year, and especially in the mountains.”

      “Do you mind if we come with you?” Carolyn asked.

      “No problem. The plane only seats four, but we—”

      “I think she means just to the airport,” Christy said smoothly.

      “Oh. Right.”

      We cleared the table and then followed Damon to the large garage, which held a couple of snowmobiles in addition to the big Bronco. I’d thought it was his, but his mother handed him the keys and asked him to drive. He and I sat up front and mostly listened as Christy and Carolyn chatted in the back, with an occasional comment from Alexa.

      At the airport the women stood back and watched while Damon and I walked around the plane and went through the preflight inspection. He remembered almost everything I’d told him two weeks before.

      He grinned nervously as he sank into the seat beside me. I gave him the same speech I’d given Christy about what to touch, what not to, and what to do in an emergency. Then I handed him the little notebook already open to the pre-start and engine start checklists.

      “Remember I told you that flying is a lot of habit and routine?”

      He nodded.

      “Well, this is part of it. Our lives depend on these checklists. You understand? Flying is a serious business for serious people.”

      “Roger,” he said, in the same way I said it.

      I suppressed a smile and then nodded at the card. “All right. Let’s go through the list.”

      The ladies probably wondered what was taking us so long, but I wanted to make sure Damon followed along with each step.

      “We’re ready,” I said at last. “Scan the surrounding area. If it’s clear, call ‘Clear prop!’ in a loud voice and turn the ignition to Start.”

      He did, but then grew nervous when the engine turned over several times and didn’t catch immediately. The plane had been sitting cold for two days, so I wasn’t worried. I gently put my hand over his and held the key in the start position. The engine roared to life. He relaxed and gave me a shy grin.

      “Good job,” I said through the intercom. “A plane is just like a person—it takes a while to get going on a cold day. Now, let’s wave to your mom.” We did. “Okay, scan the area one more time and we’ll taxi. Put your feet on the rudder pedals but don’t push. Just follow along as I move them. Also, put your hand here.” I pointed to the throttle. “I’ll move it, but I want you to feel what I’m doing. Okay?”

      “Okay— err, I mean, roger.”

      I put my hand over his, did my own scan of the area, and pushed the throttle until the plane eased forward. Damon’s hand felt nervous under my own, but I gave him a confident nod and taxied out of the row of parked planes.

      He listened intently as I called on the radio and then waited for a Beech Bonanza to land before we taxied onto the runway itself. Takeoff and climb-out were routine, but I gave Damon a running monologue of what I was doing at each phase.

      He was hooked from the start, and I felt a familiar sense of excitement as he watched and listened. We flew over the resort and inn and circled the village several times. Then I called the controller and took us up a few thousand feet to see the whole area. I let Damon try his hand at the controls. I coordinated his turns with the rudder pedals, but he had a steady hand and kept a sharp lookout the entire time he was in control.

      We returned to the airport about forty minutes later. Damon’s smile stretched from wingtip to wingtip when we finally parked and cut the ignition.

      “What do you think?” his mother asked as we joined them in the warmth of the FBO. “Never mind. I know that look.” She added to Christy, “His father’s the same.” To me, “Christy says you’ll be back next weekend. Do you think you can give him another lesson? We’ll pay for your time, of course, and all the expenses.”

      “I don’t know if we’ll be back next weekend,” I said politely. “We both have classes and projects and all. But probably the weekend after that.”

      “After Valentine’s Day?” Carolyn said, and I nodded. “We’ll have a room ready for you.”

      “And I’ll pick out some skis and bindings and boots you might like,” Damon added.

      Carolyn arched an elegant eyebrow.

      “We’re going to buy better equipment for Paul,” Christy explained.

      “Ah. Good plan.”

      “One last thing before we go,” I said to Damon. “C’mon, I’ll show you how to refuel the plane.”

      When we returned to the office, I tried to give the attendant my credit card, but he shook his head and told me Carolyn had already paid. Christy gave me a look, so I simply said thank you instead of arguing. We said our goodbyes and told them we’d see them in two weeks.

      Christy and I talked during the trip to Knoxville, but it was mostly chitchat to pass the time. Between that and the flight itself, I didn’t have time to brood. Unfortunately, that wasn’t the case once we landed in Knoxville, and I fell silent on the drive home.

      I was mildly annoyed that Christy found it so easy to spend money, mine or her father’s. I was also a little irked that she’d made plans for us without even discussing it. It didn’t matter that I’d agreed; it was the principle. She sensed my mood and knew me well enough to figure out the reason—half of it, at least.

      “I know,” she said, “I should’ve asked first. I’m sorry. I was just so excited, and Carolyn was so nice, and… I get ahead of myself sometimes. Do you forgive me?”

      Her apology did a lot to cool my resentment, and the money wasn’t worth an argument. Like Trip had said, why have it if I couldn’t spend it on my friends?

      “Yeah, it’s okay,” I said. “I want to go too. I just wish we’d talked about it.”

      “I know, and I’m sorry.”

      “Eh, what’s done is done. Let’s move on.”

      “If it makes you feel any better, I did it ’cause I really want to spend time with you. Alone, I mean. I love Wren and Trip, but…” She shrugged.

      “Well, it gives them time to be alone too.” I had a thought and shot her a grin. “I wonder how many rooms they did it in this time.”

      “Probably all of them.” She frowned when she realized what that meant. “Um… except ours, I hope. And my studio.”

      I glanced at her with a question.

      “I have plans for that couch,” she said. “I want us to be the first to… you know.”

      “The beanbags too,” I added.

      “I… think I’ll say something to Wren. She won’t be happy that we still haven’t gone all the way, but that’s too bad. It isn’t her body. It isn’t her soul, either.” She paused for a moment before she rolled her eyes. “I don’t know what her problem is. She’s getting everything she wants.”

      “Well, she wants to have sex with both of us.”

      “I know. I get it. She wants us to be swingers. But I have news for her… it isn’t that simple. What if I don’t want some other guy? Or… what if I want you all to myself? You’re my boyfriend, dammit!”

      I flashed her a grin.

      “Anyway,” she continued in a calmer tone, “I’m sorry I made plans without asking.”

      “We’ll survive,” I said. “At least we talked about it.”

      “I guess this means we had our first fight. Or not-fight.”

      “Do you think we need to not-make up?”

      “Probably.”

      “Well, you know what that means.” I turned onto our street and pulled into the driveway. Wren’s old car was gone—they must’ve sold it as well—and the new Volkswagen sat in the driveway by itself. I parked behind it. Then I unzipped my pants and pulled out my cock. It wasn’t hard, but I waved it at Christy anyway.

      She studied me for a moment and then said, “I can’t believe I’m about to do this in public. Again! You’re a bad influence.”

      “Very bad,” I agreed. “Very bad indeed.”

      
        
        To be continued…
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        the official newsletter of Summer Camp Swingers.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Acknowledgments

          

        

      

    

    
      Special thanks to Big Ed Magusson.

      

      And my team: J. Strickland, CompaniaHill, Craig, Empty Jay, Greg H, Jimmy M, JRB, LordPerfectSteve, Miz Pattay, Orblover, Ramblin’ Joe, Steve M, Terry, and Turbo.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Hi, I’m Nick Scipio, the creator of the Summer Camp Swingers universe.

      I started writing sex stories when I was a teenager, before I was legally old enough to read them. I wrote regular stories too, ones I could share with teachers, family, and friends, but I never stopped thinking about sex and all the “what if…?” scenarios.

      Fortunately, I led a fairly adventurous life through my teens and early twenties, so I have plenty of personal experience to draw from. Many of the things in my books actually happened to me, although plenty of them are pure fantasy, the product of my overactive imagination.

      I stopped writing in my twenties and into my thirties, especially while I was working nonstop at a small software company. The small company grew into a medium-sized one, which was bought by an even larger company. By then I was managing development teams and directing entire projects.

      I eventually reached a point where I was happy with my software career, and I found that I wanted to start writing again. It wasn’t really a conscious decision—it was just something I did. It was an easy transition, because I’ve always been a storyteller. These days I simply have a larger audience than my friends or a group of people at a party.

      In any event, that’s probably enough about me. You can join me on Patreon if you want to read more Summer Camp Swingers and be part of a fantastic group of people who love the story as much as I do. And if you want my free stories, you’ll find everything on my website.

      In the meantime, thanks for buying my books, and thanks for reading.

      
        
        Sincerely,

        Nick Scipio

        NickScipio.com

      

      

      
        [image: Twitter icon] Twitter

        [image: Amazon icon] Amazon

        [image: Patreon icon] Patreon

        [image: BookBub icon] BookBub

        [image: Goodreads icon] Goodreads

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            More Summer Camp Swingers

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        California Dreamin’, by Nick Scipio

        It’s all fun and games until you’re playing for keeps.

        Brooke is every man’s wet dream, a brainy beauty who’s fun in bed. She’s also Paul’s date for a long weekend in LA. But he quickly realizes that she wants him for more than just the weekend. He needs to walk a fine line between keeping her as a friend and losing her forever.

      

      

      
        
        Get It Now

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Nereids, a prequel by Nick Scipio

        War is hell. Seducing your friends shouldn’t be.

        Jack and Susan want to find another couple for extramarital fun. It’s the Swinging Sixties, after all. Beth and her husband might be the ones, but they’ll have to wait to find out. While the men risk their lives in the air war over Vietnam, the women bond on the home front. When they get together again, they set sail on a journey that will change their lives.

      

      

      
        
        Get It Now

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Dealing with the Devil, by Big Ed Magusson

        What the Devil is Hayley up to?

        All Jessica knows is she has to stop her.

        As their sorority heads to Vermont for a week of skiing, Jessica knows Hayley wants to make the new pledges serve her every sexual whim. But that may not be all…

        She’s got to figure it out and stop it. If she can.

        If you like erotica with a touch of mystery, you’ll enjoy Dealing with the Devil, a novella in Nick Scipio’s Summer Camp Swingers Universe.

      

      

      
        
        Get It Now

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Visit our website for the entire catalog

        of Summer Camp Swingers and more:

        FreeDessertPublishing.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Nick Scipio

          

        

      

    

    
      You can find links to all of these books and more at our web site:

      FreeDessertPublishing.com

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Summer Camp Swingers: Susan Series

      Welcome to Summer Camp (Book 1)

      Learning the Ins & Outs (Book 2)

      Hot Summer Nights (Book 3)

      

      Summer Camp Swingers: Gina Series

      Summer Storms (Book 1)

      Coming Clean (Book 2)

      Two Plus One (Book 3)

      Three for the Summer (Book 4)

      Practice Makes Perfect (Book 5)

      Halcyon Days (Book 6)

      

      Summer Camp Swingers: Kendall Series

      Welcome to Swinger U (Book 1)

      Intermediate Swinging (Book 2)

      Three Minus One (Book 3)

      Advanced Swinging (Book 4)

      Spark to Flame (Book 5)

      

      Summer Camp Swingers: Wren Series

      A Bird in the Hand (Book 1)

      Wanderlust (Book 2)

      Best Intentions (Book 3)

      Going All the Way (Book 4)

      

      Summer Camp Swingers: Christy Series

      Second Chance for Romance (Book 1)

      Family Ties (Book 2)

      Three Little Words (Book 3)

      Kinky Confessions (Book 4)

      Risqué Management (Book 5)

      Swinging for the Fences (Book 6)

      Tying Up Loose Ends (Book 7)

      So Long, Summer Camp (Book 8)

      Beyond Happily Ever After (Special Edition Epilogue)

      

      Summer Camp Swingers: Allie Series

      Flirting with Fire (Book 1)

      Don’t Fix It (Book 2, forthcoming)

      

      Other Summer Camp Swingers Books

      Nereids (A Prequel)

      Best Laid Plans

      California Dreamin’

      

      Stories in the Summer Camp Swingers Universe

      by Big Ed Magusson

      Dealing with the Devil

      Banged!

      Gotta Have It

      Something New

      Erin’s Dozen

      The Next Level

      Paris

      Road Not Taken

      A Good Neighbor

      Goose and Gander

      The Champ is Going Down

      Duke and Earl

      Wingwoman

      Unexpected Treat

      Slow Ride

      Only Fair

      Unexpected

      Hanging Out

    

  

cover.jpeg
TPREE,

ITTLE

My

SUMMER CAMP SWINGERS: CHRISTY SERIES BOOK 3

NICK SCIPIO






images/00002.jpeg
WSHI
S

9

GERT A






images/00001.jpeg





