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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      
        
        Nick Scipio

        August 1, 2020

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

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

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Book 7

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 34

          

        

      

    

    
      Christy and I lingered over a late breakfast on the patio. She’d already eaten two pieces of cheese toast, an orange, and a cup of yogurt. At the moment she was working on a bowl of strawberries.

      “I wish I could do that,” I said.

      “It’s a lot of work. And I’m always hungry. It’s annoying.”

      “But you get to eat whatever you want.”

      “Yeah, that is kinda fun. Even more fun to work up the appetite in the first place. Mmm, midnight sex…”

      “It was more like four a.m.,” I chuckled. “Well, by the time you let me go back to sleep.”

      “What! You kept me awake. You and Mr. Big. And again, this morning! He woke me up, you know. He was poking me. I had to do something.” She faux-glared. “You didn’t save any cream. For my strawberries.”

      I looked down. My penis didn’t even twitch. It even managed to look smug.

      “Oh, well,” Christy said lightly. “You’ll make more. It’s what you do. Thank goodness.”

      I chuckled and shook my head in amazement. “Never thought I’d meet a girl who likes sex more than I do.”

      “It’s your own fault. Besides, we’re still in our honeymoon phase.” She paused and pretended to think of something. She’d been working toward something specific with the conversation, and she’d arrived at it with the word “honeymoon.” She was logical, even if she wasn’t always direct about it.

      I hid my amusement and waited for her to continue.

      “Sabrina said she and Danny are talking about somewhere in the Caribbean. For their honeymoon, I mean. The real one. Have you thought about where we want to go for ours?”

      I didn’t rise to the bait. “Not really. We have time.”

      “I suppose.” She wasn’t going to give up that easily. “What do you think about Hawaii? Or maybe Japan? Only, their beaches aren’t as nice. Maybe we can go skiing instead. Do you think we’ll get married in the summer or winter?”

      “Whichever we want.”

      “Summer, I think. Or maybe the fall. I want nice weather.”

      “Of course,” I agreed noncommittally.

      “Well, it’s hot in Atlanta in the summer. Hmm, maybe we’ll get married in San Diego. It’s much nicer there. The weather, I mean. Or… do you think we’ll still be in Knoxville?”

      “I don’t know.” I stole a strawberry and popped it in my mouth. “I haven’t even asked you yet.”

      “But you’re going to,” she prompted.

      “You know I am.” I decided to tease her. “We can get married tomorrow, if you want.”

      “What?” she squawked. “Paul Dean Hughes, that is not a proper proposal. And if you think I’m going to get married in a courthouse with a Justice of the Pe—”

      “Relax! I’m kidding!”

      She eyed me warily.

      “We’ll get married in a church, in front of a priest, with all our family there.”

      “Better.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Do you really think I’d marry you in a courthouse with a Justice of the Peace?”

      “No. Besides, you still haven’t asked me. Not officially. That one doesn’t count. You have to do it right.” She fell silent, in case I had something to add. I didn’t, and she managed almost ten seconds of silence before she said, “You really aren’t going to tell me?”

      “Tell you what?”

      “When you’re going to ask me.”

      “Ask you what?”

      “Ugh! Sometimes I really don’t like you.”

      “Especially when I won’t give you what you want.”

      “Mr. Meanie.” She pretended to sulk. Then she thought of a better way to goad me. “Mr. Lonely Bachelor.”

      It was a completely empty threat, but her uncertainty wasn’t. I leaned forward and tugged her hand. She resisted at first, but then she rose and moved to my lap. She swung her legs over the arm of the chair and crossed them demurely. I let her get settled before I bent and touched my forehead to hers.

      “I love you very much,” I said quietly. “And I’m going to marry you.”

      “I know. I love you too.”

      “I haven’t decided when or even how I want to ask, though. Besides, I have to do some things first.”

      “Like buy the ring?” she asked hopefully. “You could talk to Trip. Or your mother. She has nice taste. Oh, oh, I know! Talk to my nana! She wants to meet you, and she knows tons of places in Boston. She has, like, a million pieces of jewelry. Oh my gosh, she—”

      “Stop!” I laughed. “I can buy the ring on my own. Trust me. All I need from you is to be patient.”

      Christy’s expression fell, and she pouted for real. “I know. Only, I’m not very good at it.”

      “Of course you are. You waited two years for me to get my head on straight and figure out how wonderful you are.”

      “Thank you. But I didn’t think it’d take that long.”

      “I’m a bit slow on the uptake,” I chuckled.

      “Paul, that isn’t ‘slow.’ That’s, like, glacial.”

      “Yeah, sorry. I had a lot of things to figure out.”

      “You had a lot of wild oats to sow, you mean.”

      “But I’m sowing them with you now.”

      “I suppose.” She sighed. “No, you’re right. Only, I keep thinking about Wren and Trip.”

      “Because they’re engaged?”

      She nodded. “I don’t think you understand. That’s part of why I didn’t want to go to Atlanta with them. It isn’t really her fault, but she’s so happy. I just… feel like I’m missing out. I know I’m not—we’re not—but I can’t help the way I feel. I almost didn’t tell you. I don’t want to put any pressure on you. You’ll ask when you’re ready. Besides, you want it to be a surprise.”

      I nodded.

      “I do too. Only, I want it to be a surprise now.”

      I grinned. “That isn’t how a surprise works.”

      “I know. But I see how happy Wren and Trip are, and even Kim and Carter, and I want to be like that.”

      “You will be.”

      “Thank you.” She fell silent but then sighed. “I tell myself it’s just a ring, but… it’s more than that.”

      “It’s a commitment,” I agreed.

      She shook her head. “It’s a symbol of commitment, one I can show people. I can’t show them ‘love’ or ‘happiness.’”

      “You’re right.”

      “Thank you. But don’t think you’re getting off that easily,” she warned. “I still want a ring. And a proper proposal.”

      “You’ll get them.”

      She tilted her face up for a kiss but pulled back before our lips touched. She cocked her head and frowned instead. At that point I heard it too, the sound of an approaching car.

      “Oh my gosh, seriously?”

      “To be continued?” I chuckled.

      “Dammit!” she swore. “Dammit, dammit, dammit.”

      My eyebrows rose with amusement.

      “Don’t they understand how hard—?” She glanced up nervously. “Never mind. Right when we were about to—! Ugh!” She closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and forced herself to relax. “I suppose you think this is funny.”

      “Yeah, kinda.”

      “Well, it isn’t.”

      “I mean, no, absolutely not.”

      She glared. “My father does that.”

      “He’s a smart man.”

      “You’re making fun of me,” she accused.

      “Maybe a little.”

      “It’s a good thing I love you.”

      “Oh, very good,” I agreed. “And I love you.”

      Car doors closed behind us.

      “Smile and be polite,” I whispered, “and the world’s your oyster.”

      “Fine, use my own words against me.” She inhaled sharply, lifted her chin, and pasted on a smile.

      “Hey,” Carter said.

      Christy was still sitting in my lap, and we couldn’t hide that we’d been having an intimate conversation. I turned and looked at him over my shoulder.

      “Sorry,” he said. “Are we interrupting?”

      “Not at all,” I lied.

      “We can come back. C’mon, hon, let’s go.”

      “No, don’t.”

      “Please stay,” Christy added. “We were talking about my face cream. If I should change brands or not.”

      “Face cream?” I said under my breath. “You really suck at this, don’t you?”

      She kept her smile fixed, and her lips never moved as she said, “That’s not all I suck.”

      “Good point,” I chuckled. In a louder voice, “We were talking about couple stuff, when we want to get married, that sort of thing.”

      “Ah, right,” Carter said.

      “Really,” I insisted. “It’s fine. Join us.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Positive,” I lied again.

      “We’re a little early,” he said as he and Kim approached the table.

      “We would’ve called…,” she added automatically.

      “But you don’t have a phone in your room,” I said.

      “Oh, right.”

      “That’s okay,” I said. “The only one we have is in the clubhouse. Besides, we were only talking. Five minutes from now…? Different story.”

      “I understand,” Carter chuckled.

      “We should go,” Kim told him.

      “No. You heard ’em, hon.”

      “He’s right,” I added. “Seriously, have a seat.”

      They sat, and we chatted about the weather for a couple of minutes, until they relaxed for real.

      “I was worried we’d worn out our welcome last night,” Carter said. “Especially after we drank all your wine.”

      “We have more,” I said with an expansive gesture toward the clubhouse.

      “Well, I feel guilty that we can’t replace it or bring some of our own.”

      “Listen,” I said, “this is going to sound really cheesy, but your company is enough.”

      Christy nodded emphatically.

      “Thank you,” he said. “We did bring one thing, but… I don’t know if it’s something you want.”

      “You won’t know till you ask,” I said.

      “Well, I’m an avid photographer, and I brought my camera.” He waited for me to frown or object. “Susan said they’re okay as long as we’re discreet—”

      “And tasteful,” Kim added.

      “Right. And ask permission if anyone’s in the background.”

      “Most people don’t mind,” I said, “but she’s right about permission. Nudists aren’t shy in general, but we don’t want the pictures used against us.”

      “I know exactly what you mean,” he said.

      “Besides, the main camp is for families and kids.” I cleared my throat and added, “There’s no delicate way to say this, but—”

      “There are perverts who like that sort of thing,” Carter finished. “That’s what Susan said.” He gestured toward Kim and added, “We’re not like that. Not at all.”

      “No, we didn’t think you were. Neither are we, obviously.”

      “I might look like a little girl,” Christy added, “especially in some of my cuter outfits, but—”

      “No one would ever mistake you for one,” Carter said. “You’re a woman. A small one,” he added with a grin, “but definitely a woman.” We all fell silent, until he blew out a breath and sat back. “Wow, that was easier than I thought.”

      “I told you,” Kim said, “Christy and I talked about it. Remember?”

      “Right, I remember. But Paul might’ve objected. You don’t, do you?”

      “Not on principle,” I said. “She mentioned glamour shots. But… what were you thinking?”

      “Tasteful nudes,” he said immediately. Then he glanced at Kim. “Maybe a few risqué shots, but that’s up to the girls. Nothing pornographic.”

      “Save that for later.” I grinned. “After we put away the camera.”

      He drew breath to say something but then glanced at Kim and thought better of it.

      “What do you think?” I asked Christy.

      “I think it’d be fun.” She and Kim shared a grin.

      “I don’t have model releases or contracts,” Carter said to me, “but we can draw one up.”

      I frowned uncertainly. “Why?”

      “Well, I know how I’d feel if another man asked to take pictures of Kim. Who’s he going to show them to? What about prints? Can he sell them? License them for publication? And the negatives? Who controls them? That sort of thing.”

      “We thought about that too,” I said. “Well, some of it. But—”

      “We trust you,” Christy said.

      “Thanks,” Carter said, “but I’d still feel better if we put something in writing.”

      “Can we have a gentleman’s agreement?” I asked.

      “A verbal contract?” He thought about it. “Sure. If you’re okay with that.”

      I glanced at Christy, who nodded.

      “There’s one more thing,” Carter said to me. It was his turn to glance at Kim. She flushed with excitement. “I want Kim to shave,” he continued, “and… I was hoping Christy might give her a hand.”

      I hadn’t been expecting that, and my expression showed it.

      He misunderstood. “Sorry. We don’t have to.”

      “No, it’s all right,” I said once I managed to corral my eyebrows.

      “I can do it myself,” he said. “I don’t mind. But we thought, you know, since Christy has experience? Well, you too,” he added. “But… I thought Kim might be more comfortable if a woman helped.”

      Besides, I added to myself, you want her to get used to having a woman between her legs. I get it.

      “What do you think?” I said to Christy aloud. The question was entirely for the others’ benefit, but she pretended to consider it.

      “I’d… like that,” she said after a moment, although her hesitation didn’t fool anyone. She was practically vibrating with excitement.

      “Oh, thank God,” Kim said in relief. “I was afraid I’d have to do it alone. I don’t want to cut myself and ruin things for Carter.”

      “Do you wanna do it now?” Christy asked her.

      She was a true submissive, and she looked to Carter for the answer.

      “If you don’t mind,” he said to me. To her, “Get your bag, hon.”

      She flashed a grin, rose, and jogged toward the car. She thought better of it as soon as her breasts started flying without any support. It was an eye-catching sight while it lasted.

      She returned at a more sedate pace with a small cosmetic bag, and Christy led her toward our bungalow. Carter watched them go and then gathered the nerve to say something.

      “Thanks for being cool. Not just today, but last night too.” He paused and chose his next words carefully. “You know what’s going on here, don’t you? You’re too smart to’ve missed it.”

      I nodded.

      “Kim really likes you,” he said after another pause. “I do too. And I appreciate that you’ve been dropping hints, to let us know you’re interested. We are too. Obviously.” He paused and then said, “Don’t take this the wrong way, but I’m a cautious guy. I want you to fuck my wife—”

      I registered shock that he’d said it so plainly, without any lead-up, but he was too preoccupied to notice.

      “—but I’m not going to rush into anything.”

      I recovered my composure. “Good idea.”

      “As long as we both know where we stand,” he added civilly.

      “Exactly. But… do you mind if I ask something?”

      “No, go ahead.”

      “What do you get out of it?”

      “You mean, am I hoping to fuck Christy? Sorry to use that language, but—”

      “It fits. Besides, you said you want me to fuck Kim.”

      “Right. I knew you’d be cool.”

      I started to repeat my original question, but he beat me to it with a different one.

      “Are you sure you’re only twenty-one?”

      “I can show you my driver’s license.”

      He seriously considered it before he changed his mind. He laughed instead. “Sorry. Sometimes I’m too much of a lawyer. Kim gives me a hard time about it. She says I need to loosen up.”

      “Do you?” I asked mildly.

      “Yeah, maybe.” He grinned. Then a flicker of uncertainty crossed he face. “How can you be so nonchalant? I just said I want you to fuck my wife.”

      I decided to come clean. “Well, there’s a reason Susan introduced us.”

      “She hinted as much. And I probably know already. But… I’d like to hear it from you.”

      “My parents are swingers. I grew up in the lifestyle. Started when I was fifteen.”

      He’d been expecting the first part, but the last part surprised him.

      “Wow. For real? Fifteen? I’d barely made it to third base at that age!” he laughed. “I should be asking you for advice.”

      “You’re more than welcome to. I’ll tell you the truth, not what I think you want to hear. I mean, yeah, I’d love to have sex with Kim, but not at the expense of our friendship.”

      He cocked his head and studied me. “You really mean that, don’t you? That we’re friends, but more importantly, that you won’t tell me something just to score a piece of ass.”

      “Even one as nice as Kim’s,” I agreed. “Listen, I don’t wanna sound arrogant, but I can have sex with just about any woman I want. I mean, as long as she’s into me and wants it too.”

      “Christy doesn’t mind?”

      “Well, this is theoretical,” I corrected. “But my point is that I could be Don Juan and sleep with a different woman every night. I don’t make friends that easily. Not real ones. So, yeah, I won’t give you advice that might jeopardize our friendship.”

      He took a moment to absorb what I’d just said. “I’m normally a pretty good judge of character,” he said. “I do criminal defense, too, so I deal with my share of scumbags and lowlifes.” He laughed cynically. “Some wear prison uniforms, some wear thousand-dollar suits. But they’re all the same, once you learn to spot them.”

      I nodded at the wisdom of it.

      “You aren’t one of them, are you? You’re like me. You’re trying to be one of the good guys.”

      “Trying to be,” I agreed.

      He nodded and thought about it some more. “I still want to take things slow.”

      “That’s fine. But I still want to know what you get out of it.”

      “Ah, right! Sorry, I didn’t answer, did I?”

      “No, but let me ask a different way. What do you want to happen? You want me to fuck Kim. No problem, as long as she’s willing. You want Kim to have sex with Christy—”

      He shot me a surprised look, although he recovered quickly. Then he laughed. “I should’ve known you’d figure it out.”

      “It was kind of obvious,” I chuckled. “The ‘risqué photos’ were my first clue, but you also wanted Christy to help her shave. That’s pretty intimate. Even if they don’t spontaneously have sex— Don’t get your hopes up, sorry. That only happens in porn, not real life.”

      He grinned guiltily.

      “But it’s still a good way to get Kim comfortable with the idea,” I finished.

      “Was it really that obvious?”

      “How long have you been an attorney?”

      He frowned but answered, “Three years.”

      “And you can already pick out the scumbags from the good guys?”

      He nodded.

      “Well, I’ve been a swinger for a while…”

      “Ha! So you can spot the clues as easily as I spot lowlifes? Yeah, that makes sense.”

      “Let’s get back to what we want to happen,” I said. “This is where I tell you that Christy doesn’t have sex with other guys. It isn’t personal,” I added.

      He frowned but then adjusted quickly, while I let out the breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding.

      “Interesting,” he said calmly. Then his expression sharpened. “Is it your rule or hers?”

      “Does it matter?”

      “Not really.” He shrugged. “I’m just curious.”

      “It’s her rule. And I respect it. I respect her.”

      “Right. Another thing we have in common.”

      “Yep. That’s one of the reasons Christy likes you—you respect women.”

      “I try. I’m probably more of a male chauvinist than you think, but at least I’m aware of it.”

      I nodded, and we fell silent.

      “Do you mind if I ask…?” he said after a moment. “If Christy doesn’t have sex with other guys, what’s the quid pro quo here? Sorry, that’s a legal term. It—”

      “I know what it means,” I said. “Something for something.”

      “Ah, right. I should’ve known.”

      “The ‘something’ is in the semantics.”

      “How?”

      “Christy’s definition of sex is ‘penis in vagina.’ She doesn’t do that with other guys. ‘Penis in mouth’ isn’t sex. Not as far as she’s concerned.”

      He laughed and nodded. “Kim said they had a long talk about giving head. So I was wondering…”

      “But you’re fine with it?” I prompted. “Only getting blowjobs?”

      “Yeah, I can live with that.” He laughed at his answer. “No, I’ll enjoy it.”

      “Good. ’Cause she really likes doing it. And… not just guys.”

      “I figured,” he said. “Kim said she thought she might be into that. Girl-on-girl, I mean.”

      “I just call ’em ‘bi,’” I teased.

      “Yeah, you would.” He paused for a moment and organized his thoughts. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to review and make sure we agree on what we’re talking about.”

      “You’re a lawyer, all right,” I chuckled.

      “Yeah, I am. But I don’t want any misunderstandings. I like you and Christy, but I love Kim.”

      “Exactly. Same here.”

      “And just to be clear, I want some time to consider it and talk to Kim before we do anything.”

      “You’d like to review the contract before you sign it.”

      “Right. So, sex with Kim is definitely on the table. Sex with Christy isn’t, but blowjobs are.” He waited for me to nod. “Any other boundaries? Do you care if I come? Where?”

      “Wherever Christy wants. That’s up to her. What about Kim?”

      “The same. Although,” he reconsidered, “she’ll want you to decide. So, wherever you like most.” He stopped and thought about it. “I have a request, though. I’m not a fan of sloppy seconds.”

      “Gotcha,” I agreed. “Don’t come inside her.”

      “I don’t object,” he added. “She’s not going to get pregnant. But I’d prefer if you didn’t, especially if I’m not done with her.”

      “Noted,” I said in a fair imitation of him, although he was so focused that he missed it completely.

      “How about oral on them?” he asked. “I’ll be honest, I’m dying to go down on Christy. I’ve been thinking about it since I first saw she was shaved. Do you mind? Does she?”

      “Not at all. Same with Kim?”

      “The same,” he agreed.

      I thought of something and laughed.

      “What?”

      “This feels a little weird. Not bad-weird,” I added quickly. “But I’ve been a swinger for years, and this is probably the first time I’ve ever gone into this level of detail before we’ve even done anything.”

      “Welcome to my life,” Carter said. “I’ve been thinking about this for a year. Maybe longer. I’ll be honest, the fact that you have experience makes it easier. And we can speak frankly. It also helps that I trust you. I know we only just met, but you’ve been… very honest. And forthcoming. It’s a refreshing change from my line of work.”

      We nodded and exchanged smiles, although he grew impatient and glanced toward the bungalow.

      “I wonder what’s taking so long.”

      “Relax,” I laughed. “The first time takes a while. Several passes, at least. It isn’t difficult, but it isn’t like shaving your face. Besides, it’s a very sensitive area, with lots of nooks and crannies.”

      “Noted. Is it a swinger thing? Shaving?”

      “Not really. It’s more common in our group, but not in general.”

      “I think it’s sexy as hell. On women,” he added quickly. “You’re a nice-looking guy, but… I don’t swing that way.”

      “Ha! That’s okay. Neither do I.”

      “Cool. I didn’t think you did, but you never know.” He chuckled at a thought but didn’t share. “The shaving, though. It solves a problem for Kim.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah. Ever since we arrived, she’s been a little self-conscious that she isn’t a natural blonde. We didn’t even think about her bush.”

      “Why would you?” I said. “Most people never see it.”

      “Right.” He shot me a sly look. “And now we’re destroying the evidence.”

      The girls chose that moment to emerge from the bungalow. Kim’s cheeks glowed with excitement, although it could’ve been embarrassment too. Christy’s expression was harder to read. She was excited, but also a little apprehensive. She’d done her hair and makeup, though, and she looked good.

      I studied them as they walked toward us. Kim had the body to be a centerfold, but she was probably too slender for Hugh Hefner’s taste. He liked lush blondes, not athletic ones, and Kim clearly spent a lot of time doing aerobics. Christy was even further from the Playboy “ideal.” She was smaller in almost every way, but I would’ve chosen her over an entire harem of Playmates.

      She must have seen it in my expression, because her nervousness disappeared. She smiled and then blushed when I still didn’t look away. I kept admiring her and made her shoot me an insistent look before I let my eyes drift to Kim instead. She carried her towel in front of her, so I only caught an occasional glimpse of her pussy. Then she stopped in front of the table and lowered her eyes submissively. Christy looked on from a few feet away.

      “Well,” Carter said. “Let me see.”

      Kim dutifully moved the towel and clasped her hands behind her. Her outer labia were slightly dark, and thin enough that her inner labia showed between them. They didn’t protrude much, but I could see the folds at her opening. By contrast, Christy’s pussy was a smooth line where her lips met. The skin of Kim’s newly shaved mons was lighter as well, tan lines from her missing bush.

      “Beautiful,” Carter told her. “Thank you.”

      She breathed a sigh of relief, and her cheeks glowed at his approval.

      “Right,” he added after a moment. “I’ll get my camera.”
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        * * *

      

      He started by taking pictures of Kim by herself. He told her what poses he wanted, and she held them until she heard the shutter click. She’d clearly done it before, and she knew how to look sultry or flirty or whatever Carter wanted. After a dozen pictures, he glanced at me.

      “Ready for Christy to give it a try?”

      I deferred to her.

      “Sure,” she said, a little nervously. “Where do you want me?”

      He told her to stand by one of the lounge chairs. She wasn’t as confident as Kim had been, so Carter told her what to do. Both of them were happier with that arrangement, and Christy started to relax and figure out what he wanted. She was enjoying herself by the time he shot the last picture on the roll.

      I glanced at Kim. She’d been watching me, although she quickly lowered her eyes. I could almost feel the intensity of her gaze as she studied me from under her lashes. Her chest rose and fell with her quickened breathing, and her cheeks showed a blush through her tan. After a moment she moistened her lips, and I felt my own cheeks grow warm.

      “Are you ready, hon?” Carter asked her.

      “What? Oh, sorry,” she said. “Yes. Where do you want me?”

      “You too, Christy,” he added.

      I almost laughed when she had to stifle an automatic, “Yes, sir.”

      “You can say it,” I told her. “Carter’s a Dom too.”

      He jerked in surprise. “How’d—? Never mind. I should’ve known. So… you figured that out too?”

      “Takes one to know one,” I said.

      “Ah. Right.” He paused and then shook his head in wonder. “It’s uncanny, isn’t it? How much we have in common? It’s like we were destined to meet.”

      “Maybe,” I chuckled. “But I blame her.”

      “Who? Christy?”

      “Yeah. I don’t know if I can explain it, but she has incredible luck. She mentioned last week that she wished we knew someone else like me.” I was glossing over a lot, but the gist was the same. “And then you and Kim appeared, almost like magic.”

      “I don’t know about magic,” Carter said, “but something.”

      “Yep.” I shifted my attention to Christy. “Obey him like you obey me. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “You too, hon,” Carter said to Kim. “His orders are the same as mine.”

      “Yes, sir,” she echoed.

      Carter raised his freshly loaded camera and took control again.

      “Right,” he said. “Christy, come stand here. Kim, you too. There, that’s good. Put your arms around each other. At the waist. Stand closer. Closer. Good. Now, hold it…” He snapped a picture.

      He had the girls stand in several variations of a few basic poses. Their bodies touched in all of them. Sometimes it was only their hips, but other times Kim’s breasts touched Christy, or vice versa.

      A casual observer wouldn’t have noticed anything overtly sexual, but the level of heat and arousal climbed steadily. Carter was clearly orchestrating it, for his own enjoyment or so Kim would get used to touching another woman. Probably both, I decided.

      As he neared the end of the roll, he had them stand facing each other. Christy was five or six inches shorter than Kim.

      “Bend your knees, hon,” he told her. “Lower. A bit more. Good. Now, look into her eyes. You too, Christy. Look deep, like you’re gazing into her soul.”

      I suppressed a grin. It was a corny line, but eye-level put their breasts at the same level, too, and their nipples touched as they held each other. That was what Carter had wanted in the first place.

      He snapped a couple of medium shots and then moved in for close-ups of their breasts pressed together. He didn’t have Sara’s artistic flair, but he was good for an amateur (and a lot better than me).

      He finished the roll, loaded another, and moved the girls to a lounge chair. He told Christy to lie on her stomach. Then he directed Kim to rub lotion on her. After a half-dozen pictures, he told Christy to roll over. Kim confidently spread the lotion over Christy’s arms and upper chest. Then Carter told her to rub it on her breasts.

      “That okay with you?” he asked me, almost as an afterthought.

      “Fine. I’m just enjoying the show.”

      He nodded, returned his attention to the girls, and raised the camera to his eye. Kim seemed to enjoy spreading the lotion over Christy’s firm breasts. She moved to her stomach next, although she skipped Christy’s pussy and moved to her thighs. Carter’s body language was disappointed at first and then slightly annoyed, although he didn’t say anything aloud.

      “Right,” he said instead. “Switch places. Kim, on your stomach. Christy, grab the lotion.”

      “Yes, sir,” they said at the same time. They exchanged hesitant grins and moved into position.

      Christy didn’t have any problems doing what Carter asked, and she thoroughly enjoyed rubbing lotion on Kim. She paid special attention to her breasts. Then she gently spread the creamy lotion over Kim’s shaved mons. Kim was clearly holding her breath, although she relaxed as Christy moved down her legs.

      The contact was intimate but not quite sexual. None of the pictures would have raised more than an eyebrow if I’d seen them in Penthouse or Oui, but they couldn’t capture Christy’s relaxed enjoyment or Kim’s nervous desire to please Carter.

      He was enjoying himself, although for an entirely different reason. Sure, he probably enjoyed watching the girls together—who wouldn’t?—but he liked telling them what to do more than anything. He didn’t have an actual hard-on, but his dick had grown a couple of inches and was thicker than before.

      He finished loading a new roll of film.

      “Do you mind if I shoot some more risqué poses?” he asked me. “Of Kim to start with, so you can see what I mean.”

      “Go for it.”

      Kim herself blushed, from excitement instead of fear. Carter told her to sit on the lounge chair and cross her legs at the ankle. He started taking pictures.

      Christy didn’t know what to do, so I snapped my fingers and silently ordered her to my side. I put my arm around her and bent to whisper in her ear.

      “Having fun?”

      “Oh my gosh, yes!”

      “Yes, what?”

      “Oh, sorry. Yes, sir.”

      “Is your pussy wet?”

      She swallowed and then nodded.

      “Say it.”

      “My…” She swallowed and tried again. “My pussy’s wet. Sir.”

      “Good.”

      Carter told Kim to cup her breasts. He snapped a picture and told her to pinch her nipples. They were already stiff, but she rolled them between her fingers and thumbs.

      “Beautiful,” he said.

      Christy and I watched as he took a few more pictures and some close-ups of Kim playing with her breasts. Then he stepped back and told her to uncross her legs.

      “Carter and I had a nice chat,” I told Christy in a low voice.

      Her nostrils flared but she didn’t say anything.

      “We worked out the details of what we’re going to do.”

      “Are…?” She swallowed. “Are you going to tell me? Sir?”

      I pretended to consider it, although I really wanted to give her imagination time to run wild.

      “Not yet,” I said at last.

      “Spread your legs,” Carter told Kim. “Good. Beautiful.” He snapped a picture. “Wider… uh-huh… wider. Perfect.” The shutter clicked. “Now, touch yourself.” He shot a couple of pictures and then moved in for a close-up. “Spread it open. Use your fingers. Wider… spread your cookie. Good.” He stood and checked a setting on his camera. His dick still wasn’t completely hard, but it was about as big as it was going to get. He was five or six inches long, and very thick.

      Christy moistened her lips and swallowed hard.

      “You want to suck his dick?” I asked quietly.

      She nodded.

      “Say it.”

      “I want to suck it. His dick.”

      “I might let you… if you ask nicely.”

      “Please, please, can I?”

      “You’ll have to ask him, too. In the meantime, I’ll think about it.”

      She let out a quiet moan of frustration.

      I chuckled, and Carter looked our way. He realized what I was up to. He smirked, gave me a nod of approval, and returned his attention to Kim.

      “Turn over,” he told her. “On your hands and knees, ass in the air. Good. Beautiful. Now hold that.”

      Carter shot another half-dozen pictures, the last one a close-up of Kim’s ass and damp pussy. She loved every minute of it, and the flush of arousal had spread to her chest by the time he finished the roll.

      “What do you think?” he asked me. “Do you want me to shoot some of Christy?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “How far do you want me to go?”

      I pretended to consider it. “About the same as Kim. Have her play with her nipples. Then her pussy. Finish with some spread shots. Make sure you get a couple of close-ups, too.” I belatedly realized that I was giving him orders. “Please,” I added, although it sounded lame.

      “Right,” he agreed with a grin. “Hon, go keep Paul company. Do as he says.”

      “Yes, sir.” She closed her legs and stood.

      “Your turn,” I told Christy. “Do exactly what Carter tells you. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      She went to join him, and he told her to sit on the chair.

      I watched Kim as she moved to my side. She lowered her eyes but smiled. Her nipples were stiff with arousal, and her chest rose and fell with her excited breathing. I leaned back and studied her ass. It was firm and well-toned, like the rest of her.

      “What do you think?” I asked her.

      She furrowed her brow. “I… don’t understand.”

      “Excuse me?”

      She reacted like I’d seen before, as though she’d been slapped. “Sir,” she said quickly. “I don’t understand, sir.”

      “Good. Now, answer my question. What do you think? Are you enjoying yourself?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “You liked spreading your pussy, didn’t you? Especially with people watching.”

      She swallowed. “Yes, sir.”

      “Your cookie.” I chuckled to myself at the word, but Kim sighed with barely suppressed desire, so I revised my opinion. “You like it shaved, don’t you?”

      “Carter likes it. Sir.”

      “But what about you?”

      “I like it too. Anything he wants.”

      I nodded and considered her. “He wants me to fuck you.”

      “I— I know. Sir.”

      “We’ll see,” I said with studied indifference. “He and I still need to discuss it. Maybe. If you’re a good girl.”

      “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.”

      We lapsed into silence and watched as Carter directed Christy. She was equal parts nervous and excited, although she began to relax as Carter told her what to do and snapped pictures. She was more reserved than Kim had been, but she spread her legs and then used her fingers to spread her pussy. Her insides were pink and very wet.

      Carter leaned in, shot a close-up, and then turned the camera on its side. He took one last picture before it began to whir and rewind the film.

      He straightened slowly. He had a real hard-on now, and he didn’t care if I saw. Kim watched him like a hawk. She unconsciously moistened her lips, which made my own dick twitch with interest. I chuckled, soft and suggestive, and she looked at me.

      “Oh, I’m going to fuck you all right,” I told her in a low, confident voice. “I’m going to fuck you while your husband watches. You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”

      She swallowed hard and didn’t have a chance to answer before Carter looked at us. He asked her a silent question. She glanced at me before she ventured a nod.

      “Yes, sir,” she said aloud, and I had to bite my tongue not to laugh.

      Carter only understood half the answer, but it didn’t matter. He breathed a sigh of relief and beamed at me.

      Sadly, he didn’t seem inclined to start an orgy right away, so I decided to cool things down.

      “Let’s go for a swim.”
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        * * *

      

      We had a package of bacon left in the refrigerator from the last time Wren had gone shopping, so Carter fried it, while I sliced tomatoes, washed lettuce, and toasted the bread. He assembled BLTs for us and Kim, and I made a couple of cheese, lettuce, and tomato sandwiches for Christy. We filled two bowls with carrot and celery sticks, and he made some quick ranch dip from a packet.

      “Oh, yum!” Christy said when we delivered the plates. She happily munched a carrot.

      “I used to call her ‘Bunny,’ back when we first met,” I said.

      “You still call me that. Little Bit, Sunshine, Birdy. He has lots of nicknames for me.”

      “I used to tease Kim,” Carter said, “when we were first dating. She only ate salads.”

      “I wanted to look nice for you,” she said. “I still do.”

      “You look amazing, hon.” He leaned over and kissed her, so I did the same to Christy.

      As we ate, Carter explained how he’d become interested in photography.

      “My dad had a Brownie Hawkeye, the one with the flash,” he said. “He was always taking pictures. At the beach, on road trips, wherever. He gave me my first camera when I was eight, a little Kodak Instamatic. I upgraded to a Yashica Electro 35 when I was twelve, and I’ve been hooked ever since.”

      “Christy and I mostly stick to Polaroids.” I meant it as a joke about my own ability (or lack thereof), but he took me seriously.

      “Right. And I know why. Same here. For our ‘action’ photography.”

      Kim blushed and glanced at Christy.

      “Most of the Fotomats are kids these days,” Carter added. “I don’t want some pizza-face loser to steam open the envelope and see Kim in all her glory.”

      “No,” I agreed.

      “I don’t mind showing her off in public, but that isn’t the same. For the things we do in private? No, definitely Polaroids.” He glanced at her and then said to me, “We might show you some of them, especially if things go like we discussed—”

      Kim’s cheeks and neck flushed with sudden arousal, and I realized that she liked the threat of Carter exposing her.

      “—but we don’t want negatives or anything else that might come back to haunt us. It probably wouldn’t hurt me—my face isn’t in many of them—but it could ruin Kim’s life.” He shot her another glance. “Especially since some of them are… extreme.”

      My imagination kicked into overdrive as I tried to picture “extreme.” Facials? Anal? Toys? Fruits and vegetables? Bondage? Humiliation? The list was endless, and I probably would’ve gone off the deep end of fetishes if Carter hadn’t pulled me back from the brink.

      “While we’re on the subject…” He reached into his camera bag and pulled out the canisters of exposed film from earlier. “Let’s discuss these.”

      His idea of a gentleman’s agreement was a lot more detailed than mine would’ve been, but he was an attorney. The basics were fairly simple: he’d send us copies, he wouldn’t show anyone without our permission, and he wouldn’t let the negatives out of his control after he received them from the lab.

      “Subject to a fine of… oh, five hundred dollars per negative?”

      I lifted my jaw off the table. “What?”

      “I want to make it painful, for real,” he explained. “So you’ll know I’m serious.” He nodded at the canisters. “That’s sixty grand in fines right there. If I ever lose control of the negatives. Does that convince you?”

      “Yeah, sure, absolutely.” I forced a laugh. “I was thinking ‘bad karma for life.’”

      He chuckled and shook his head. “No, I’m pretty serious about privacy. Ours first, obviously, but yours as well.”

      “I can tell.”

      He repeated the details, and we formally shook hands to seal our “meeting of the minds.” I didn’t understand the jargon, but it made him happy.

      We chatted about everyday things for the rest of the meal, mostly about their life in Charlotte compared to ours in Knoxville. They had far more leisure time than we did, but we liked similar things.

      “If you don’t mind,” Carter said afterward, “I’d like to discuss something else.” He glanced at Kim and received a slight nod. It was a formality, his way to include her in the decision-making, but he still went to the trouble to do it. I couldn’t imagine her disagreeing with him, though. She wasn’t a doormat, but she clearly liked Carter to make all the decisions.

      “What would you think if we moved over here for our last couple of nights?” He nodded at one of the empty bungalows. “We don’t mind sleeping on an air mattress and living out of apple crates.”

      “They also have air conditioning,” Kim added.

      “Right,” he agreed. “We haven’t been sleeping well. Too hot at night, and we aren’t used to it. I didn’t think it’d be a problem when we first made the reservations, but…” He shrugged. “We also like the company better here, not to mention the pool and clubhouse.”

      “Thanks,” I said. “And we like you.”

      “So… what do you think?”

      “I wouldn’t mind at all. What about you, Bunny?”

      Christy rolled her eyes but finished chewing her celery stick. “I think it’s a great idea.”

      “Well, we wanted to ask you first,” Carter said, “before we talk to Susan.”

      Something Trip had said nagged at me until I remembered what it was.

      “Oh, I know! I’m not sure about the insurance.”

      “We don’t have to if you don’t want to,” Carter said. He thought I was making excuses. “No hard feelings.”

      “No, I’m serious. Susan has liability insurance for the camp. In case someone gets injured or burns themselves on the stove.”

      Christy cleared her throat softly, and I realized I was explaining liability to an attorney.

      “Sorry,” I said. “Forgot who I was talking to. Anyway, she has insurance. I don’t know if she has it for the Retreat, though, since it’s only us at the moment.”

      “Ah, right. You’re contractors. And since you’re here for business purposes, you should carry your own insurance.”

      “Sure,” I said, a bit uncertainly. “That’s Trip’s department.”

      “I can write up a quick hold harmless agreement if she wants me to,” Carter said. “That should cover it.”

      “If you say so.”

      “That still brings us back to you. Are you okay if we move here for a couple of days?”

      “Yeah, absolutely,” I said. “It’ll be nice to have the company.”

      “It will,” Christy agreed.

      “Cool, thanks,” he said.

      “When do you want to move?” I asked. “We’ll give you a hand.”

      “We’d appreciate it. I also want to shoot a few more rolls down at the main camp,” he added. “Two, maybe three. If that’s okay with you. We can’t do the risqué shots, but I’m sure we can find a few private locations for some cookie shots.” He glanced at Kim, and I realized that he wanted to show off her shaved pussy where others might see.

      “Sounds good,” I said. I looked at Christy just to be sure, but I already knew how she felt about the threat of humiliation.

      “Oh my gosh, yes.”

      Carter grinned at her enthusiasm. “Right. Another thing we have in common.”

      “I’m telling you,” I said, “she’s the luckiest girl in the world. She wanted to meet someone like you, and voilà, here you are!”
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        * * *

      

      We spent a couple of hours with Carter and Kim in the main camp. We started by the lake, and people gave us space when they saw the camera. They were polite about it, for the most part, since Carter wasn’t taking pictures of people without their permission. One old guy didn’t like it, though. He didn’t say anything to us, but he glared and huffed and visibly grumbled.

      “He’s one of those types,” Carter said. “Not in my back yard.”

      “You kids get off my lawn!” I agreed with a chuckle.

      “He’s the same one who didn’t like that we’re shaved,” Christy said.

      My attitude changed abruptly. “Too damn bad. Now there are more of us. Carter, are you sure you don’t wanna shave too? Then he can be four times as annoyed.”

      “Pretty sure,” Carter laughed easily. “Do we need to go somewhere else?”

      “No.” I glared at the man and seriously thought about confronting him.

      “Paul, calm down,” Christy said in a soothing voice. “He doesn’t matter. He’s just a mean old man.”

      “He’s an asshole. And a prude.”

      “Maybe. Only, you can’t change him. Not by hitting him.” She laughed. “No wonder Rich likes you.”

      That grabbed my attention. “What’re you talking about? He doesn’t like me.”

      “Of course he does. He’s just too stubborn to admit it.”

      It was so absurd that I felt my anger drain away, only to be replaced by embarrassment. I relaxed and focused on my breathing.

      “Better?” Christy said.

      “Yeah, I’m cool.”

      “Thank you for wanting to protect us,” she said softly.

      “You’re welcome. Sorry I overreacted.”

      “That’s okay. I’m used to it. I grew up with Rich.”

      I nodded and took a deep breath. Then I very deliberately turned my back on the old man.

      “Ready to get back to the fun stuff?” Carter asked. He gestured with the camera. “I see a good spot over there, out of sight. What do you say, hon? Ready to flash your cookie?” He leaned toward me and added under his breath, “Yeah, it sounds stupid, but it gets her hot, so…”

      We trooped away from the lake, toward one of the empty houses. A magnolia tree gave us plenty of shade, and part of the house blocked the view from the lake.

      I felt a lingering sense of hostility toward the old man, but I gradually relaxed as the girls posed for Carter. Something about a pair of nude and sexy models put me in a different frame of mind.

      Gee, ya think? the little head said.

      Oh, shut up! No one asked you.

      Carter scooted a couple of old patio chairs into place on either side of the girls. Kim knew what to do without being told. She raised one foot to the seat of the chair, and Christy followed her lead after a moment.

      “Let’s see it, hon,” Carter said. “Spread your cookie.”

      For a moment I was afraid she’d do the “two-finger spread,” the thing I hated most about Hustler and magazines like it. Fortunately, she was too classy for that. She rested her hand on her thigh and used her fingers to discreetly spread herself open. Christy followed suit, and Carter took several pictures, including close-ups of their pussies.

      We took pictures in several more spots around camp, and Carter always managed to find someplace with enough cover so the girls could pose for a beaver shot or two. In the last one, he asked Christy to kneel at Kim’s side and touch her pussy, which she was more than happy to do. Kim was nervous about it, but she managed to smile for the camera.

      “Thank you, ladies,” Carter said. “You were beautiful.” He unloaded the exposed roll and sealed it in its canister. “Same agreement as before?” he asked me.

      “Oh, Carter,” Kim said, “don’t be such a lawyer all the time.”

      Sandy blond eyebrows rose in surprise. Then he looked at me with a bemused expression.

      “I guess she told you,” I said.

      “I don’t mind,” he said. “From time to time. Are you ready to talk to Susan? Then we’ll move our things.”

      “Sounds good.”
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        * * *

      

      Susan didn’t have a problem with them moving or the insurance, but Carter wrote out an agreement anyway.

      “I need a real business manager for this place,” she grumbled to herself. “I have them for everything else. Why not here?”

      “The camp is home,” I told her simply.

      “You’re right, but things are changing. I need to keep up with the times.”

      “I could put you in touch with a few people,” Carter suggested. “I don’t know anyone local, but I can ask around.”

      “No, but thank you,” she said. “I know everyone in the area. I’ll find someone.”

      “Speaking of people in the area…,” I said. “Trip found us an architect to work with. Christy and I met him on Monday. Granville Blair.”

      “G.B.,” Susan said with a nod. “He’s quite a character, isn’t he?”

      “That’s a polite way to put it.”

      “Yes, well. He and I don’t see eye to eye on a lot of things, but I’ve never had trouble with him. He’s still around, after all.”

      My eyebrows shot up with amusement and no small amount of surprise. Susan didn’t make idle threats.

      “Don’t look at me like that,” she laughed. “I haven’t run anyone out of the county in years.”

      It was Carter’s turn to look surprised, especially at the matter-of-fact way she’d said it.

      Susan glanced at her watch and sighed. “Gentlemen, if you’ll excuse me, I need to get back to work.”

      “Today?” I said. “It’s a holiday.”

      “But the camp doesn’t stop running. We have the barbecue tonight, the fireworks, and a thousand other details I need to see to.” She sighed. “I miss Jeremiah.”

      “Anything we can help with?” Carter asked.

      “No, but thank you.” She summoned a smile. “Relax and enjoy your vacation. I think you’ll be much happier with… shall we say, the ‘hospitality’ at the Retreat.”

      “Right,” he chuckled. “I think we will.”

      We said goodbye and walked back toward the clubhouse.

      “I see why you like her,” Carter said. “She’s the heart of the whole operation, isn’t she?”

      “She’s more than that,” I said. “She’s the brains of a small empire.”

      He glanced my way, so I told him about her business savvy.

      “I don’t know how much she’s worth,” I finished, “but it’s well into the millions. Probably tens of millions, if I had to guess.”

      “Sounds like my father,” he agreed. Then he glanced at me sideways. “You probably figured it out already, but my family has money. Not Sam Walton money, but we aren’t hoi polloi.”

      My eyebrows twitched at his choice of words, but I nodded.

      “Kim’s father too, although his money’s tied to the country club. We don’t have trust funds or anything like that,” he added quickly. “We have to live on my salary.”

      “Kim’s helps, I’m sure.”

      “No, hers is for fun. Clothes and jewelry, hair and nails, things like that. She likes working, though, and I want her to keep doing it until she starts having kids. After I make partner.” He thought of something and laughed. “I don’t want to admit we’re yuppies, but I guess we are.”

      “Nothing wrong with that,” I said.

      He shrugged. “Money can’t buy happiness.”

      “Very true.”

      We walked the rest of the way in thoughtful silence. I’d grown to like Carter a lot, and in only two days. We were different in some ways but alike in the ones that mattered.
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        * * *

      

      We helped Carter and Kim move into an empty bungalow, and they combined their food with ours in the fridge and cupboards. Then we spent a couple of hours by the pool.

      Christy and Kim relaxed and soaked up the late afternoon sun. Then they painted their toenails, coral for Christy and another coat of red for Kim. After that, Kim offered to give Christy a manicure.

      “My nails are a mess,” Christy demurred. “I used to chew them. And I can’t do anything with them now.”

      “I’m sure we can make them look nice,” Kim said. “Come on, let me see.”

      Carter watched with an indulgent smile and then returned his attention to the documents he was reviewing. He and I were working. He’d brought case files with him, and I had my designs.

      Some part of me was disappointed that we’d naturally decided to do “girl things” and “guy things.” I didn’t like to think of myself as old-fashioned, especially when it came to men and women, but I’d been raised in that environment. Breaking the mold wasn’t so easy. Like Carter, I was probably more of a chauvinist than I wanted to admit, but at least I tried to be aware of it.

      The girls decided to distract us when Christy’s nails had dried.

      “Come swim with us,” Kim begged. “It’s almost dinnertime, and you’ve been working all afternoon.”

      “I have to get this done,” Carter said. “I have to file a brief, and I’m in court on Monday.”

      Christy simply arched an eyebrow and then glanced with disapproval at my drawing board.

      “They’re right,” I told Carter. “All work and no play…”

      “Right. But this ‘dull boy’ has clients who don’t care, plus a senior partner who only cares about billable hours.”

      “But we’re on vacation,” Kim wheedled. “Come play with us. Please.”

      He glanced at me. “We could open a bottle of wine,” he suggested. “I hate to drink more of yours, but I promise we’ll go to town tomorrow and restock your cellar.”

      “Don’t worry about it.”

      “Red or white?” he asked. “Never mind, I’ll decide.”

      “Grab two,” I said.

      “Good idea. Be right back. C’mon, hon,” he said to Kim. “You can help me carry everything.”

      I set my drafting board aside, stood, and stretched the kinks from my back. Christy waited before she slid into my arms.

      “Thank you,” she said softly. “I’ll make it worth your while.”

      “I know.”

      “I like Kim. We have a lot in common. Clothes and makeup and hair. Girl things,” she added wryly. “I could see you thinking about it. I know you.”

      “You do,” I chuckled.

      “Only, I like girl things.”

      “I’m glad.”

      “Don’t get me wrong, I like boy things too. So does Kim. Especially long, hard things.”

      I chuckled. “Speaking of which… What do you think of Carter?”

      “I really like him.”

      “And his dick?” I prompted.

      “Very suckable.” She grinned up at me. “Kim was telling me what you talked about. You and Carter had quite a discussion earlier. When were you going to tell me? Oh, don’t look so surprised. Of course she told me. She wanted to know what you like. Sex stuff.”

      “Did you tell her?”

      “Of course. I told you, we have a lot in common.” She laughed softly. “She’s the exact opposite of Lily. All she cares about is making Carter happy. Or you, if things work out.”

      “I think they will,” I said.

      “I think so too. Only, she said Carter doesn’t want to rush.”

      “What does she want?” I asked.

      “To make him happy.”

      “And you? What do you want?”

      “To make you happy,” she said in a breathy imitation of Kim. “I shouldn’t make fun of her,” she added quickly. “She’s really sweet. And she loves Carter. Not at all like Lily and Will. Oh, and for the record, I like it much better when you take charge. Today’s been perfect.” She pretended to frown. “Maybe a little more fellatio next time, but I don’t want to sound demanding. Not like Wren. Sometimes it’s nice to let it build up. I know that doesn’t make sense—”

      “No, I understand.”

      “I knew you would. You always do.”

      “Mmm.”

      She hugged me tight and pressed her cheek to my chest. “I love you so much right now.”

      “I love you too.”

      Carter and Kim emerged from the clubhouse.

      “Ah, sorry,” he said. “Want us to give you a minute?”

      “Nah, you’re fine. We were just talking about how much we’ve enjoyed today.” Christy and I slid apart and turned to face them.

      Carter grinned. “Us too. Kim said she told Christy what you and I talked about.”

      I nodded.

      “You don’t mind that I still want to take things slow?”

      “Not at all.”

      “I want to sleep on it.” He chuckled and nodded at Kim. “She’s ready to go—”

      Her eyes widened in surprise, and her cheeks flushed with a combination of embarrassment and arousal.

      “—but I’m being cautious.”

      “No problem,” I assured him.

      “In the meantime, I picked out a wine. White, to go with dinner. I thought I’d do chicken cordon bleu with French-style green beans, sautéed in butter.”

      “Oh, yum!” Christy said. “Très délicieux.”

      “Regular for us,” he added, “sans jambon pour toi.”

      “Merci beaucoup.”

      “Showoff,” I muttered with a smile.

      “You’re just jealous,” she said airily.

      “Of course I am,” I laughed. “I can’t even speak Pig Latin!”

      Carter chuckled and opened the first bottle of wine. He emptied it into four red Solo cups.

      “You need to get some of those acrylic ones,” he said. “At least, something that looks like a wineglass. Never mind. What am I complaining about?” He raised his cup. “To good friends.”

      We echoed the toast and drank.

      “Oh, that’s nice,” Carter said. “You have really good taste in wine.”

      “I still can’t take credit for it,” I said. “But thanks.”

      We took our cups into the pool to cool off. Christy swam and frolicked like the water nymph she was. Then she begged until I finally joined her.

      I handed my cup to Carter and said in my best Georgia redneck voice, “Here, hold my beer.”

      He snorted a laugh.

      I lunged toward Christy, who shrieked and kicked away. She put on a burst of speed and beat me to the deep end. She climbed out, scampered along the diving board, and launched herself over my head.

      I flipped around and swam after her. She wasn’t quite as fast as Wren, but the difference was purely academic. I didn’t have a minnow’s chance of catching her. She finally took pity on me after a couple of laps. She swam into my arms and kissed me.

      “Happy, my little selkie?”

      She frowned in amusement.

      “A mythical creature,” I said grandly. And with an air of mystery, “A shapeshifter. A beautiful maiden on land, a seal in the water.”

      Her eyes flashed. “Ooh, I like it. What do these selkies do?”

      “They steal men’s hearts.”

      “Do they seduce them?”

      “Of course!”

      “Oh, goody.” She wrapped her legs around my waist.

      “Don’t mind us,” I said to Carter and Kim. “Just go about your business. Pretend we aren’t having sex.”

      “Go for it. You mind if we watch?”

      “Not at all,” I laughed.

      Christy knew I was kidding, but she kissed my neck anyway. Then she kissed her way up to the sensitive spot under my ear.

      “I need your cock,” she whispered.

      The cock in question filled with blood so quickly that I grew lightheaded.

      “We should go,” Kim said automatically.

      “No, don’t,” I said. “Sorry, we’ll behave.”

      Christy buried her face in the hollow of my neck. “Do we have to?”

      “Yes, Selkie, we do.”

      “Don’t behave on our account,” Carter said.

      “No, you said you wanna take things slow.”

      “I’m having second thoughts.”

      “It’s up to you.”

      He considered it. “Yeah, you’re right.”

      Christy whined in frustration. My dick swelled painfully. Even Kim looked disappointed.

      “Let’s start dinner instead,” Carter said.

      “If that’s what you want.”

      “It is. You wanna be my sous?”

      “Oh, no,” I laughed. “I know what that means. ‘Kitchen slave.’”

      “Something like that,” he agreed.

      “I am getting a little hungry,” Christy said.

      “Oh, that’s right,” I said. “You didn’t have a snack this afternoon.”

      “I was having fun. So sue me.”

      “On what grounds?” Carter joked.

      “Oh, Carter,” Kim said, “seriously?”

      He chuckled. “Sorry. Lawyer humor. Not funny. But I’m serious about dinner. I need to get started if we want to eat.”

      “Yeah, I’m coming,” I said.

      “Mmm, you said come,” Christy whispered.

      “Later.”

      “Yes, sir.”
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        * * *

      

      The girls drank the second bottle of wine while we were cooking dinner. Christy walked into the clubhouse with the empty one. I glanced at my watch, but she waved away my question and met me for a kiss.

      “You’ll thank me later,” she said quietly. Then she said in a normal voice, “We decided to get drunk. I hope you don’t mind.”

      “Fine by me,” I chuckled. “Carter?”

      “What? Right. Whatever.” He turned down the heat on the green beans. “Would you take the chicken out of the oven? It needs to cool.”

      “Sure. Hold that thought,” I told Christy.

      I removed the pan from the oven and set it on a couple of dishtowels.

      “Smells yummy,” she said.

      I opened the fridge for another bottle of wine, and she playfully held up the corkscrew. I sent her on her way with a kiss and a swat on the bottom. She shot me a kittenish grin over her shoulder as she walked out the door.

      Carter and I finished plating dinner. He wasn’t as artistic as Wren, but I wasn’t going to complain. And I had a good chuckle when I realized that I kept comparing him to professionals, Sara the photographer and Wren the chef. The fact that he was even in their league was a serious accomplishment. I certainly wasn’t.

      The girls abruptly fell silent when we emerged from the clubhouse with dinner. They leaned together and giggled. Christy wasn’t the best conspirator in the world, and Kim wasn’t either, especially tipsy.

      “I bet I know what you were talking about,” I said.

      “Wouldn’t you like to know,” Kim teased. “Mr. Big.”

      Carter’s eyebrows flew up when he realized she was flirting with me. He recovered quickly and set her plate in front of her. I set Christy’s in front of her and slid into the chair next to her. Carter topped off everyone’s wine.

      “Bon appétit,” he said when he finally sank into his own chair.

      We ate in silence for several minutes. We weren’t exactly ravenous, although I couldn’t help but compare us to a pack of wolves. A very well-bred pack, that is.

      “Oh my gosh, this is delicious,” Christy said when she stopped long enough to draw breath. Carter had made her two breasts and loaded her plate with extra beans. “You have to teach me how to make it.”

      “I’d be glad to,” he said. “It’s easy.”

      “See?” she added to me. “I can be more domestic.”

      “I never doubted it.”

      “Do you do most of the cooking?” Carter asked me.

      “No, Wren does. She grew up in restaurants.”

      “Oh, that’s right!” he said. “You told me. Her father owns several.”

      “Yeah. She’s basically a professional.”

      “Paul cooks the rest of the time,” Christy said. “I’m too unreliable, and Trip thinks it’s ‘women’s work.’” She rolled her eyes to show what she thought of that.

      Carter laughed it off. “Most chefs throughout history were men.”

      “Carter loves to cook,” Kim added.

      “I don’t have as much time as I’d like,” he said.

      “And you cook steak more than you should.”

      “What’s the matter with steak?” he laughed. “It beats chicken.”

      “It makes your come taste bitter.”

      He choked on the bite he was chewing and succumbed to a fit of coughing.

      I waited until he recovered, although I couldn’t quite suppress a grin. “Are you okay?”

      He nodded, red-faced, and took a swig of wine to clear his throat.

      “She’s right,” Christy said into the silence. “Paul’s tastes sour when he eats steak.”

      Carter cleared his throat again. “Right. Good to know.”

      “I heard pineapple makes it taste sweet,” Kim said, and Carter reeled.

      “Oh my gosh, yes! I used to live in Hawaii,” Christy said, “and we ate pineapple all the time. My first boyfriend—”

      “Vaughn?” Kim asked. “The one you were telling me about?”

      “Mmm hmm. His tasted awesome.”

      “I’ve only ever tasted Carter’s. It’s okay most of the time. Just, not when you eat steak,” she added.

      “Noted,” he croaked. He cleared his throat with another swallow of wine. “I’m gonna need more of this.”

      “Paul, dear…?”

      “I’m on it.” I grinned at Carter as I stood. “Welcome to my world.”

      “It’s different,” he admitted.

      “Yeah, but the conversation’s never dull.”

      “You’re right about that. Ahem. Sorry. Wine…?”
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        * * *

      

      “That was yummy,” Christy said when she finished eating. She hadn’t actually licked her plate, but it looked clean enough to put back in the cupboard. “Thank you very much.”

      “You’re very welcome,” Carter said.

      “What’s for dessert?”

      “I don’t know how you do it,” Kim told her. “You ate twice as much as the guys…”

      “My metabolism. It’s really high.”

      “Her libido too,” I said to Carter.

      “Are you complaining?” she asked sweetly.

      “No, dear.”

      The other couple exchanged a smile.

      “So,” Christy repeated, “what’s for dessert?”

      “Well,” Carter said, “I thought I’d—”

      “Ooh, you know what I really want? Strawberries. Yum!”

      “Okay,” he adjusted quickly. “The lady wants strawberries.”

      “And cream.” She grinned at Kim.

      “Special cream?”

      “Mmm, yes, please!”

      Carter looked stricken. “Are they talking about…? Again?”

      “Yeah. Christy doesn’t exactly have a fetish, but—”

      “I love the taste,” she finished.

      “The taste…,” I chuckled, “the way it feels in your mouth… on your face… in your tummy… inside you. Did I miss anywhere?” I was buzzed enough that my inhibitions were on vacation. The little head wasn’t in control, yet, but he thought semen was a perfectly acceptable topic for after-dinner conversation.

      “Do you like when he comes on your face?” Kim asked Christy.

      “I do, but it dries out my skin if I leave it too long.”

      “Carter says it’s good for my complexion.”

      “Yeah, but only if you swallow.”

      “Right! I tried to tell him, but…” She shrugged. “I don’t mind, and it makes him happy.”

      Carter sat back and took a bit longer to adjust. “Right,” he said at last.

      “Um… strawberries?” Christy prompted, and he laughed.

      “Don’t forget the special cream,” Kim added with a giggle. She was drunk, and I realized what Christy had meant when she’d said I’d thank her.

      “Shall we?” I said to Carter.

      “We shall.” He laughed again, but it was a little uncertain.

      We carried the dinner plates inside with us.

      “I’ll wash up later,” he said, and I realized he wanted the safety of routine.

      “Sorry about Christy.”

      “No, no. It’s all right.”

      “She isn’t quite as submissive as Kim. She is, sort of, but she also has a habit of manipulating things from the background.”

      “I can tell.” He thought about it and admitted, “I’m probably being too cautious. The girls are ready. Obviously.”

      “What was your first clue?” I chuckled, and he shot me a rueful grin. “But, seriously… I can slow things down if you want.”

      “What? No, no. This is what I want, isn’t it?”

      “You tell me.”

      He gave me a look I couldn’t interpret. “I’d like to watch you in a courtroom sometime, in front of a judge.”

      “Okay. But why?”

      “Someplace you wouldn’t be so ridiculously cool.”

      “What? The flirting and innuendo? I’ve done this before.”

      “I know,” he said. “And I’m not used to situations where I’m not in control.”

      I shrugged and thought about it. “Then take control. Kim wants special cream? No problem. Give her a bowl of strawberries, stick your dick in her face, and tell her to suck it. That’s exactly what I’m gonna do. Well, to Christy.”

      He grinned. “I knew I liked you for a reason.”

      “Same here.”

      “And don’t take this the wrong way,” he added, “but I’m dying to see her in action. You too, if I’m being honest.”

      “Then let’s cut up these strawberries and get back out there.”

      We only had enough for two bowls, and Carter was a little disappointed.

      “Priorities,” I laughed. “The strawberries are just the excuse.”

      “I know, but I wanted some too.” He ate one. “These’re good. They’re small and full of flavor. The big ones are all water.”

      I leaned against the counter, casually crossed my arms, and gave him a “do tell” expression.

      “You have to get them from the farmer directly. Or the farmer’s market. The ones in the grocery stores aren’t ripe.” He bit into another one and showed me. “See how this one’s red all the way through? None of—” He caught my expression and sighed. “I’m stalling, aren’t I?”

      I slow-nodded.

      “Right.” He picked up the bowls.

      “Ah-ah.” I gently took the second one from him. “Unless you have enough, ahem, cream.”

      “For both?” he chuckled. “Hell, no. I wish!”

      “Then I’d better take Christy’s.”

      We headed out.

      “We thought you’d gotten lost,” Kim said.

      “No,” I said mildly. “Carter was telling me about strawberries.”

      “I thought it was interesting,” he said under his breath.

      “So did I,” I said, again mildly. “But the girls were waiting.”

      “And beginning to wonder,” Christy agreed. Then she grinned up at me. “Did you bring our special cream?”

      “Yes, but you have to serve yourself.” I set the bowl in front of her, moved close, and offered her my cock. “You know what to do.”

      “Yes, sir.” She skipped most of her usual blowjob foreplay and went straight to sucking. She moaned softly as my dick expanded in her mouth. I’d been half-hard already, and it didn’t take much.

      “You too, hon,” Carter said to Kim. “Suck it.”

      “Mmm, yes, sir.”

      I actually did a double-take.

      “What’s the matter?” Carter said.

      “Nothing,” I replied quickly. “Just that she sounded exactly like Christy.”

      He chuckled. “’Cause you trained her well.”

      “I dunno ’bout that. Let’s just say that I brought out her natural tendencies.”

      “Most subs are that way,” he said. “They’re pleasers.”

      Christy stopped sucking long enough to say, “He’s right.”

      “Who told you to stop?” I snapped at her. “Keep sucking.”

      She moaned and swallowed half my length. Then she forced my dick into the back of her throat.

      Carter watched for a moment. “That’s a pretty impressive trick. And don’t take this the wrong way,” he added, “but you lied.”

      I frowned. “When?”

      “When you said you don’t have a horse-cock.”

      “What? It’s a little bigger than normal.”

      He wasn’t convinced.

      “Trust me,” I said, “I’ve met guys with real horse-cocks, and mine isn’t in the same league.”

      “Let’s ask Christy.”

      She released me and caught her breath. “It’s pretty big.”

      “Can she deep throat?” he asked, and it took me a moment to realize he was talking to me.

      “Oh, yeah, sorry. She can.”

      “Let’s see, my dear,” he told her. “Put his cock in the back of your throat.”

      “Yes, sir.” She took a deep breath, steadied my shaft, and took me halfway. Then she grabbed my ass for leverage and swallowed another couple of inches.

      “Hey, hon, you gotta see this,” he said to Kim, who whined in frustration. “Never mind,” he chuckled. He grinned at me instead. “Priorities. She’s enjoying herself,” he added. “She doesn’t like distractions when she’s pleasuring me.” He brushed her hair out of her face and smiled down at her. “That’s a good girl, keep going. Keep Daddy happy.”

      My eyebrows rose at that, but I didn’t say anything. Carter fell silent as well, and I took the opportunity to watch Kim. His dick was thick enough that she couldn’t swallow more than an inch past the head. She compensated by using her tongue and hands. She cupped his balls and massaged them, while she stroked him at the same time.

      Christy moaned and drew my attention. She released me and swallowed.

      “Sorry, leakage.”

      She took me deep without waiting for me to tell her. She paused halfway to catch her breath before she swallowed me the rest of the way. I groaned as her lips closed around the base of my cock. She bobbed slowly, and some stupid, analytical part of my brain marveled that she could hold her breath so long.

      Fortunately, the sensations from my cock overrode the urge to count the seconds, and I simply enjoyed the feeling of her hot, wet, tight mouth. She withdrew slowly and caressed my shaft with her lips and tongue.

      She paused for a moment before she took me deep again. I rested a hand on her head, closed my eyes, and concentrated on the heat of her mouth. I wouldn’t last long if she kept it up, but that was the whole point.

      “Oh, that’s it, hon,” Carter groaned from the other side of the table. “Get the bowl.”

      Kim pulled back, reached for the strawberries, and stroked his thick shaft. He groaned again and shot two massive spurts into the bowl. His come was thick and very white, especially against the red of the berries. Kim continued stroking and milked two more gushes onto them. Then she captured the tip of his cock and sucked gently.

      The sight was enough to push me over the edge. Christy pulled back in surprise and fumbled for her own bowl. She found it just in time and thrust it under my cock. The first spurt was so strong that it hit her face instead. She laughed in surprise and adjusted her aim.

      The rest of the spurts covered the strawberries in pearly, translucent liquid. It didn’t look as impressive as the white of Carter’s load, but I shot a lot more than he had. Christy pumped my shaft and moved the bowl under it. She spread semen on the rest of the berries, even around the edge.

      When she was happy with the coverage, she made eye contact and wrapped her lips around the head of my cock. A shiny trail of semen led from her forehead to her cheek. It crossed her eyelid, and pearly droplets clung to her eyelashes. She sucked my cock as it slowly grew soft. Then she sat back and caught her breath.

      “That was impressive,” Carter said.

      “Thanks.” I swallowed hard. “You too.”

      Christy paused to carefully wipe semen from her eye. She winced and blinked several times to clear it before she used her middle finger to wipe it again. Then she licked them clean one after the other.

      She wiped semen from the rest of her face and licked her fingers. Then she licked the tip of my cock and sighed as she tasted the last of my load.

      “Wow,” Carter said, “she really likes it. I thought you might be exaggerating. What do you think, hon?” he asked Kim.

      She hugged him around the hips and gazed up at him. “I’m happy if you’re happy.”

      He chuckled and stroked her hair. “Good girl.”

      Christy started to reach for her bowl.

      “Whoa, not so fast,” I said. “What do you say first?”

      “Please, sir, may I eat my strawberries and cream?”

      “Very well-trained,” Carter said.

      “Go ahead,” I told her.

      “You too, hon,” he added to Kim.

      The girls made a show of enjoying their dessert. They were play-acting for our benefit, but I couldn’t fault their enthusiasm.

      “Save some to share,” Carter told Kim, and for a moment I thought he meant with him. That would’ve been a twist I hadn’t seen coming. He turned to me and added, “Do you mind if the girls trade?” He read my expression and laughed. “What? You thought I wanted some?”

      “For a moment, yeah. Stranger things’ve happened.”

      “No, that isn’t my thing,” he said calmly. “So, you don’t mind? If the girls share?”

      “Sure, no problem.”

      Christy’s eyes flashed with excitement as she handed her bowl to Kim and accepted hers in return. Kim ate a semen-covered berry.

      “What do you think, hon?” Carter asked. “Your first taste of another man’s come.”

      “I like it.” She blushed and glanced at me. “Although… it’s probably better from the source.”

      Carter barked a laugh. “What about you, my dear?” he asked Christy. “Do you like the taste?”

      “More, please.”

      “Clean your bowl first.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Kim used her finger to lick semen and strawberry juice from hers. Christy did the same, although Carter’s come was thick enough that none of it had reached the bowl itself. She pretended to find some.

      “Mmm,” she added for his benefit, “yummy semen.”

      A muffled boom from the main camp caught our attention. Carter frowned and looked at his watch.

      “Kids’ fireworks,” I said.

      “Ah, right.”

      “The main show won’t start for an hour.”

      “We should probably get there early,” he said, “so we can get a good spot.”

      I started to say that we had time, but he was using it as an excuse to slow things down.

      “Sounds good,” I said instead.

      “Okay if we take a bottle of wine?”

      “Maybe two?” Christy ventured. “Please? Sir?”

      Carter grinned. “Right.”
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        * * *

      

      We passed my parents as they were walking down the hill from our (their?) cabin. I parked across from the clubhouse, and we waited for them. I made introductions when they joined us. Dad caught my eye when he could do it where the others wouldn’t see. He ogled Kim and gave me a discreet thumbs-up.

      Seriously? I thought. First the flight attendants and now her?

      I nodded for his benefit but heaved a mental sigh. I didn’t recall him being such a horndog when I was younger. He probably was and I just didn’t know it, but the realization came as a bit of a downer. Then again, maybe he was just congratulating me, although I doubted it. Besides, how was I responsible for what Kim looked like? And what if she’d been a complete airhead? Or a self-centered pretty girl?

      I sighed. My father was from a different generation, one where the man got credit for an attractive wife. And he’d grown up with the double standard that men were studs and women were sluts if they had multiple partners. At least he didn’t think of Mom like that. His attitude toward Kim, however, spoke volumes. She was just a score, a notch on the bedpost.

      He was a good man in many ways, but his version of the sexual revolution meant more women for him rather than equality for them. At least he and my mom still had a healthy and apparently happy relationship, even though it wasn’t as perfect as I’d always thought. He’d already said as much, that day in the driveway.

      “What’s the matter?” Christy asked quietly.

      “Nothing. I’ll tell you later.”

      She nodded and squeezed my hand for reassurance.

      I glanced at her and thought about our relationship. We were still in our honeymoon phase, yet things between us weren’t always simple or painless. Maybe that was part of growing up. The world was complicated, and things on the inside of a relationship weren’t the same as what people saw from the outside. That was the case with my parents.

      They were talking with Carter and Kim, so I leaned down to Christy.

      “What’s that line?” I asked in a low voice. “I think it’s from the Bible. Something about putting away childish things?”

      She concentrated for a moment and then spoke in my ear, “First Corinthians. ‘When I was a child, I spoke as a child, I understood as a child, I thought as a child; but when I became a man, I put away childish things.’ That one?”

      I nodded.

      She glanced at my parents and seemed to understand. I’d just put away the childish notion of a comfortable, carefree marriage. Christy gave me a sad, hopeful smile. She squeezed my hand again and stretched toward my ear.

      “Do you know who wrote it? That verse?”

      I shook my head.

      “Paul, the Apostle.”

      I straightened and blinked in surprise, and she nodded.

      My mom started to invite us to watch the fireworks with them, but my dad stopped her with an expression I never saw. He didn’t gesture, either, so I was a bit surprised when she smoothly changed her question into a polite remark. She’d done it because of him, though. I almost laughed at the irony. My parents had a complicated relationship with flexible notions of fidelity, but they could communicate on a level that even I couldn’t follow.

      Then again, Christy and I did the same thing. The thought lifted my spirits enough that I shook off the melancholy before it had a chance to get its hooks in me. My parents made the excuse that they were headed to Susan’s house, so we said goodbye and continued down the hill toward the lake.

      The entire population must have come to watch the fireworks. One cheerful couple, full-time residents from Susan’s parents’ day, had to be in their eighties—their late eighties. He was in a wheelchair, and she sat beside him. They held hands on top of a blanket spread across their laps.

      I couldn’t help but wonder if the universe was trying to tell me something.

      The grass around the lake was crowded but not packed. I saw people I vaguely remembered and many who were new. Mr. Nelson of the wire jewelry was there. He was sitting with a couple of other residents, including the grumpy old man from earlier in the day. We skirted them without saying hello.

      Then I spotted Dennis and Elaine Raeford. I called and waved, and we exchanged polite hellos. I saw others I knew but didn’t feel the need to speak to, like Manfred Eriksson’s parents and Dwight and Karen Delozier. Dwight was “Donkey Dick,” of the under-the-counter blowjob fame. They were sitting with Stan and Terri Dunbar, who’d been the other half of the blowjob. Both couples were swingers, part of my parents’ extended group.

      I thought of Terri Cortez, even though she looked nothing like her namesake. Terri Dunbar was a regular-sized woman with short blonde hair and smallish breasts. I gazed at her for a moment and then blinked in surprise. She looked exactly like an actress in a couple of the porn movies Brooke had sent us. I nudged Christy and gestured for her to look.

      She did a double-take. “Oh my gosh. She looks just like—” She leaned close and finished in a whisper, “The woman in Taboo, the mother’s friend. They’re at her house in the beginning. Of the second one, I mean. And she’s the one who has the orgy in the first one.”

      “That’s why I pointed her out.” I chuckled and added, “Remind me to tell you about her and Dwight and the barbecue sauce.”

      “Barbecue sauce?”

      “Trust me, you’ll understand when you hear the story.”

      “If you say so.”

      I thought about mentioning Dwight to Carter, but I didn’t know how serious he was. Besides, Kim might not be so enthusiastic about a horse-cock for real. So I kept the thought to myself until I knew them better. Besides, I hadn’t even had sex with her myself.

      Priorities, I thought, and the little head agreed.

      Carter and Kim had found a spot for our blanket and spread it on the grass.

      “Sorry,” I said when we joined them. “I had to say hi to people.”

      “No problem. Let’s get comfortable. Do you want me to do the honors?” He gestured to the basket, and I handed it over. He withdrew one of the bottles of wine. Beads of condensation covered it, and he frowned at the bottle still in the basket.

      “Oh, Carter,” Kim said, “it doesn’t matter if it gets warm. We’re going to drink it anyway.”

      “Right you are, hon.”

      He opened the bottle and filled four cups as we settled on the blanket. We made small talk until the fireworks started. They were totally minor-league, just as I remembered. And they were everything I loved about the Pines—small and quaint, a throwback to a simpler time. The crowd oohed and aahed and applauded the grand finale. I glanced at Carter and Kim as the booms and smoke faded into the night.

      “Well? What did you think?”

      “It was amazing,” she said with wine-fueled enthusiasm.

      He wasn’t impressed, but he kept it to himself. Then he studied Kim for a moment. He didn’t want to be a wet blanket on her enjoyment, so he adjusted his attitude.

      “Yeah,” he said after a moment. “Yeah, it was. Well, maybe not ‘amazing,’ but it was fun.”

      “Oh, Carter,” she said fondly, “don’t be such a snob.”

      “I’m not! I said it was fun.”

      “Mmm hmm.” She lay back and rested her head on his leg. Then she trailed her fingertips over her incredibly flat stomach. “You’re just saying that.”

      “No, I really enjoyed it.”

      She let it drop and gazed up at the stars. “So romantic.”

      “It is.”

      The people around us were gathering their things and folding their blankets, but they respected our little bubble of privacy.

      “I like it here,” Kim added. Her fingers moved higher, to the valley between her flattened breasts. She idly circled one nipple with her middle finger. “The people too.”

      “Especially the people,” Carter agreed.

      “You don’t have to be so cautious, you know.”

      His eyebrows rose in mild surprise, but he didn’t say anything.

      “I want to do it, to make you happy, like we talked about.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I’m sure,” she said immediately.

      “Okay,” I said into the silence, “that’s our cue. Head back to the Retreat?”

      “Yes, please,” the girls said at the same time. Then they looked at each other and giggled.

      “Right,” Carter said after a moment. “I can’t argue with that.”

      “Why would you try?” Christy wondered aloud.

      “Why indeed.” He relaxed and actually laughed. “Come on, let’s do it.”
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      We pulled into the Retreat and parked next to Carter’s Audi behind the clubhouse. The night was sultry and the air felt heavy without a breeze. The crackle of distant fireworks punctuated the chirp of crickets and the faint buzz from the sodium light overhead. Then the clubhouse air conditioner roared to life. It was a big commercial unit that drowned out everything else.

      I chuckled to myself at the sounds of life in the new south. Fortunately, I didn’t feel the desire to wax nostalgic about the “good old days” before air conditioning. They were hot and sticky, and I really didn’t miss them. Kim clearly held the same fondness for modern amenities, especially the ones that kept her cool.

      “Can we go for a swim?” she begged. “Please, Carter, can we?”

      Christy cleared her throat, although I heard it in my head more than my ears.

      “Sounds good to us,” I said, “but let’s open another bottle of wine first.”

      “Or maybe the bourbon,” Carter agreed.

      Christy beamed. Her mind control had worked.

      “We’ll join you in the pool,” Carter said to Kim.

      “Don’t take too long.”

      “We won’t.” He bent to kiss her cheek. He caressed her bare bottom at the same time, and she leaned against him. The wine made her flirty and affectionate, and she nuzzled his neck.

      “Run along,” he said at last. “We’ll join you shortly.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Christy shot her a playful grin and then dashed toward the pool. Kim shrieked and ran after her. She was drunk enough that she didn’t care that her breasts went flying.

      Carter and I watched them go.

      “Does she really have that much energy?” he asked about Christy. “All the time?”

      “Yeah, pretty much.”

      He eyed me sideways. “She must be a wildcat in bed.”

      He was fishing, so I decided to answer his real question.

      “Yeah, she is,” I said, “but only for me. Sorry.”

      “No! That wasn’t what I meant.” He thought about it and then looked guilty. “Right. Maybe it was.”

      “Sorry,” I repeated.

      “Don’t be.” He appeared to mean it. “She has boundaries and you respect them. The relationship wouldn’t work otherwise.”

      “I’m glad you understand.”

      “I still wanna fuck her, if I’m being honest. Who wouldn’t?” He flashed me a grin but sobered quickly. “But I respect your decision. Right, it’s her decision, but it’s yours to enforce it.”

      I nodded.

      “And, still being honest, we wouldn’t be talking about swinging if you didn’t.” He sensed my question and answered, “If you don’t respect her boundaries, you won’t respect mine or Kim’s.”

      “True.”

      He gestured, and we started toward the front of the building.

      “Thanks for being cool tonight,” he added. “The whole day, as a matter of fact. We, ah, didn’t know what to expect. When we first made the reservations. We only knew that the camp had swingers.”

      I opened the door and followed him inside, and we paused to enjoy the air conditioning.

      “Speaking of which,” I said after a moment, “how did you hear about us? The camp in general but the swingers in particular.”

      “A… friend.” He paused to decide how much he wanted to tell me.

      “You don’t have to name names.”

      “Sorry. She’s a client. Privilege applies. Besides, I’m naturally cautious.”

      “Yeah,” I chuckled, “I noticed. Forget I asked. ‘A friend’ is good enough for now.”

      “Thanks.” He considered it a moment longer. “Word of mouth can be unreliable, even when you know the person. But this time it worked out better than we could’ve imagined.”

      “I’m glad,” I said. “For us too.”

      “Honestly?” He snorted a soft laugh. “You do this all the time.”

      “Not really. Besides, you’d be surprised how often it doesn’t work out—”

      “No, probably not.”

      “—so it’s really nice when it does.”

      He nodded at the wine crates and changed the subject. “I hate to keep asking, but—”

      “Ask away,” I laughed. “That’s why we have it, to drink and enjoy. Besides, we’re talking about sharing the girls.”

      “Right,” he agreed. “What’s a little wine compared to them?”

      “Exactly.”

      “You mind if we switch it up? Now that I don’t need to pair with food, you have a Malbec I’m dying to try.”

      “Fine by me,” I said. I didn’t know a Malbec from a malaprop, but Carter was happy. I smiled to myself and understood Kim’s devotion to him. He was a likable guy. He was a bit demanding at times, and he wanted things a certain way, but at least he was polite about it. Christy’s reaction sounded in my head (Yes, Mr. Perfectionist?), and I laughed aloud.

      “What’s so funny?” Carter asked.

      “Nothing. Just that you and I are a lot alike.”

      “I could’ve told you that. I have.” He retrieved the bourbon and selected a bottle of red wine. “Grab some glasses. For the bourbon. I’ll drink wine from a plastic cup, but I refuse to drink fine spirits from anything but glass.”

      Case in point, I thought, he likes things his way. “Do we need ice?” I asked aloud. I grabbed four Solo cups from the stack.

      “Ice in wine?” he said, scandalized. “God, no! Are you insane?”

      “For the bourbon,” I chuckled.

      “Oh, sorry. But still no. Drink it neat.”

      “Roger that. Let’s go.”

      The girls were treading water at the far end of the pool, but they’d clearly been playing and splashing each other. The concrete deck was wet in a half-dozen places.

      Carter called to them, and they turned to face us. They looked almost identical with only their heads above water. Christy’s hair was lighter, and Kim’s was longer, but that was it. Their smiles were identical—white teeth, tan skin, and cheeks slightly pink from the sun. Even their eyes looked the same from a distance.

      “They could be sisters,” Carter said. “Maybe only from the neck up, but… wow.”

      They swam toward us and were easier to tell apart. Kim’s features were wider, not quite as elfin as Christy’s. And Kim was a decent swimmer—she’d spent plenty of time in the country club pool—but Christy glided through the water like an otter.

      Or a selkie, I added with a silent laugh.

      “What did you bring us?” Kim asked.

      Carter held up the bottles. “Bourbon and a Malbec.”

      “Ooh, yum,” Christy said. “Bourbon, please.”

      “Shall we join them?” he said to me.

      “We shall.” I descended the steps and gently set the four glasses on the smooth concrete lip of the pool.

      “Be careful,” Carter told the girls. “There’ll be hell to pay if we break one in the pool.” He opened the bourbon and poured four shots, although two of them were nearly doubles. He handed the smaller ones to the girls.

      Christy cleared her throat and held up her glass. “Um… excuse me. You forgot something.”

      Carter rocked back in mild surprise. Then he looked at me.

      “Did I mention that she can probably drink more than both of us? Together?”

      “Ah, right. Irish Catholic.”

      “And my metabolism,” Christy said.

      “She’s probably sober again,” I said.

      Kim was still drunk, while Carter and I were comfortably buzzed.

      His sandy eyebrows rose. “Seriously?”

      Christy nodded. “Hungry too. For the record.”

      “Do we need to fix you a snack?” he laughed.

      “Do we have any strawberries?”

      “No, sorry. We ate them all.”

      “That’s okay,” she said cheerfully. “The cream’ll do.”

      He laughed so hard I thought he might choke. “Oh, jeez!” he wheezed. “Is she serious?”

      “Yeah. And pretty insistent,” I added dryly. “You might have to give her what she wants.”

      “Yes, please. Bourbon first.”

      Carter took a moment to adjust to the new reality. Then he filled her glass with more than he’d given us.

      “Much better. Thank you.”

      He capped the bottle, set it aside, and picked up his own glass. “What should we toast to?”

      “Good friends,” I said, “and women who know what they want.”

      We raised our glasses and drank.

      “Oh my gosh,” Christy said. “Remind me to thank the man at the liquor store.”

      Kim emptied her glass, closed her eyes, and sighed as the bourbon warmed her from within. She was already in a flirty mood, but the liquor seemed to stiffen her resolve. She opened her eyes and gave me a smoldering look.

      “Uh-oh,” Carter chuckled.

      “No kidding,” I said. “You still wanna go slow?”

      “Do I have a choice?”

      “As long as you understand that.”

      “Right. Hon, please thank Paul for showing us a good time tonight.”

      “Yes, sir. I’d be delighted. How do you want me to thank him?”

      “Suck his cock. And remember to show me before you swallow.”

      “Yes, sir. I’ll be a good girl.”

      I glanced at Christy and didn’t need to ask. She was already salivating at the prospect. Literally.

      “You too, Little Bit,” I said aloud. “Suck Carter’s dick. He’ll tell you what he wants.”

      “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.”

      I sat on the side of the pool and gestured to Kim. She didn’t waste any time. She moved between my legs and began stroking my cock to get acquainted. I reached for one of her breasts but pulled back uncertainly.

      “Hey, Carter? Anything off-limits?”

      “No. Do whatever you like. Well, don’t fuck her yet.”

      She made a moue of frustration that only I saw.

      “She’s an eager cocksucker,” he continued, “so you shouldn’t have any complaints.”

      She closed her eyes and flushed with arousal at being called a cocksucker.

      “She’ll do anything you tell her. I trained her well. What about you, my dear?” he said to Christy. “You like to watch, don’t you?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Right. Come over here. We’ll watch my wife suck your boyfriend’s cock. Then I have a fat one for you to suck.”

      “Yes, please. Thank you, please. Penis, please.”

      He laughed and led her toward the stairs, where he sat on the edge and perched her on his knee.

      “Spread your legs. Good girl.”

      She gasped as he teased her clit and then slid a finger inside.

      Kim drew my attention back to her. She stroked my shaft and kissed the smooth skin around the base. Then she looked up with an eager expression.

      “May I pleasure you, sir?” Her voice was thick with desire and bourbon.

      “You may.”

      Her eyelids drooped, and she swirled her tongue around the head of my cock. After a moment she closed her eyes and kissed her way down to the base. She stroked with one hand and fondled my balls with the other.

      I decided to play while I had the chance, so I cupped her breast. It was a decent handful, soft and supple, and firm enough when I squeezed. She moaned as I rolled her nipple between my fingers. I tugged gently, and she rewarded me with a soft groan.

      “You like it when I pinch your nipples?”

      “Yes, sir,” she said between kisses. She worked her way back up my shaft and circled the head.

      I pinched her other nipple and then tugged them both. She responded by plunging her lips over my glans. My cock wasn’t as thick as Carter’s, but she still couldn’t swallow much. I wasn’t going to complain, though, especially when she closed her mouth and sucked gently.

      “There, that’s a good girl,” Carter said.

      Christy was on her knees in the water, and he rested a hand on the back of her head. I watched for a moment as she bobbed in his lap. He looked up, and we traded grins. Then he closed his eyes to enjoy Christy’s mouth, while I returned my attention to Kim.

      She kissed the underside of my cock and swirled her tongue around the head. Her style was completely different than Christy’s, and some part of me wondered if it was because Carter’s dick was so different. Then again, the girls themselves were different. Christy loved giving head, while Kim had only learned recently.

      Hey, focus! the little head said. You can analyze their styles later.

      Yeah, you’re right, I chuckled.

      Of course I am. She’s sucking your cock. Me! Does it really matter how she does it or when she learned?

      No, not really. Besides, she’s pretty good.

      Exactly, he agreed. Now, if you don’t mind, I’ll be in charge for a while.

      You’re the boss.

      Hold on, what did you say?

      Focus, remember?

      “Oh, God,” Carter groaned. “She’s good.”

      “I was just thinking the same thing about Kim.”

      “Thanks,” he said absently. “But she could learn a thing or two from Christy.”

      “We’ll have to get them together so they can compare notes. Maybe share techniques and give a demonstration or two.” I was joking, but he took me seriously.

      “Right. But first, you need to slow down, my dear.”

      “Yes, sir,” Christy said obediently.

      “She gets greedy,” I told him. “I usually come pretty quick the first time. Then she can take her time for round two.”

      “Did you just say ‘the first time’? Right. Now I’m jealous. First, you’re bigger than me, and now this. Can you really come again right away?”

      “Not right away,” I conceded, “but ten or fifteen minutes.”

      “That doesn’t make me feel better. It takes me an hour. At least. Oh, jeez. Are you trying to make me come?”

      “Yes, sir. I wanna taste you.”

      He chuckled and stroked her hair. After a moment he said to me, “I had to train Kim to swallow. She likes it now, but it took her a while to get used to it.”

      “Christy’s always liked it.”

      “That’s what Kim said. Oh, that’s nice. I don’t know how much more I can take.” He pulled his dick from Christy’s mouth and lifted her chin. “Beg for it.”

      “Please, please,” she said immediately. “Give it to me. Please let me suck your dick. I need it in my mouth. I promise I’ll do a good job. Please, sir.”

      “Now I’m even more jealous,” he said, although he was mostly trying to distract himself.

      Good luck with that, I chuckled.

      Christy swallowed half his length. She could take more than Kim, but not much. His dick was simply too wide. He closed his eyes and guided her movements with his hand.

      A few minutes later he groaned at the stars. He held Christy’s head in his lap, and his butt flexed as he emptied his balls into her mouth. He released her when his orgasm subsided. Then he sat back and breathed hard through his nose.

      “That was amazing,” he said at last. “Let me see it, my dear.”

      “See what? Um, sir?”

      “Ah, right! I forgot to tell you! You were supposed to hold it in your mouth and show me.”

      “Oh. Sorry. I swallowed it.”

      “That’s all right,” he laughed. “It’s my fault.” Then he glanced at us. “Hon, don’t swallow his come till I tell you.”

      She nodded and didn’t stop sucking.

      “Won’t be long,” I said.

      Kim heard the tension in my voice and smiled up at me. “Tell me when you’re ready, sir.”

      She returned her mouth to my cock. She sucked and stroked and played with my balls at the same time, and I gave up trying to hold back. The pressure built, and my breathing grew heavier.

      “Here it comes,” I said at last.

      Kim pulled back, opened her mouth, and aimed my cock. She pumped her fist, and a jet of semen shot over her tongue and into her throat. She’d been ready for it, but probably not so far back. She tried not to gag as it trickled down her throat. She kept stroking anyway, and the remaining spurts formed a pool behind her teeth.

      She was breathing hard by the time I stopped, and her eyes were watery from fighting her gag reflex. A single tear ran down her cheek. She sighed in relief, and her eyelids drooped. She recovered after a moment, although she still looked a little out of it. The bourbon must have hit her hard.

      “Good girl,” Carter said. “Let me see.”

      She squeezed my cock and wiped the last drop on her lower lip. More semen had dripped onto her chin, but she didn’t bother to wipe it up. She turned and showed Carter the milky pool before she moved it around with her tongue.

      “Beautiful. Now swallow.”

      She closed her eyes and squeezed tears onto her cheeks. She wasn’t upset, simply determined. She forced herself to swallow.

      “She likes it,” Carter apologized, “but it’s more than she’s used to.”

      “Paul comes a lot,” Christy added.

      “So I noticed,” he chuckled.

      Kim opened her mouth and showed him it was empty. She wiped tears from her cheeks and gave him a mostly real smile.

      “Now show Paul,” he told her.

      She did.

      “Good girl,” I said, which seemed to be a formula with them.

      “Thank you, sir. May I have some more?”

      My eyebrows rose.

      “It’s a thing she does,” Carter explained. “She’s well-trained. Aren’t you, hon? You’re an eager little come-drinker.”

      “Yes, Daddy. I like drinking come.”

      He shot me a quick look, which I returned with a bland smile.

      “Come over here,” he said to her. He patted Christy’s bottom and sent her my way. Then he guided Kim to his knee. “Did you like it, his come?”

      “Yes, sir. There was so much.”

      “I know! I saw. But you did a great job.”

      “Thank you, sir. Do you want me to fuck him now?”

      Carter chuckled, but it was a delaying tactic.

      Kim heard it too.

      “Don’t worry,” he told her. “We’ll get to that part.”

      She nodded and rested her head on his shoulder. Then she nuzzled his neck and sighed as real exhaustion set in.

      “Are you ready for bed?” he asked her, and she nodded. “Sorry,” he told me, although he really wasn’t. It was a good excuse for them to make an exit.

      “It’s been a long day. We’re pretty worn out too,” I said, which was my own white lie.

      “Right. And I still want to sleep on it. In the meantime, thanks again. For everything.”

      “Our pleasure.”

      “Ours too.” He caressed Kim’s hip and spoke quietly, something about her cookie.

      “Yes, please. That’d be lovely.”

      Christy shot me a hopeful look and then bounced excitedly when I nodded.

      “Right,” Carter said. “Are you sure you’re cool with us going to bed?”

      “I’m sure,” I said. “Besides, I have my own date with a cookie.”

      He chuckled. “Nothing wrong with your hearing.” He helped Kim to her feet.

      “See you in the morning,” I told them.

      “Right. Goodnight.”
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        * * *

      

      Christy panted to catch her breath and slowly relaxed. Her hips sank to the air mattress, and I released her wrists. I gave her a moment and then kissed her pussy. She ran her fingers through my hair and didn’t squirm away, so I gave her clit an experimental lick. I rose to my knees and scooted forward. My cock swayed and then homed in on its target.

      Her pussy was pink with arousal and shiny from her juices. Her inner labia spread like the petals of a flower, and I had a sudden vision of a Georgia O’Keeffe painting. I shook my head to clear it, but I still had to laugh at how my mind worked sometimes.

      Christy gave me a quizzical look.

      “The usual,” I said without elaborating.

      She rolled her eyes fondly. Then she gasped and closed them when I slapped her clit with my hard-on. I nudged her opening and coated the swollen head with her moisture. It was already leaking pre-come, which mingled with her juices. I teased her for a moment longer and then eased into her.

      She pulled me down, bent her knees, and angled her hips. Heat and moisture surrounded my shaft as I slowly buried it inside her. She raised her legs and crossed her ankles behind me.

      “In case you try to escape.”

      “Not gonna happen,” I chuckled. “I’m here to stay.”

      “Inside me? Forever? Mmm.”

      I grinned and bent to kiss her. She responded with growing heat. We made love slowly and held each other close as we rocked together. Our bodies touched at every point, and a sheen of sweat coated our skin in spite of the air conditioning. She came again, one of her little orgasms. I kept thrusting gently, and she urged me on with her body.

      “Come on my face,” she said when I was ready.

      I pulled out and straddled her chest. She caressed my thighs and watched me jerk off. She closed her eyes just in time. The first spurt landed on her forehead and across her nose, and she moaned softly. She moaned again as gushes of semen covered her, until I finally sat back and panted to catch my breath. I slowly came to my senses but immediately sat up.

      “Don’t move,” I warned her. “It’s in your eyes. Lemme grab a towel or something.”

      “It’s okay,” she laughed. “I don’t need a towel. I’ll use my fingers. I wanna taste it.” She wiped her right eyelid and licked her finger clean. She did the same on the left and then blinked a couple of times. “See? I’m fine.”

      Her eyes were slightly bloodshot, but it was too late to do anything about it.

      “You can shower and rinse off,” I said instead. “I know it dries out your skin.”

      “Don’t you want to admire your handiwork?” she teased.

      “Of course, but—”

      “This is my favorite kind of facial. Much better than my normal cream. It’s a little weird when it cools, but just as yummy.” She frowned. “On second thought, it’s yummier when it’s fresh.”

      I rolled my eyes. “C’mon, my little come connoisseur—”

      “Ooh, I like that!”

      “—let’s go shower.”

      “We don’t have to make it as hot,” she said as I helped her to her feet. “I know you like it colder.”

      “We’ll find a happy medium. Get it?” I chuckled. “Medium?”

      “Oh, boy, here we go.”

      “Nah, that’s it.”

      “Just one pun? You’re slipping.” She caught sight of herself in the bathroom mirror. “Only, not in the ejaculation department.” She looked at her face from several angles before she laughed. “In my eyes, my hair… Oh my gosh! There’s even some in my nose. Oh, Paul, it’s everywhere!”

      “I aim to please.”

      She rolled her eyes affectionately, and I leaned past her to turn on the water. We showered in companionable silence and then toweled dry. Steam covered everything, and a cloud of it escaped when we opened the door.

      “Sorry,” she said. “We didn’t find a happy medium after all.”

      “No, but that’s okay. I like it hot.”

      “You do not.”

      “Maybe not, but I like you hot.”

      “I hope you like me hungry, too.”

      “Uh-oh. I was afraid of that. I’ll fix you a snack while you do your lotions and potions. PB&J sandwich?”

      “Oh my gosh, you read my mind! And maybe some carrot sticks?”

      “Coming right up.”
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        * * *

      

      I returned to find her sitting seiza-style in the middle of the air mattress. She was braiding her hair, and she’d been thinking. I set the plate in front of her, stretched on my side, and propped my head on my fist.

      “I like Carter,” she said without preamble.

      “Me too.”

      “But I don’t like when he asks you things instead of me.” She shrugged. “I know it shouldn’t bother me, but…”

      “He makes all the decisions for Kim. And he thinks we have the same relationship.”

      “Her father was very strict. He controlled everything before she married Carter. Oh, did you hear what she called him?”

      “‘Daddy.’ Yeah, I caught that.”

      “I don’t think she ever did anything with her father—kinda like me and Laurie—but I suppose that’s why she likes Carter to make all the decisions. He’s the father figure in her life. Only, I’m not like that.”

      “Want me to say something to him?”

      “No. As long as you understand.”

      “I do.”

      She smiled. “My favorite words. I know, that’s why you say them. And why I love you. More and more, every day. But don’t change the subject.” She play-scowled. “I like Carter. His dick is nice, but my jaw’s a little sore. And he needs to drink more water. His come was really thick. Not yucky-gross thick, but still, pretty thick.”

      I chuckled at her choice of words.

      “I’m serious. Guys don’t think about their semen as much as they should. I go to a lot of trouble to make sure I’m clean and fresh and presentable for you, especially down there. You do the same, I know, but it’s more than just looks. Consistency and taste matter too.”

      “So, I should drink more water and eat pineapple?”

      “Yes, Mr. Sarcasm, you should. It’s healthier anyway.”

      “But what about protein?” I teased.

      “If you must know—”

      “I must, I must.”

      She glared a warning. “If you must know, semen is mostly fructose. That’s fruit sugar, in case you didn’t know. The protein comes from amino acids and albumin, like egg whites. I looked it up. A single egg has more protein than, like, twenty blowjobs. Twenty, Paul. I love swallowing your come, but I think I’ll get my protein from real food instead.”

      “It’s good for your hair and nails, though.”

      “Paul, dear, I’m kidding when I say that. Shampoo and conditioner are much better. I don’t think anything can help my nails—I’m too hard on them—but lotions and moisturizers do more for my skin than man cream. Don’t get me wrong, I love jizz as part of my diet and beauty routine, but I’m not going to stop using the other things.”

      She paused, in case I had any more inane comments. I didn’t.

      “I like it because I like it,” she finished. “I don’t care what it does for me, supposedly or for real. But you didn’t really want to discuss semen, did you? Because I know far more about it than you do.”

      “Clearly,” I chuckled. “You win.”

      “Thank you. I thought you’d see it my way. And, for the record, I like yours better than Carter’s. His is nice enough. His penis too. I like sucking it, but I can’t imagine what it’d feel like inside me. Kim says it’s nice. She doesn’t have much to compare it to, though. She’s only been with one other guy, and only a couple of times.”

      I shrugged. “You like my dick, and you’ve only been with one other guy.”

      “Fine, use logic against me. But I suppose you’re right. Besides, the vagina stretches. One size fits all. Unless the guy’s really large. Oh my gosh, remind me to tell you about Tom sometime, my first boyfriend at Uni. He was huge. Like, John Holmes huge, a real horse-cock.” She pretend-shuddered at the memory. “No, thank you. I like yours much better.”

      “Thanks,” I chuckled.

      “And Kim certainly seemed to enjoy it. I knew she would, though. For the record, I really like her, too. She’s sweet. And a lot smarter than she lets on. She sort of dumbs down when Carter’s around.”

      “Oh, I think he knows,” I said. “He’s a pretty smart guy, and I can’t imagine he’d still be with her if she were actually dumb.”

      “No, you’re right. Only, it’s kind of sad that she thinks she needs to. I knew a lot of girls like her in school. High school, I mean. They were fine around us, other girls, but then a guy would show up and they’d turn into bimbos. Kim’s like that. Only, not so bad. We were talking while you guys were inside, and— Oh my gosh,” she blurted, “we forgot the wine!”

      My brow furrowed at the sudden detour.

      “The Malbec, or whatever it was called.”

      “You don’t remember?” I teased gently.

      “Paul, dear, I only pay a hundred percent attention to you. A hundred and ten, if you must know. I watch and listen all the time, to everything. So don’t you forget it.”

      “I won’t,” I chuckled.

      “Good. I only pay attention to other people, like, eighty percent.”

      “What about the other fifty percent?”

      She started to answer but then stopped. “Funny, ha ha. I can do math. That’s a hundred and twenty percent.”

      I didn’t have the heart to correct her.

      “Please, not that again. Five-sixths hurts my brain. Now, where was I? Oh, right. Kim. She really likes you. We were talking while you guys were inside. D’you see what I did there?”

      “You repeated the same thing you said before.”

      “Mmm hmm. I told you, I pay attention when it’s you. Anyway, Kim. She’s really excited. She wants to have sex with you.”

      “With you too.”

      “Oh my gosh, she’s so pretty. But I don’t know if it’ll happen. She wants to make Carter happy, but she’s scared. Well, not ‘scared.’ I suppose ‘nervous’ is a better word. She’s excited, too, so it’s weird. Only, now I know why. She’s half-bi, not full. I knew girls like her in school. High school, I mean.

      “Okay, from now on,” she detoured, “whenever I say ‘school,’ I mean high school. Hawaii or Uni, doesn’t matter. They’re both ‘school.’ I’ll call it ‘college’ if I mean UT. Then I won’t have to keep explaining things. Like ‘cock,’ ‘dick,’ and ‘penis.’ The words mean the same thing but different circumstances. Does that make sense?”

      I chuckled. “Oddly enough, it does.”

      “Don’t laugh. It’s your fault I pay attention to words now.” She huffed affectionately. “Now, where were we? Right, I knew girls like her in school.” She paused to make sure I understood.

      “High school,” I agreed.

      “Right. Carter sure says that a lot, doesn’t he? ‘Right.’ Hmm. You say ‘exactly’ a lot. And I suppose I say ‘oh my gosh’ more than I should. But that isn’t what I’m talking about. Stop changing the subject.”

      I held up my hands in mock surrender.

      “Better. So, the girls in school. Some of them were half-bi. For the record, Brooke came up with that, so be sure to give her credit. She hates when I take credit for her ideas.”

      “I wonder why.”

      “Anyway,” Christy continued doggedly, “half-bi girls like kissing and fooling around up top, but nothing down below. That’s how I knew Brooke was serious. About me, I mean. She went down on me, like, the first time we were together. Oh my gosh, I still play with myself sometimes when I think about it. I hope you don’t mind,” she added. “These days I mostly think about you, but sometimes I can’t help myself. Uh-oh, I’m chattering, aren’t I?”

      “A little.”

      “I don’t know why. I’m not nervous or anything.”

      “You do it when you’re excited too.”

      “I suppose you’re right.” She frowned. “What were we talking about?”

      “You think Kim’s half-bi.”

      “Oh, right! She is, which explains my radar. It was really confused. I should’ve figured it out sooner. Only, Carter wants her to be full-bi. She’s nervous but wants to try. Uh-oh. I just thought of something. Do you think he’ll force her? I don’t know how I’d feel about that.”

      “I don’t think he will,” I said, “but I’m not sure.”

      “It’s okay when you force me to do things, ’cause I wanna do them anyway. But I don’t know how I’d feel if you forced me to do anal or something I don’t like. For real don’t like.” She paused and decided to explain, “I suppose technically I don’t like being kidnapped and raped. I’d kick and scream and bite and scratch if someone tried for real. My brothers taught me how to fight, you know. I go straight for the balls. And not in a fun way.”

      “Note to self,” I chuckled.

      “Oh, Paul, I’d never do it to you. I want you to kidnap and rape me. Oh my gosh, just saying it makes me wet. But that’s what I mean about ‘for real don’t like.’ I don’t know how I’d feel if Carter tried to force Kim to do something with me, especially if she really doesn’t want to.”

      “He doesn’t seem like the type.”

      “I think you’re right,” she agreed. “He’s too protective. They talked a long time before they decided to come here and try swinging. Even tonight. She totally wanted to have sex with you, but he knew she was drunk, so he wouldn’t let her.”

      “Sound familiar?”

      “Yes, Mr. Protective. And for the record, you were right about that. You were also right to make me tell you what I want. Now I kinda like it.” She grinned. “Like tonight, when I asked you to eat my cookie.” She tasted the word and frowned. “That’s a weird way to say it, don’t you think? Although… I suppose it makes Kim feel like she’s a little girl and Carter’s her daddy. It’s sort of play-acting but sort of not. Hold on,” she said all of a sudden, in another Christy-logic detour. “I thought you were going to fix me a snack.”

      I grinned and pointed to the empty plate. Well, empty except for the crumbs.

      Her eyes widened in surprise. “Did I really eat it already? I didn’t even realize. I’ve been talking the whole time.”

      “Yep. Are you still hungry?”

      “Yes, but not for food-food. Don’t look at me like that! What’d you expect? We’ve been talking about sex the whole time. Man cream and jizz and swallowing. So sue me. I can’t help it. I have needs too, you know.”

      “Oh, I know,” I chuckled.

      “Well?”

      “Well what?”

      “Are you going to give it to me or not?”

      “Hold on,” I teased, “is ‘not’ an option?”

      “No, of course it isn’t.”

      “Well, then, I’d better give it to you.”
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        * * *

      

      I rose early and went for a run the next morning. The air was humid and still, and not quite cool. Sweat rolled down the small of my back, and I could feel it soaking into the waistband of my running shorts. I didn’t have a dilemma to brood about, so I enjoyed the tranquility of the forest, the sights and sounds and smells as it came to life.

      Carter was sitting on the patio when I returned. He had a stack of files and a cup of hot tea. He looked up when I slowed to a stop. I braced my hands on my hips and walked in a circle to cool off.

      “Now I know what Homer was talking about,” he chuckled. “In the Iliad.”

      “That’s me,” I agreed. “Swift-footed Achilles.”

      “Knew I liked you for a reason. We think alike.”

      “We do.”

      “Nice run?” he asked conversationally. “I need to get back in the habit. Or go to the gym. Or… something. Sitting behind a desk has made me flabby.”

      “You’re fine,” I said. “You haven’t gone to seed or anything.”

      “Thanks, but you’re just being polite. Maybe I’ll start playing tennis more.”

      “It’s a lot of work, staying in shape.”

      “Right. And I envy Christy’s metabolism.”

      “Me too. But we probably wouldn’t if we had to eat six times a day and were always hungry.”

      “The grass is always greener,” he agreed. He sipped his tea. “What time do you have to leave for town? You’re meeting your architect, right?”

      “Yeah. Ten o’clock. Leave by nine thirty.”

      “Do you mind if I go with you? I’ll even drive. I want to stop by the liquor store. We’ve, ah, made quite a dent in your wine cellar. The grocery store too, to make something special for dinner tonight.”

      “Fine by me,” I said. “You don’t have to do anything special, though.”

      “Ah, but I want to.”

      “In that case, sure.”

      “Breakfast in an hour?”

      I glanced at my watch and counted forward. Then I looked at the bungalow, where I hoped Christy was awake and waiting for me.

      “Make it an hour and a half,” I suggested.

      Carter followed my logic and grinned. “Right. In that case, I might see if Kim’s awake.”
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        * * *

      

      Christy was indeed awake and waiting for me, although she hadn’t heard me come in. I stood in the bedroom doorway and watched her. She’d kicked off the sheet, and her fingers were busy on her clit. After a moment she spread her legs even wider, reached around her hip, and used both hands. She fingered herself with one and frantically rubbed her clit with the other.

      Her pussy glistened with moisture and made faint squelching sounds as she fingered herself. She was close to an orgasm, but then she suddenly stopped. She pinched and rolled her nipples instead, and squirmed as she tried to keep from touching her pussy. Then she moaned and clutched the sheets with pent-up desire.

      I couldn’t stand it either at that point. My dick was painfully hard and threatened to tear a hole in my running shorts. I untied the drawstring, pushed them over my hips, and walked into the room. Christy’s eyes snapped open. She looked at me with fear and surprise and then recognition.

      “Oh, thank goodness. I thought—”

      I knelt between her legs and rammed my cock into her. She gasped and arched her back. The tendons in her neck stood out, and a flood of moisture surrounded my shaft. The temperature inside her shot through the roof, and I tried to hold back my own orgasm.

      Then the walls of her pussy gripped my cock. I groaned and unleashed a torrent of semen deep inside her. Her orgasm had been a little one, until she felt me unload. That triggered a real one, and she cried out, both in surprise and from the force of it.

      We panted after it was over and slowly came to our senses.

      “Good morning, Sunshine.”

      She smiled languidly. “Mmm, very good.”

      “Sorry to make you wait.”

      “No, you came at just the right time.” Her eyes glinted with a smile.

      “Good one,” I chuckled. Then I pushed myself up. I looked down our bodies, to where my cock split her open. I was still very hard.

      “Ready for round two?” she asked.

      “You already know the answer.”

      “Mmm, I do. I know what else you want. You want me to ride you.”

      I laughed.

      “I’m right, aren’t I?”

      “Yeah,” I admitted, “you are. That’s exactly what I was thinking.”

      “I could tell. You get this look.”

      I thrust my arms under her and rolled us over. She came to rest atop me and pushed herself upright.

      “When does the new furniture come?” she asked.

      I frowned at the non sequitur but answered, “Tomorrow. Or so they say.”

      “Mmm, then you can tie me to the bed and fuck me properly.”

      “What?” I teased. “Just now wasn’t ‘properly’?”

      “No, it was. Very proper. And now I’m going to fuck you properly. But I like when you tie me up and use me as a fuck toy. Oh, don’t look at me like that. Of course I know the words. I’ve heard them since I was, like, six.” She grinned. “I wonder what my brothers would think if they knew they were turning me into a sex-crazed nymphomaniac.”

      “I dunno, but I’ll have to thank them.”

      “You will not,” she squawked. “They think I’m pure and innocent.”

      I snorted.

      “They do!”

      “Their wives don’t.”

      “Hmm, you might be right.”

      “I know I’m right,” I said. “Now, are you going to fuck me or not?”

      “Hold on,” she said in a near-perfect imitation of me, “is ‘not’ an option?”

      “Oh, crap!” I laughed. “I forgot what you said.”

      “No, of course it isn’t,” she repeated. “And then you said, ‘Well, then, I’d better give it to you.’”

      I cupped her tight little ass and pulled her against me. She fell forward onto my chest. Her clit ground against the base of my shaft, and she mewled in pleasure.

      “Oh, no fair,” she panted. She slowly pushed herself upright again. “You’re supposed to let me do it. I’m the sex-crazed nymphomaniac, remember?”

      “You won’t let me forget.”

      “Mmm, I know. Now, stop talking, please. I need to concentrate.” She closed her eyes and began moving her hips.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Better. Now, where were we? Oh, right. Happy, happy fuck toy.”
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        * * *

      

      “Which way?” Carter asked when we reached the main road.

      I pointed.

      “Thanks for letting me drive,” he said as he shifted into second. The engine revved to a howl before he shifted again. Then he stood on the accelerator, and we left the speed limit in the dust. I thought he might let off when we hit a hundred, but we raced past it like it was standing still.

      At that point I began to wonder about the takeoff speed of an Audi Quattro. And part of me expected to see a couple of fighter jets on an intercept course from NORAD. At the very least, I looked for blue lights in the side mirror. The road was empty, though, and the sky too. Carter eventually mashed the clutch, let off the gas, and coasted back to double digits. Then he heaved a huge sigh of satisfaction.

      “Whoo! That was fun! This is the same car they race in Europe,” he added in a calmer voice. “It’s a 2.1-liter inline five. Turbocharged.”

      “It’s fast, all right,” I agreed.

      “One thirty, easy. And it handles like a dream. All-wheel drive.”

      I couldn’t help but think of Trip and all the “manly” things we’d talked about when he’d bought the GTI.

      “It’s cute, too,” I said to Carter, who looked askance. “Very red.”

      His puzzlement deepened.

      “Long story. Don’t ask.”

      “Right. So, the reason I wanted to come with you this morning…”

      “You wanna talk about swinging. And now that you’ve had a chance to sleep on it…?”

      “You know what I’m going to say.”

      “Probably,” I admitted. “But you still need to say it.”

      “I want you to fuck Kim. Use her, abuse her, make her write bad checks.”

      “Seriously?” I laughed.

      “Well, don’t be too rough, but I know you’re into that sort of thing. The girls’ve been talking. You and I have more in common than I first thought.”

      “Oh?”

      “Ropes… handcuffs… riding crops? Sound familiar?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Me too. Kim isn’t into pain as much as Christy— I only know from what she told Kim,” he added quickly. “I’d never ask her personal questions without your permission.”

      “Oh. Okay. I wouldn’t mind, I guess, but… This is probably the point where I admit that I don’t know the etiquette.”

      “Seriously?” He looked at me sideways. “I thought you were in the scene.”

      “I’m in the lifestyle,” I said hopefully, although I wasn’t sure it was the same thing.

      “But… Kim said— Ah, right. Now I get it. I keep forgetting you’re only twenty-one. Sorry, I don’t mean to keep bringing that up,” he added, “but it’s easy to forget. Although it explains why you don’t have much experience with the scene. BDSM. At least, no formal experience.”

      “No. Only what we’ve tried on our own. And what we’ve read in magazines.”

      “Bondage Classics? Bound to Please?”

      “No,” I laughed. “More vanilla. Penthouse and Variations.”

      “Ah, right. Some good stuff in those, but basic. Nothing hard core.”

      “That’s what I’m starting to realize.”

      He chuckled. “I know how you feel. How I felt when we started talking about swinging. Completely out of your depth, right?”

      “Exactly.”

      “I’d be happy to teach you,” he said. “It’s the least I can do after you’ve been so cool with swinging. Thanks again, by the way. This week’s been everything we hoped. And Kim’s sex drive’s been in high gear since we met you.”

      “Ours too,” I admitted.

      “I thought so.”

      “Turn here,” I said as we approached the road that led to Granville’s house.

      Carter downshifted and powered into the turn at a speed that would’ve sent a normal car into the ditch. The Audi’s all-wheel drive kept us on the road, and he accelerated into the straightaway. Trees whipped past us in a blur. He let off the gas and coasted. “Sorry. I can’t drive like that with Kim in the car. I shouldn’t do it at all. Not on an unfamiliar road.”

      “Just don’t kill us.”

      He chuckled and slowed to a saner speed. “Right. I’ll be cool. Besides, I can’t talk when I’m concentrating on the road. Too dangerous. So, how far to this guy’s house?”

      “A few minutes.”

      “Long enough to finish what we were talking about.” He checked the mirrors as an excuse to organize his thoughts. “I’ll tell Kim you’re in charge when we get back to camp. Total control, do whatever you like, nothing’s off-limits. Well, a few things,” he amended. “She isn’t ready for anal. I’ll train her eventually, but we aren’t there yet.”

      I nodded.

      “Mild pain is fine, but nothing serious. She gets quiet when she doesn’t like something, so you’ll be able to tell. Pull her hair, slap her ass, that sort of thing is fine. But this is her first time with another guy. It’s a big step for her, so—”

      “Don’t make it so rough that she doesn’t want to do it again.”

      “Right. I knew you’d understand.”

      “I’m not really into pain,” I said. “Not for myself. I do it ’cause Christy likes it.”

      “Ah.” He glanced at me sideways. “What about the rest? The bondage?”

      “That’s Christy too.”

      He chuckled at a thought.

      “What?”

      “Don’t take this the wrong way, but I was a bit worried I might not have fun with her. I like blowjobs as much as the next guy, but… they’re a little tame for my taste.”

      “You like the control,” I said.

      “Right. Tying her up and teasing her until she begs me to let her come.” He chuckled again. “Kim enjoys it because she likes making me happy, but… it sounds like Christy’s into it for real.”

      “Big time,” I agreed.

      “Kim’s more like you. She’s a natural sub, but she enjoys the straight sex more than the other stuff.”

      I nodded.

      “Do you mind turning Christy over to me for the rest of the day? I promise, she’ll love and regret every minute. Sex is off-limits, but I can tie her up and—”

      “Use her like a fuck toy?”

      “Something like that,” he agreed.

      “I think she’d like that.”

      “Cool. And one last thing. Do you know what a safe word is? I’ll need to—”

      I chuckled and added, “We’re not complete novices. We know that much, at least.”

      “Good. Kim’s is ‘red.’ Like the color. Stop everything if she says that.”

      I nodded. “Christy’s is ‘bacon.’”

      “Right. Makes sense.” He grinned, and Granville’s house came into sight.

      “Perfect timing,” I said.

      “Almost like I planned it that way,” Carter agreed. He parked in front of the house and looked at his watch. “Two minutes early. Close enough. Kim said the meeting’s mostly a formality?”

      “At this stage, yes.”

      “Then we can run the rest of our errands. Because I am dying to get back to the girls and get things going.”
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        * * *

      

      We spent two excruciating hours with Granville, nearly half of it making small talk before he even looked at my drawings. And when he finally did, he talked about his own designs, from a high-rise in Miami to a bank headquarters in Charlotte. Carter read my frustration and growing impatience.

      “It sounds like you’ve done just about everything,” he said to Granville. “You could probably do the camp project in your sleep.”

      “No, no,” the old man insisted. “Every project has its own unique challenges.”

      “Like what? They’re just simple cabins, aren’t they?”

      “Oh, no, my boy. That’s where you’re wrong. Here, I’ll show you.” He gestured at me. “Let’s see the elevation sketches.”

      He nitpicked the designs and made suggestions. Most of them were stylistic, but a few were actual improvements. I dutifully made notes. Then, much to my surprise, he gave me some practical, constructive advice about the clubhouse design. His firm in Miami had designed a vacation resort, he explained at length.

      I tried to wrap things up at that point, but Granville wasn’t ready to give up his captive audience. He asked Carter about Charlotte, and they spent another fifteen minutes talking about how much it had changed in the years since Granville had lived there. Beatrice, his housekeeper, eventually came to our rescue. She asked if we were staying for lunch, which was our cue to decline (regretfully) and make our escape.

      “Thanks for your help back there,” I told Carter after we left.

      “No problem. The senior partner in my firm is like that. I’ve learned to humor him. His mind’s as sharp as ever, but he’s a longwinded bore most days. A serious rainmaker, though, and good for my career. He’s drinking buddies with half the judges and most of the big money clients in town.”

      “The good ol’ boy network.”

      “Right. Is architecture like that?”

      “Not really,” I said. “Thank God.”

      “Lucky for you. I’m making the right connections, but I’m young, and it takes years.”

      “If it were easy, everyone would do it.”

      “No kidding!” he laughed. “Okay, I’m ready for lunch. Christy mentioned the place you ate?”

      “Yeah, it’s in town. Take a right at the main road.”

      Carter wasn’t blown away by the drugstore. The lunch counter was basic meat and three fare, hearty and well-cooked, but not quite fancy enough for his palate. He enjoyed it well enough, though, especially the pie. And he eyed the old-fashioned soda fountain with interest. Still, the place probably wouldn’t make his list of top ten restaurants. Maybe not even the top hundred.

      The liquor store was a different story, and he was surprised by the selection of wines. He quickly replaced everything we’d drunk over the past couple of days and then talked to the owner for fifteen or twenty minutes. Together, they filled a case with wine for Carter to try at home. As a parting gift, the man sold him the two remaining bottles of Old Rip Van Winkle, which he’d been saving for “a particular friend.”

      I privately wondered if they’d been for Granville. Then again, maybe it had been a subtle come-on, to let Carter know he was gay and interested. I was probably reading too much into it, but Carter missed it completely. He was so straight that it never occurred to him that another man might want to have sex with him. I smiled indulgently and congratulated myself for being so enlightened. Then I thought of Sara’s reaction to that, and my ego deflated to peals of imaginary laughter.

      “What’s that guy doing here?” Carter wondered as we drove away. “In such a small town?”

      “He grew up here.”

      “He’s wasting his talent. He could be a sommelier in any restaurant in Charlotte, maybe even New York City.”

      “He might like the slower pace here.”

      Carter snorted but didn’t argue. He was a snob all right, but I understood his point. And I had to admit that part of me agreed with him. I couldn’t imagine life in a sleepy little town in South Carolina. I didn’t want the hustle and bustle of New York City, or the cookie-cutter sprawl of Los Angeles, but I was still a city boy.

      “You mind if I open ’er up on the way back to camp?” Carter asked. “I’ve only had the car a couple of months, and I don’t get the chance to really do it at home.”

      “Fine by me.”

      “They have a school in Florida that teaches rally driving. Maybe you and I could go. We could take the girls, and they’ll keep each other company.”

      “Yeah, maybe,” I agreed. He was already talking about group vacations? I didn’t know whether to be excited or alarmed. What happened to cautious Carter?

      He read me perfectly. “I don’t mean now,” he laughed. “Once we get to know each other better. Although, we know each other pretty well now. And we’re planning to share the girls.”

      “Let’s see how that goes first.”

      “Right. Totally agree. And if it works out, we can plan something else.”

      “Yeah. In the meantime…” I leaned toward him and made a show of looking at the speedometer. “Fifty? My grandmother drives faster.”

      “Ha! Hold on.”

      I gripped the door handle, just in case. Carter downshifted, floored it, and I was glad I had.
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        * * *

      

      The girls were sunbathing when we returned. They were lying on their stomachs facing away from us, and their skin glistened with a light coating of oil. The afternoon sun fell across them, and they shone like bronze goddesses.

      “I wouldn’t mind seeing that for the rest of my life,” Carter said.

      I silently agreed.

      “I feel almost guilty that I want kids,” he added. “It’s a shame to do that to a body like Kim’s.”

      “Oh, I don’t know,” I mused. “You’ve met my mother.”

      “Very pretty,” he agreed.

      “And Christy’s mother had six kids. She’s prettier now than she was before.”

      “Good genes.”

      “Kim’s no ugly duckling,” I chuckled.

      “Right. And her mother’s still pretty. She’s just a little thicker around the middle than I like.”

      I shrugged philosophically. “Beauty’s in the eye of the beholder. And by the time Kim’s her mother’s age, you’ll be thicker around the middle too. Besides, she’ll be the mother of your children, and you’ll love her for different reasons than her body.”

      “You’re probably right,” he admitted. Then he shot me a grin. “Are you sure you’re only twenty-one?”

      “Pretty sure. Come on, let’s unload. Then I wanna cool off.”

      “And get your rocks off?” He chuckled. “Sorry, it’s all I’ve been thinking about since our talk. I’m dying to watch you fuck Kim and give her a good workout. I’ve trained her well, but this is the big test.”

      “I’m sure she’ll pass with flying colors.”

      “I’m sure too. She’s really excited. She wanted to do it last night, but…” He shrugged. “Just me being overly cautious.”

      “Any last-minute worries?” I asked.

      “None that I can think of. Besides, I can’t wait to see what Christy’s like. If she’s as submissive as you say, I think I’m going to enjoy myself. And, if I’m being honest, I don’t even care about fucking her. Not after one of her blowjobs. Besides, her little body is made for a firm hand. With your permission, of course.”

      “Use her, abuse her, make her write bad checks,” I joked. “No wait, her father’d kill me if she bounces any more checks. Maybe just use and abuse her.”

      “My pleasure.”

      The girls must have been dozing, because they didn’t move as Carter and I unloaded the wine and carried it into the clubhouse.

      “Oh, hell,” he said all of a sudden.

      “What?”

      “The grocery store! I wanted to go while we were in town, but I was so excited that I completely forgot.”

      I laughed. “Don’t worry about it.”

      “But I wanted to make something special for dinner. It’s our last night…”

      “How about cock au vin with cream sauce?”

      “What? That’s disgusting. Cream sauce with wi— Ah, I get it. No, thank you.”

      “Wiener schnitzel and semen-kraut?”

      “God, no! Fermented ‘come cabbage’? Are you insane?”

      “No, just having fun. Tube steak? Frank and beans? Sausage and gravy?”

      “Objection! Badgering the witness.”

      “You’re mixing metaphors,” I shot back. “Say something chef-y.”

      “I can’t! You’re quicker than I am.” He laughed. “I have to rehearse my arguments.”

      “Yeah, all right, I’ll let you off easy this time.”

      “Good. Besides, those were all dick recipes. Why not bearded clams or fur burgers?”

      “Well, the girls’re shaved. And I didn’t think of them. You stopped me before I hit my stride.”

      “Thank God for that!” he laughed.

      “Yeah, fair enough. But seriously,” I added, “dinner doesn’t matter. We’ll probably be too tired to care.”

      “I’ll care.”

      “Then we’ll be impressed by what you throw together with the ingredients we have.”

      He grinned. “Christy said you’re relentlessly positive.”

      “Yeah, it’s pretty annoying.”

      “Nah, it’s cool.”

      “Thanks.” I tossed my chin toward the pool. “Ready for a swim?”

      “I’m ready to get things going.”

      “That too.”

      We shed our clothes and left the cool of the clubhouse. The heat outside felt like a physical thing, a muggy blanket that tried to smother us. Carter glanced around at the patio tables.

      “I thought we’d play out here,” he said, “but on second thought…”

      “Air conditioning,” I agreed, “much nicer.”

      “Right.”

      The girls stirred at the sound of our voices as we approached.

      “You’re back,” Kim said. “What took you so long?”

      Carter mentioned a name I didn’t recognize. “Paul’s architect is like him,” he explained. “He talked our ear off till noon.”

      “Oh. That’s too bad.”

      “Then we had lunch in town. The food was excellent,” he added to Christy, which was a small exaggeration. He smiled at me with a polite request not to give him away. “Thanks for the recommendation.”

      “Did you try the peach pie?”

      “No, they had chocolate pecan today.”

      “Ooh, was it yummy?”

      “Delicious. We should’ve brought some back for you,” he added, “but I didn’t even think of it. I’ll do better next time.”

      “That’s okay.”

      “You want an afternoon snack?” I asked her.

      She gave us a coy look. “What kind of snack?”

      “The kind you have to work for.”

      “Mmm, my favorite.”

      Kim read Carter’s expression and perked up as well.

      “Hon,” he said, “we’re going to trade for the rest of the day. Paul’s in charge. Do everything he tells you. And I mean everything. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Paul knows your safe word,” he added, “but I don’t think you’ll need it.”

      She smiled and glanced at me with growing excitement.

      “Same deal,” I said to Christy. “Carter’s in charge. He won’t have sex with you, but he can do anything else. He knows your safe word as well. Is that clear?”

      She nodded.

      “Don’t just nod,” Carter snapped at her. “Answer him when he asks you a question.”

      “Yes, sir,” she said immediately. “I’m sorry, sir.”

      I was a bit surprised that he’d taken command so quickly, but I probably shouldn’t have been.

      “Paul’s done a good job training you so far,” he added, “but I’m going to give you some instruction. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.”

      “Don’t thank me. Thank Paul. It was his idea.”

      “Thank you, sir,” she said to me.

      “Right,” Carter said. “Now, stand up. Over here.” He snapped and pointed, and she moved like she’d been spanked. “Good girl. We’re going to work on your posture.” He paused and said to Kim, “Hon, run inside and get your toy bag.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Carter returned his attention to Christy, but I watched Kim’s breasts bounce as she jogged off. They were enough to make my pulse quicken, even from behind. Carter continued critiquing Christy’s stance until Kim returned with a denim overnight bag.

      “Good girl,” Carter said to her. Then he held it up for Christy to see. “Do you know what’s in here?”

      “Toys, sir?”

      “They’re tools, my dear. Tools to help you learn. Are you ready to learn?”

      “Yes, sir. Please teach me.”

      He chuckled, low and confident, and Christy swallowed hard. Then she shot a nervous glance at me.

      Carter immediately swatted her ass. It was surprisingly light, much lighter than I would’ve done, but she still inhaled sharply.

      “Eyes forward,” he said, deceptively calm.

      “Yes, sir.”

      He moved in front of her, cupped her chin, and raised it firmly. He looked into her eyes. “From now on,” he said, still calm, “you pay attention to me. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      He released her and moved behind her, just out of the angle of her vision. Then he touched her hip. She flinched but continued looking forward.

      “Good girl.” He caressed her ass before he gently probed between her legs. Her chest rose and fell as her excitement built, and her nipples tightened to small brown points.

      “Very good,” he said, his voice still calm and soothing.

      She gasped when his fingers found her pussy. He continued teasing her, and she swayed slightly before she glanced at me.

      Carter reacted instantly. “Eyes forward!” He swatted her ass.

      Christy reacted to the psychological impact as much as the physical one. “Yes, sir. I’m sorry, sir.”

      Beads of sweat dotted Carter’s lip and forehead, and his thick cock was already stiff. I couldn’t understand how anyone could be aroused by something so simple.

      Different strokes, I reminded myself.

      “Are you ready to head inside?” Carter asked me.

      “What? Oh, no. I still want to go for a swim and cool off.”

      He nodded once and then grinned. “Whatever you want. You’re in charge. But don’t wear yourself out. I still want to watch you fuck her.”

      “Oh, don’t worry,” I told him. “I’m good for several rounds. Five or six, at least.”

      Christy grinned and rolled her eyes, although she managed to recover her expression before Carter caught her. Still, he knew from my reaction that she must’ve done something. He swatted her ass for good measure.

      “It seems we have some work to do,” he told her. “Inside. Now.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      He picked up the denim bag and followed her.
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        * * *

      

      I turned to Kim when the door closed behind them.

      “Join me for a swim?”

      “Of course,” she answered automatically. She began taking off her rings and gave me a suggestive look. “Sir.”

      “You can relax,” I said. “And you don’t have to call me ‘sir.’”

      Her eyebrows knitted.

      “Carter said you like straight sex more than being controlled.”

      “I like making him happy. Um… sir.”

      “You don’t have to call me ‘sir,’” I repeated.

      “No, sir. I mean, no.” She frowned again. “I mean, okay?”

      “That works,” I chuckled.

      Her expression brightened. “Would you like me to—?”

      I waited, and her frown returned.

      “What should I call you?”

      I relented, “‘Sir’ is fine. You seem more comfortable with it anyway.”

      “Thank you, sir,” Kim said. “I want to make you happy.”

      “You do. And you will. Five or six times. But let’s go for a swim first.” I took her hand and led her around the pool to the steps. We both sighed as the cool water swirled around us. Then we shared a grin.

      I pulled her with me toward the deep end. She followed to the drop-off before she let go of my hand. She didn’t want to get her hair wet, and I wasn’t the kind of jerk to make her. I swam backward and enjoyed the sight of her instead.

      Her breasts were still above the water, and they were amazing. They weren’t as full or large as Lily’s, but she was slimmer, so they fit her frame better. She blushed when she saw the direction of my gaze, although she didn’t try to hide from it. She watched me instead, without a hint of Lily’s teenage innocence. She knew exactly what we were about to do, and she was looking forward to it.

      I swam back to the shallow end and led her with my eyes. She followed, until I stood with my back to the clubhouse and leaned against the wall. She stood in front of me, curious and a little nervous, but with a ripple of excitement just beneath the surface.

      Part of me wanted to get to know her better before we skipped to the action, but the little head was firmly in the “action now” mindset. And he was right. Kim had been ready since our photoshoot, the day before.

      I told you, he said smugly. Start with a blowjob?

      Um, no. I said you were right, not that you were in charge.

      What? No fair!

      Tough, I told him. We’re doing things my way.

      Your way takes forever, he griped.

      Yes, but my way gets better results.

      So? I only care about one.

      Which is why I’m in charge.

      He pretended to sulk, but I knew better. He was still mostly hard, and he’d rise to the occasion when the time came. Kim was watching me, so I decided to explain.

      “Sorry, I was having a conversation with my dick.”

      Her eyebrows rose with amusement more than surprise. Christy had probably told her during one of their conversations. At least I didn’t need to explain.

      I took the opportunity to admire her close-up instead. She wore her hair in a ponytail, but she’d styled it instead of simply tying it up when she’d climbed out of bed. She wore eye makeup too, and lipstick, a pink that matched her natural color. She worked at being pretty, all the time.

      Her body was a similar testament. Her arms and shoulders were toned and firm from aerobics, and her stomach was as flat as Christy’s. I realized for the first time that she didn’t have tan lines from a bikini. Part of me was surprised that I hadn’t noticed before, but she was comfortable nude, so I hadn’t given it a second thought. And when I did, I realized that Carter didn’t have them either.

      Hello? the little head said. Focus? Are you sure you don’t want me in charge?

      I chuckled and shifted my attention back to Kim.

      “Do I please you, sir?”

      “Very much. You’re beautiful.”

      “Thank you.”

      “And very sexy. The little head wants to get things started immediately. That’s what the conversation was about.”

      Her brows knitted again. “Don’t you want to?”

      “Of course!” I laughed. “But the big head wants to talk a little.”

      “Oh, okay.”

      I laughed again, softer and more suggestive. “The big head usually wins, but the little head is really, really excited. See for yourself.” I gestured, and she lowered her eyes to my pride and joy. The surface of the pool distorted the view, but that didn’t stop her from enjoying it. “Go ahead,” I said, “touch it.”

      She gripped my cock and began stroking gently. Her red nails and tan fingers looked good around my pink shaft.

      “Is there anything I can do, sir?” she asked. “To convince you?”

      “That depends. What do you have in mind?”

      “I could pleasure you, sir. I’d like that.”

      “I’d like that too,” I said. “But in a minute. Are you allowed to kiss me?”

      “If you want me to.”

      “Do you want to?”

      She paused uncertainly.

      “I’m not like Carter,” I said. “He likes to be in control. I do too, but I want you to have a little control too. If you like something, tell me.”

      “I like playing with your cock.”

      “Anything else?”

      “I like kissing, too.”

      “I was hoping you’d say that.”

      She leaned in and tilted her face up, and I kissed her. She was tentative at first, but after a moment she relaxed and kissed me in return. She put one hand on my chest to support herself and turned the other to get a better grip on my hard-on. She stroked gently and then sighed as our kiss heated up.

      After a minute I cupped her firm ass and pulled her against me. She released my dick and slid her arms around me, and her breasts flattened against my chest. She kissed me again, hungrier than before.

      Eventually I picked her up, turned, and set her on the side of the pool. We continued making out until I pulled back.

      “Are you going to fuck me?” she panted. “Carter… He wants to watch. Sir.”

      “I know. He can watch the second time.”

      She didn’t argue, but I could feel her reluctance.

      “You want to make him happy,” I said, “don’t you?”

      “Of course. I want to make you happy too.”

      “Then trust me. We’ll put on a show for him. The second time. The first is just for us.” I didn’t mention that the first was usually awkward. I wanted to learn more about her body and how she reacted to mine before we had sex in front of her husband (and biggest critic).

      “Besides,” I added, “he’s a little busy at the moment.” I nodded over her shoulder, toward the full-length windows in the clubhouse doors.

      She twisted her torso and saw for herself.

      Carter had tied Christy to one of the tables, but we could only see her legs and feet. He was visible from the chest up through one of the normal windows. He did something, and Christy writhed in pleasure and strained against the bonds.

      “Yes, sir,” Kim said. “You’re right.”

      She faced me again, and I leaned toward her. She responded eagerly when I kissed her. And she wasn’t at all shy about my dick. She stroked with increasing urgency. In fact, she was a lot more passionate than I thought she’d be. Then again, she and Carter had obviously talked about it enough that her worries were a thing of the past.

      Do you mind? the little head griped. I can’t concentrate with you yap, yap, yapping. Focus!

      “Did I do something wrong?” Kim wondered hesitantly. “Sir.”

      “What? Oh, no. Sorry.”

      She smiled and blushed, and it was my turn to wonder.

      “Lemme guess,” I said dryly, “Christy told you about me?”

      “Yes, sir. She said you think too much. You get distracted in the middle of things sometimes. You aren’t upset, are you?” She gave my dick a hopeful squeeze, in case I was.

      “No,” I chuckled. “Just… sometimes I have to remind myself how much women share with each other.”

      “I know. I’m sorry. Sir.”

      “Don’t be. I think it’s cool.”

      “She told me what you like, though, and how to get your attention. For when you get distracted.”

      “Oh?”

      “Mmm hmm. She said I should suck your cock. I could do it now.”

      Please, I’m begging you, say yes!

      “What do you want?” I asked her.

      You’re doing this on purpose, the little head accused. To punish me. What’d I ever do to you?

      Kim’s smoldering expression said it all. Her lips parted suggestively, and she gave my dick an urgent tug. I wasn’t the only one who got the message.

      Uh-oh… you’d better do something.

      “May I pleasure you, sir?” she asked in a voice that was low and smooth and full of heat. “I’ll be a good girl and swallow every drop.”

      I mean it. I dunno if I can hold it.

      “Oh, God,” I managed. “Yes.”

      Kim yelped in surprise when I lifted her into the pool and set her on her feet. Water sloshed onto the concrete as I vaulted to the side and landed with a wet splat. I grabbed her head, but she was already moving toward my hard-on.

      Her lips closed around it, and the floodgates burst. I held her head and shot a geyser of come straight down her throat. She swallowed automatically and braced herself with her hands on my inner thighs. Then she moved them to my manhood. She stroked and massaged, swallowed and moaned, and the pressure eased as the spurts turned to gushes and then finally stopped.

      I breathed hard through my nose and tried to focus. My dick was still very hard, but an aftershock made me gasp in surprise. Kim sighed and continued sucking.

      “Good girl,” I panted. “You know what to do.”

      “Mmm.” She sucked until I recovered enough to push her away, gentle but firm.

      “Your turn.” I slid into the water. Then I lifted her to the spot I’d just vacated. I spread her thighs and moved between them.

      She cupped my face and kissed me, tenderly at first, but with growing heat. I felt between her legs and found the heat there as well. Her pussy was slick and smooth, and she gasped when I slid two fingers into her.

      Her kisses grew hungrier as I slowly worked her up. I wanted to go down on her, but she wanted to make out instead. The little head just wanted to fuck her. We did things her way, and her breathing grew heavier and more erratic.

      “Permission—” she said at last. Then she gasped and closed her eyes. “Permission to— Unh! Permission to come, sir?”

      I didn’t stop fingering her, and I waited long enough to make her whimper as she tried to hold back.

      “Please, sir,” she begged. “Permission…?”

      I leaned close and brushed her cheek with mine. She clung to me and whimpered as she tried to keep from crying out. My lips touched her ear. I teased her clit at the same time, and she squirmed with growing desperation.

      “Please… I—”

      “Come for me,” I whispered.

      She did. Her body went taut, and she pressed her forehead to my shoulder. She strained against the force of her climax but never made a sound. Not a whimper, not a moan, not even a sigh. She panted when it was over, but even that was quiet.

      I slowly withdrew my fingers and held her as she recovered. She clung to me, and her breathing slowly returned to normal.

      “T-thank you, sir,” she said quietly.

      “Was it a good one?”

      “Very good.” She paused and then asked, “Would you like to fuck me now?”

      Christy had the same habit, of asking a question instead of telling me what she wanted. But Kim wasn’t my girlfriend and didn’t have the same hangups. Besides, it didn’t matter how she asked. I understood well enough.

      For cryin’ out loud! the little head griped. Just fuck her already. Why do you have to analyze everything? This isn’t difficult.

      I chuckled to myself and asked Kim, “Are you ready?”

      “Yes, sir. How do you want me?”

      I glanced up at the patio. “Bent over that table.”

      Her blue eyes sparkled. “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.” She climbed to her feet.

      I vaulted to the side, and my dick swaggered as we followed her.

      She smiled over her shoulder and then braced her hands on the table. She bent forward, and I moved behind her. I didn’t waste time with foreplay. I simply rubbed my cock through her channel before I set the glans at her opening. She sighed and pushed back.

      I held her narrow hips, and her pussy coated my shaft with warmth and moisture as I slid into her. I kept going until my hips touched the soft curves of her ass. She sighed again, and her shoulders heaved with her breathing.

      “Is this your favorite position?” I asked.

      She nodded. “Did Christy tell you? Sir?”

      “No. Just a lucky guess.” I gave her ass an experimental swat, and she whimpered in surprise. She didn’t go quiet, but she didn’t react like Christy did either, so I decided to fuck her without the hair-pulling and ass-slapping.

      I began thrusting, and she pushed back against me. Her pussy felt silky smooth, and maybe a bit looser than Christy’s, although that was probably my imagination. Carter’s dick was thicker than mine, but pussies were amazingly elastic. I could probably fuck her right after he did and not notice the difference.

      I stopped analyzing before the little head had to say something. Instead, I paid attention to Kim’s reactions as I fucked her. I tried different speeds until I found one where she whimpered at every thrust.

      Then I grew curious, so I slowed down and probed her depths. I wanted to find the spot at the back of her pussy, and I tried with a dozen deep thrusts before I gave up. My dick probably wasn’t long enough. Or her pussy was a little different than Christy’s. Or both. Whatever the case, I returned to the pace she liked and focused on making her come.

      After a couple of minutes, I pulled out, turned her around, and lifted her to the table. She lay back automatically, and I paused to admire her for a moment. Her breasts flattened naturally and bulged to the sides. I couldn’t resist comparing them to Christy’s, so I ran my hands up her torso and cupped them. They were softer and more pliable than Christy’s. Her nipples weren’t quite as sensitive. I teased them anyway, and she watched me with an amused, tolerant smile.

      “Yeah, I know,” I said, “boys and their toys.”

      “No, I like it.”

      “But you’d like it more if I fucked you while I played with them?”

      She grinned. “I wouldn’t say no, sir.”

      I chuckled and straightened. Then I gripped my cock and teased her with it. Her outer lips were thinner than Christy’s, and they practically disappeared when she spread her legs. Her inner lips were fleshier. They joined at the top of her pussy and completely hid her clit, although she gasped predictably when I swung my shaft and slapped the hidden bundle of nerves.

      “Can you come just from fucking?” I asked.

      She seemed surprised by the question but answered immediately, “No, sir. Not usually.”

      I nodded and set my glans at her opening. She sighed with pleasure when I slid into her. I pushed her knees toward her chest and began thrusting. Her inner lips gripped my shaft and coated it with her juices, and it glistened in the sun as I fucked her slowly.

      “Hold your legs,” I told her.

      She did, and I buried my cock. She rewarded me with another tolerant smile as I played with her breasts, although she closed her eyes and moaned softly when I pinched and rolled her nipples. Then I moved one hand to her stomach and used my thumb to find the bump of her clit. I pressed it, and she hissed with pleasure.

      “You like that?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “You like fucking me, too, don’t you?”

      “Yes, sir. I wish Carter could see, but…”

      I arched an eyebrow.

      “I… I like it this way.”

      “Just the two of us, you mean?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      I nodded and decided to add, “It was sort of an excuse. The first time, alone. I’m pretty sure Carter’s going to like it, but just in case… I… um… didn’t want our first time to be our last.”

      Her eyes softened with amusement and pleasure. “Thank you, sir.”

      “You’re welcome.” My own smile twisted into a grin. “I’m sure Christy told you I talk during sex.”

      “Yes, sir, she mentioned it.”

      “Did she tell you what to do if I get chatty?”

      “She said I should beg you to fuck me.”

      “Well…?”

      “Oh, please, sir. Please fuck me. Use me like a naughty little girl. I need your big cock so bad.”

      I chuckled, and we shared a moment of amusement. Part of her was serious, but she was also playing a role.

      “Well, since you asked so nicely…”

      I began fucking her again, harder, and teased her clit at the same time. That did the trick, and the temperature in her pussy began to rise. A blush colored her cheeks and crept down her neck. Several minutes later, about the time it reached her chest, her breathing grew erratic.

      “Permission…?” she gasped.

      I fucked her with the long, steady strokes that she liked.

      “Oh, God. Permission to come… sir?”

      I didn’t reply. I kept right on fucking her and rubbing her clit instead.

      “Please, sir. Permission… oh, God… Permission to come?”

      “Look at me,” I said in my best command voice.

      She did.

      “You can come when I say so. Not a moment before. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, sir.” Her expression contorted as she tried to hold back. Her chest had turned pink from the heat, and the temperature in her pussy was headed toward molten. “Please, sir,” she begged at last. “I can’t— Permission—?”

      I let her squirm for a couple of heartbeats before I said, “Come for me.”

      She lasted three milliseconds, maybe four. Then her whole body stiffened. Her flat stomach tensed and showed the ridges of her abs, and she curled toward me. She didn’t make a sound for twenty or thirty seconds, until she lay back and breathed hard through her nose. I held still within her and waited for her to recover. She wasn’t overly sensitive or anything, but it felt rude to pound away while she was trying to catch her breath.

      She eventually gave me a tired, happy smile. “Mmm, that was nice. Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “Do you want me to—?”

      “Take your time,” I said. “I’m fine right where I am.”

      “Thank you, sir.” She fanned herself with one hand until she cooled to the point where she could think again.

      “Ready to go for a swim?” I said at last.

      She frowned and started to say something before her eyes lit with understanding.

      “Exactly,” I agreed. “It’s much cooler over there.”

      “I can cool off and pleasure you at the same time. I’ll be a naughty little girl and swallow, I promise.” She thought of something else. “Or… do you want me to show you instead? You can come on my face,” she added helpfully.

      “What do you want?”

      “Whatever makes you happy, sir. Swallow, show, or facial?”

      I pretended to think about it. “Swallow.”

      “My pleasure, sir.”
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      Kim and I went for a swim after she finished me off. She wasn’t a water nymph like Christy, but she enjoyed it with a girlish innocence that made me smile. We eventually toweled dry and headed inside, where I expected to find Christy and Carter relaxing in a bondage and discipline afterglow. I was wrong, but only about the relaxing part.

      The clubhouse looked like an amateur sex dungeon. Carter’s bag lay empty in a chair, while its contents were neatly arranged on the table. He had a couple of paddles, a feather duster thing, a vibrator, dildos, and more. He’d left his soft black ropes tied to another table, but he and Christy had moved to the couch.

      She knelt in front of it with her upper body on the cushions. She wore a blindfold, and her hands were cuffed behind her. She was still wearing ankle cuffs, but they weren’t attached to anything. Her ass was pink from abuse, and she was breathing hard, like she’d just come.

      Carter knelt beside her and removed a vibrator from her pussy. She normally didn’t like them, but she didn’t have much choice this time. He turned it off and set it on the couch next to a small leather paddle. Then he glanced at us and read Kim’s expression.

      “Well, you had fun.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      I nodded at Christy. “It looks like you still are.”

      “Have a seat,” he said. “You’ll like this part.” He caressed Christy’s ass and said to her, “You don’t mind, do you, my dear?”

      “No, sir.”

      “You like it, don’t you? Having your boyfriend watch as another man makes you come?”

      “Yes, sir. Very much.”

      “She’s a good little sub,” he added to me. “Very responsive. She still has a lot to learn, but I can help with that.”

      “Sounds good. In the meantime, don’t let us interrupt.”

      He stood, and his dick was as hard as before. I couldn’t imagine having an erection for an hour without coming. I was fairly sure I’d done it before, but not by choice.

      Different strokes, I reminded myself.

      Plus an amazing amount of self-control, the little head added. You couldn’t do it.

      Neither could you, I shot back.

      He sighed. How many times do I have to say this? I’m you, dumbass.

      Carter helped Christy stand as Kim and I walked around the couch and sat on the love seat. I put my arm around her.

      “Play with my cock,” I told her quietly. “Suck it when it gets hard.”

      “My pleasure, sir.”

      Carter took a seat on the couch and guided Christy into position. She lay face down across his lap with her head facing us. He made sure she was comfortable before he spread her thighs and probed between them. She moaned as he slid his fingers into her.

      Kim leaned into me, nuzzled my neck, and sighed. She began playing with my dick, and I slid my hand to her hip. I started to reach for her pussy, but she shook her head.

      “I’m fine, sir. Just let me pleasure you.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes, sir. I like making you happy.”

      Christy whimpered as Carter finger-fucked her slowly. Then he used his right hand to swat one pink cheek. It was a love tap, but she gasped in surprise. He swatted the other cheek, and she went silent with one of her little orgasms. I didn’t think Carter realized what it was, but I did, and it was quicker than I’d ever seen her come.

      He must have unleashed something deep inside her. I didn’t understand it, but she enjoyed the pain. I’d always had my doubts, though. They disappeared as I watched her respond to his attention. He continued finger-fucking her and spanked her again. He gave her several seconds to recover, but the next swat was a little harder, and her pleasure was entirely real.

      Kim stroked my cock until I was completely hard. Then she knelt on the cushions and dutifully lowered her head to my lap. She wasn’t a natural like Christy, but I wasn’t about to complain. Besides, any woman with my dick in her mouth automatically qualified as “the best,” end of discussion.

      I slid my left hand along her hip and teased her pussy from behind, and she didn’t stop me. Instead, she moaned around my cock. I rested my right hand on her head and used her ponytail to gently guide her movements. She moaned again and started playing with my balls.

      Carter spent the next ten minutes slowly building up to the point where he was spanking Christy with real force. Her tan ass was the color of a sunburn, and she gasped each time his palm connected. She’d already had two more mini-orgasms, and she was building up to a major one. Carter definitely sensed that one, and he focused on her pleasure. Beads of perspiration appeared on his upper lip.

      “Don’t come until I tell you,” he warned her.

      She whined. “I can’t hold it.”

      “You can, and you will.” He waited for her to nod. “Good. Now… beg for it.”

      “Please, sir. Please make me come. I’ll do anything. Please. I can’t—”

      “You’d better. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, sir. Only— Unh!”

      “What did I tell you?”

      “N-not to come— until—” She whined desperately. “Until— you say so.”

      “Don’t make me punish you.”

      “No, sir.”

      “Good girl.” He waited several heartbeats and then said, “Beg me.”

      “Please, sir, permission to come? Please. I need it. I can’t— unh!”

      “You may come,” he said at last.

      Christy wasn’t trained like Kim, so she didn’t come immediately. But Carter kept fingering her, and a hard slap sent her over the edge. She cried out from the force of it, and her whole body stiffened. The tendons in her neck stood out as she strained and moaned through clenched teeth.

      She finally collapsed and lay panting after what seemed like an eternity. Carter was breathing heavily too, and a drop of sweat fell from his nose. He used a corner of his towel to wipe his face and neck before he shot me a satisfied grin. He caught his breath for a moment before he nodded at Kim.

      “Have you fucked her yet?”

      “Yeah. But we thought we’d put on a show for round two.”

      “I’d like that,” he said. “I can give Christy her reward at the same time.”

      My eyebrows rose. “You mean… that wasn’t it? That was a pretty major orgasm.”

      “You can say that again,” she said weakly. “Sir.”

      Carter smiled down at her. “No,” he added to me. “She’s been a good girl, so I’m going to let her suck me off.” She perked up immediately, and he chuckled. “She’s an eager little cocksucker, isn’t she?”

      “Yes, sir, very eager,” she said.

      He unclipped the cuffs and then removed her blindfold. Christy blinked at the sudden brightness. Then she spotted me and Kim.

      “Mmm, fun.” She quickly added a “sir,” before Carter disciplined her.

      “Good girl,” he said instead. “Now, are you ready for your reward?”

      “Mmm, yes, please.”

      “Get on your knees.”

      She slid off his lap, and his erection sprang up from where it had been trapped between her body and his. She knelt between his feet and made a beeline for it.

      “Ah-ah,” he cautioned. “Ask first.”

      “Please, sir, may I suck your dick?”

      “Suck my cock,” he corrected.

      “Oh, hey,” I interjected. “Long story about that. I’ll tell y—”

      “Not now.” His eyes flashed with the first real anger I’d seen from him. He controlled it quickly and forced a smile, although a muscle twitched in his jaw. Then he made a point to ignore me. He stroked Christy’s cheek instead.

      I blinked in surprise more than anger, although I certainly felt enough of that. Kim sat up abruptly, which added to my confusion. I thought she was going to leave in a huff, but she stroked my dick and nuzzled my neck instead.

      “I’m sorry, sir,” she said in a low voice, “but you shouldn’t interrupt another Dom.”

      I replied in a harsh whisper, “I was only trying to tell him—”

      She shook her head and kissed my ear. “It isn’t my place to explain, sir. Carter will tell you.” Then she kissed my jaw, nuzzled my neck again, and sighed with fake contentment. She asked in a louder voice, “May I continue pleasuring you, sir?”

      I was still slightly bewildered, so I didn’t reply immediately.

      “Please, sir,” she begged, quiet again, “don’t be upset.”

      Carter heard her, although I wasn’t sure he’d understood. He focused on Christy and pretended to ignore us. He was still angry, but he had a firm grip on it. Irrationally, my own anger flared in response.

      Kim sensed it immediately, and she was a lot smarter than I’d realized. She kissed me. I blinked in surprise but didn’t push her away. Emboldened, she cupped my face and moaned into my mouth.

      My hand automatically went to her side as she leaned into me, and my thumb brushed the soft curve of her breast. I cupped it and felt my anger begin to fade. Her kisses heated up and turned into real passion instead of a distraction.

      “Please, sir,” she asked quietly, “please fuck me. I need to feel your big cock inside me.”

      “I’m fine,” I chuckled softly. “I’m not going to explode.”

      “You can explode in my mouth. I’d like that, sir.”

      I chuckled again. “Really, I’m fine. You don’t have to.”

      “But I want to, sir.”

      I pulled back and looked at her.

      “You said I should tell you if I like something.”

      My eyebrows rose.

      “Please, sir. I like when you fuck me.”

      “You really mean that,” I said, a statement, not a question.

      “Yes, sir. And… Carter. He wants to watch. So… I can make both of you happy.”

      I chuckled at a sudden thought. “You know, at first I thought you just did what Carter told you.”

      She waited and didn’t deny it.

      “I’m beginning to understand what he sees in you. Yeah, you’re beautiful and sexy, but you have a brain in there too.”

      “Thank you, sir.” She blushed and smiled and looked down. After a moment she glanced up hopefully. “Would you like to fuck me now? Please, sir?”

      I grinned. “Best offer I’ve had all day.”

      She didn’t wait for me to tell her how. Instead, she reached between us and stroked my cock. It had softened a bit during the serious discussion, but she quickly returned it to its former glory.

      Glory, glory, hallelujah, the little head sang softly.

      Kim straddled my thighs, and I chuckled at how my mind worked sometimes.

      “Yes, sir?” she wondered.

      “Long story,” I said vaguely.

      “Mmm, very long.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Okay, now I know you’re flattering me.”

      “No, sir, never,” she lied with a smile. Then she closed her eyes, and her nostrils flared as she sank onto my shaft.

      Her pussy was incredibly hot, and it felt tighter than before, which was certainly my imagination. Fortunately, Kim distracted me before I could ponder the wonders of the vagina, hers in particular.

      She leaned against me, and her full breasts brushed my chest. I gasped when she nuzzled my neck and planted soft kisses on the sensitive skin under my jaw. Then she began moving her hips, and I had to close my eyes as a wave of pleasure flooded my senses.

      Sometime later—seconds? hours? days?—I opened my eyes and met Carter’s steady gaze. His anger was gone, the same as mine. He inclined his head with an apology, and I accepted with a nod.

      “Pretty damn cool, isn’t it?” he said with a sudden grin. “All of it,” he added. “The girls, the scene… everything.”

      “Yeah, it is,” I agreed.

      He grinned again and returned his attention to Christy. She was in her own little world as she sucked his dick. He stroked her hair and breathed a heavy sigh as he relaxed into the couch. The blowjob was his reward as well. He clearly enjoyed the control and discipline, but it had been for Christy’s pleasure as much as his. Besides, it looked like a lot of work.

      I decided to put on a show for him and fuck Kim properly. She certainly wouldn’t mind. In fact, she’d probably enjoy it more, knowing that he was watching.

      “Hold on,” I told her. Then I pulled her against me and half-stood. She automatically tightened her arms around my neck. I made sure not to bang her head on the arm of the love seat when I turned and laid her on the cushions. I settled into position with my knee on the love seat and my foot on the floor for leverage.

      I began thrusting, and Kim closed her eyes to enjoy it. She opened them once, to make sure Carter was watching, but then smiled and closed them again. I concentrated on fucking her at the pace she liked. Her breasts bounced gently with each thrust, and she sighed as her own pleasure grew.

      “Play with yourself,” I told her quietly. “Come for me.”

      She slid her hand to her pussy. Her fingertips circled her hidden clit, and she pursed her lips in concentration. Heat and extra moisture greeted my next few thrusts, and her nostrils flared as her breathing grew heavier.

      Carter groaned, and I glanced over my shoulder. He strained and held Christy’s head in place, and his butt flexed as her reward gushed onto her tongue. She kept sucking after his orgasm subsided. Then she opened her mouth and showed him.

      “Good girl.” He sat back and sighed with exhaustion. “Now swallow.”

      She did. Then she immediately returned her mouth to his dick. It had begun to soften but was still hard enough for her to enjoy it.

      He stroked her hair. “Good girl.”

      I shifted my attention to Kim, who was getting close. The flush had spread to her neck and chest, and her nipples were stiff little nubs. I twisted one and she moaned in surprise.

      “Are you a naughty little girl?” I said.

      “Yes, Daddy.” Her eyes snapped open.

      “Come for me,” I said automatically. “Come for Daddy.”

      That did it for her, and she arched her back as her pleasure peaked. She didn’t make a sound, but her pussy tightened around my shaft and tried to hold me in place. I thrust deep and ground my pelvis against her. She bit her lip to keep from crying out.

      Her orgasm lasted a long time before it finally subsided. She sagged against the arm of the love seat and breathed hard through her nose. Her chest rose and fell, but she didn’t move otherwise. Then she opened her eyes and gazed up at me, exhausted and a little panicked at the same time.

      “It’s only a fantasy,” I said quietly. “Besides, it’s pretty common.”

      She swallowed hard and nodded. She still didn’t relax, but at least she wasn’t worried anymore.

      “It’s okay, hon,” Carter added. “He’s cool.”

      “I’m so embarrassed,” she said.

      “Don’t be,” I told her firmly. “Like I said, it’s just a fantasy.”

      “Thank you.”

      I didn’t think she’d moved on, but she pretended she had. Then she frowned.

      “Did you come? Sir?”

      “No, he made sure you came first,” Carter said. Then he chuckled. “We’re alike, all right. Why don’t you suck him off, hon?”

      I was reluctant to contradict him, but he read me easily.

      “Sorry. I shouldn’t’ve said anything. Ignore me.”

      “No, it’s okay. Besides, I might have a better idea.” I glanced down, to where Kim and I were still joined. “Are you too sensitive?”

      “What? Oh, no, sir! Would you like to use me?”

      “In a manner of speaking.” I glanced at Carter. “Okay if I borrow Christy?”

      His eyes sharpened immediately, and he sat up.

      “No flies on you,” I chuckled.

      He snapped his fingers to get Christy’s attention. “Do what Paul tells you until he turns you over to me again. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, sir.” She couldn’t help but grin.

      “Good girl. Get over there.”

      I started to ask Kim if she was okay with it, but my inner Dom told me to order her instead. I was torn. Nice-guy-Paul or Dom-Paul? She was Carter’s sub, so we did things his way.

      “Christy’s going to kiss you,” I told her.

      Her eyes widened, and she unconsciously glanced at him.

      I took a page from his book and snapped, “Eyes on me. I’m in charge, remember?”

      “Y-yes, sir.”

      “Good. She’s going to play with your breasts too. Do you understand?”

      Carter wanted her to go all the way, but I didn’t think she was ready for it. And I was in charge, dammit!

      “Yes, sir,” she repeated with a little more confidence. She must have sensed that I wouldn’t make her try something against her will. Then again, she probably realized that Christy couldn’t exactly go down on her while I was in the way. Whatever the case, her eyes slowly brightened with excitement and only a bit of anxiety.

      I began thrusting as the girls shared their first tentative kiss. It heated up quickly, and I chuckled to myself when I read the surprise in Christy’s body language. Kim liked kissing, the same as Christy liked giving head. She did the other things to make Carter and me happy, but she enjoyed the kissing for herself.

      Behind me, Carter stood to get a better view. I glanced over my shoulder, and we shared a quick nod before I returned my attention to the girls. Christy played with Kim’s nipples and then moved to kiss them.

      Kim gasped and arched her back. Then she closed her eyes as pleasure assaulted her from two different directions. The temperature in her pussy didn’t shoot up like Christy’s did, but she was obviously enjoying herself.

      I kept thrusting as the pressure built in my balls. Watching the girls added an extra urgency. Carter didn’t loom over us, but our threesome felt more like a foursome. In a way, it was. He wasn’t having sex with anyone at the moment, but he’d orchestrated the whole thing.

      I sat back to give him a better view. I held Kim’s hips and continued thrusting, while she and Christy kissed each other and let out soft sighs of pleasure.

      “What d’you think?” I asked Carter.

      “Pretty damn hot.”

      “You ain’t seen nothin’ yet.” Then I did my Georgia redneck accent again. “Hold my beer an’ watch this.”

      “Famous last words,” he chuckled.

      “You’ll see,” I promised.

      I concentrated on fucking Kim. She moaned into Christy’s mouth, and I used the opportunity to cup and squeeze her breast. I was getting close, so I warned Christy.

      “I’m gonna come in your mouth,” I told her, “but don’t swallow.”

      “Yes, sir. Don’t swallow.” She and Kim shared a curious, excited grin.

      I fucked Kim a little faster, until I couldn’t hold back any longer.

      “Here it comes,” I said.

      Christy moved into position and captured my cock as soon as I pulled out. She moaned in pleasure but then in surprise at the force and amount. I unloaded what felt like an entire fire hose into her mouth. We were both breathing hard by the time I finished.

      “God, that was good.” I swallowed to moisten my mouth. “Now share with Kim… in a kiss.”

      Carter laughed. “You, sir, are a sex genius.”

      “I have moments.”

      Christy and Kim kissed and tried to figure out how to pass my semen between them. They managed a little but it was messy, and some of it ran down Kim’s chin. Kim started to laugh before she caught herself. They tried again, and Kim moaned as she tasted my load.

      “That’s pretty damn hot,” Carter said.

      “I thought you’d like that,” I agreed.

      The girls finished their kiss and smiled for our approval. Their lips were shiny with semen and saliva.

      “Damn, hon,” Carter said, “you look sexy as hell right now.”

      “Thank you, sir. May I have some more?”

      “From him or me?” he laughed.

      “Both!” Christy chimed in. “Mmm, yummy semen.”

      Carter and I shared a grin.

      “Did I mention that she’s insatiable?”

      “You’re serious, aren’t you?” Carter laughed.

      “Oh, absolutely. Come on, let’s go for a swim and cool off.”
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        * * *

      

      We rinsed off in the patio shower and then relaxed around one of the tables. Christy shifted several times but couldn’t find a comfortable position, in spite of the thick cushions.

      “Why don’t you girls lay out for a while and catch some rays,” Carter suggested. “Paul and I’ll pick out the wine for dinner and— What’s so funny?”

      “You,” I said simply.

      “What about me?”

      “The grocery store?” I hooked a thumb toward him and explained to the girls, “Julius Child here was so excited to get things going that he completely forgot the food.”

      “Guilty, your honor,” he said solemnly. “Lock me up and throw away the key. Right, next case. You girls relax while we see about dinner and something to drink.”

      The girls moved to lounge chairs, while he and I headed inside.

      “Thanks for coming with me,” he said as soon as the door closed behind us.

      “I figured you wanted to get me alone to talk.”

      He chuckled. “You’re so cool that it’s easy to forget how perceptive you are. And I don’t mean Paul Newman cool, although you’re that too.”

      “Thanks.”

      “I mean cool under pressure,” he continued. “You’d make a great attorney.”

      “Thanks, but—”

      “Yeah, I know. My father wanted me to be a banker. But you have to follow your passion. Right, so… you’re probably wondering why I asked you here.”

      “Not really. I figure it’s to talk about earlier, when I interrupted you.”

      “Yeah. Sorry I lost my temper. I shouldn’t’ve, and I apologize.”

      “Well, I shouldn’t’ve interrupted you.”

      “You didn’t know,” he shrugged. “And it’s my fault for not telling you. So I was more upset with myself. That is, once I got over the initial anger.” He paused and organized his thoughts. “If you want to learn more about the scene—”

      I nodded.

      “—I’ll be happy to teach you. Yeah,” he chuckled, “I figured you’d want to. For Christy’s sake if nothing else. I mean, if you really love her.”

      “I do.” I smiled at the familiar phrase.

      “She’s definitely a sub,” he added. “And a real masochist. I’ve met one other woman like her. I could make her come just from spanking her.”

      “That’s Christy, all right.”

      “It is,” he agreed. “And if she’s like that for real… Well, don’t take this the wrong way, but you need to learn what you’re doing. You could really hurt her if you discipline her wrong or put her in the wrong position for too long.”

      I nodded solemnly.

      “We can talk about it later. Right now I just wanted to apologize. I’m sorry I lost my temper. I should’ve told you more about it before we started.”

      “I still feel like I should’ve known—”

      He shook his head firmly.

      “—but I’m sorry too.” I extended my hand and we shook to seal our friendship.

      “Right,” he said briskly. “Moving on. I’ll check the kitchen and see what we have for dinner. You grab the wine. Let’s start with the Sauternes. Two bottles, the yellow ones.” He nodded toward the case he’d loaded for himself at the liquor store. “I couldn’t believe the guy even had them. Here! In Podunk, South Carolina!” Carter shook his head in disbelief. “I told you he has good taste.”

      The man had good taste in most things, it seemed, including other men. Carter was smart, charming, and handsome, a definite catch. He was straighter than straight, but I could see the attraction. I didn’t share it, although I had to admit that I might, especially if I ever decided to play for the other team. Then again, I couldn’t imagine sex with another man, so I was probably safe.

      “—put it in the freezer,” he was saying. “Take it out after thirty minutes. Does your watch have a stopwatch?”

      “What? Oh, yeah, of course.”

      “Right. So, you’re in charge of the wine.”

      He began opening cupboards and talking to himself as he pulled out ingredients. I felt a growing affection for him as I watched. He was persnickety and a bit of a snob, but so was I. And he had a bit of a temper, but so did I. He was a nice guy in spite of all that, and I hoped I was too.

      “Like two peas in a pod,” I chuckled to myself.

      “What? Peas? No, they’re capers,” Carter said. “I think they’re technically flowers. Doesn’t matter. They add a tangy, salty flavor. So, here’s what we have…”
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        * * *

      

      We spent the next couple of hours drinking some very good wine and enjoying ourselves beside the pool. Well, three of us did. Christy enjoyed herself too, but mostly because she was in the pool. She alternated between swimming around and lounging with her arms folded on the side, where she could sip her wine and listen to the conversation.

      The water didn’t make her horny, but it definitely played a part. Besides, she was probably still tingling and excited from earlier. Carter and I were talking about Charlotte versus Atlanta when she finally ran out of patience.

      “Excuse me,” she said.

      Carter stared at her. He wasn’t upset, precisely, but he wasn’t used to being interrupted either. I did my best to hide a smile, while Kim covered nearly her whole face to hide hers.

      “Yes?” Carter said evenly.

      “Please, sir, may I suck your dick?”

      He burst out laughing.

      “Sorry,” I said without meaning it. “She’s an insistent little thing, especially when she’s had a couple of drinks.”

      “I can tell,” he laughed. Then he said to Christy, “Of course, my dear. Do you want to come here or should I come to you?”

      “Here, please.”

      “She’s a water nymph,” I said. “It makes her extra horny.”

      “Extra-super-duper horny!”

      Kim’s eyes flew wide, although she tried not to laugh at the same time.

      “Right,” Carter agreed succinctly. “I’ll be going now.” He went to the pool, lowered himself to the side, and sat with his legs in the water. Christy moved between them and began playing with his dick.

      I gestured to Kim and guided her into my lap. The wine made her flirty and affectionate. It gave her a bit of confidence as well.

      “I can’t believe she did that,” she whispered.

      “Which part?”

      “All of it. I’d never do that, even after a couple of glasses of wine.”

      I chuckled.

      “Carter really likes her,” she said softly.

      “You aren’t jealous?” I ventured.

      “No. Should I be?”

      “No. I was just curious. It takes a special kind of person to be a swinger.”

      “Carter loves me. And Christy loves you.” All of a sudden she frowned suspiciously and looked into my eyes. “Why? Don’t you love her?”

      “More than anything in the world.”

      She relaxed. “Good. I like her. She’s how I wish I could be sometimes.”

      “Nothing’s stopping you…”

      She sighed and rested her head on my shoulder. Then she nuzzled my neck. I cupped her breast and squeezed gently.

      “Thank you, sir,” she whispered.

      “For what?”

      “Letting me do this.” She kissed my jaw and worked her way toward my ear. “I know you want me to pleasure you, but—”

      “Kissing is your foreplay.”

      “Mmm, it is. It makes my cookie hot. Would you like to feel?”

      I caressed her thigh, and she parted her legs for me. Then she sighed as my fingers found her pussy. I rubbed her fleshy inner lips and began spreading her moisture.

      She sighed again, rested her head on my shoulder, and kissed my neck. Her pussy grew wetter with every kiss, and her breathing became heavier, until she raised her head and offered me her lips.

      We kissed, and our tongues slid together as heat flooded her pussy. She whimpered into my mouth and pulled my head down. I slid two fingers into her, and she moaned as I began fucking her gently. I used my thumb to tease her clit at the same time, and her breathing became erratic.

      “Please, sir. Permission—?”

      “Come for me.”

      She held my neck and pressed her forehead to my shoulder for a dozen heartbeats. It was a small, silent orgasm that left her panting through her nose. She relaxed slowly and caught her breath. I withdrew my fingers and raised them to her lips.

      “Have you ever tasted yourself?”

      “Yes, sir. Sometimes Carter likes me to suck his cock after he fucks me.”

      “Do you like it?”

      “I like making him happy,” she said, which wasn’t the same. She thought about it and shrugged. “It’s okay.”

      “You feel the same about pain, don’t you?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You tolerate it because it makes Carter happy.”

      “Oh, no, sir. I like it,” she said, which wasn’t quite a lie, but wasn’t the whole truth either.

      “Do you know what makes me happy?” I asked rhetorically. “When you’re happy. So, tell me what you want.”

      She thought about it for a long time. “I want to please you.” She hesitated a moment and then added, “Daddy.”

      My eyebrows flew up. She felt my reaction and started to pull away, but I held her in place and soothed her. Then I lifted her chin and kissed her. She didn’t know how to react at first, but after a moment she sighed and leaned into it.

      “I wasn’t shocked,” I said when I pulled back. “And definitely not disgusted. I was surprised, that’s all. And happy. That you’d trust me.”

      “Thank you, sir.” She smiled hopefully. “So… you don’t mind?”

      “What? If you call me ‘Daddy’?”

      She nodded.

      “Not at all. I kinda like it.”

      She blushed and looked down. “I know, sir. I can feel.”

      “Speaking of which…”

      Christy would’ve immediately slid from my lap, but Kim wasn’t Christy. She kissed me instead, with growing passion. Then she pressed her cheek to mine and whispered in my ear.

      “Please, Daddy, may I suck your cock? I promise I’ll play with your come and show it to you.”

      “You’re a naughty little girl,” I chuckled.

      “Yes, sir, but only for my daddy.” She batted her eyes innocently. She was playing a role, but she was doing it for herself, which made it even sexier.

      “That’s a good girl,” I said. “Get on your knees and suck Daddy’s cock.”

      She didn’t even bother with a cushion or towel. She simply knelt on the concrete and swallowed my dick. She sucked with more enthusiasm than I’d ever seen from her, and I came after only a few minutes. She held my come in her mouth and showed me. Then she rolled it around with her tongue and played with it.

      “Good girl,” I said. “Now swallow.”

      She did. “Mmm, thank you, Daddy.”

      “Very nice,” Carter said, and I almost jumped in surprise. He and Christy were finished, and he’d joined her in the pool. I hadn’t even noticed. And I didn’t know how long they’d been watching. Or listening.

      “What?” I said, slightly diffident.

      “The ‘Daddy’ thing,” Carter explained. “It’s pretty common in the scene.” It was a half-truth that covered a larger one, that Kim meant it literally more than figuratively.

      “Not with me,” Christy said under her breath.

      “I said common,” Carter chuckled, “not ubiquitous.”

      “For the record,” she said to me, “he’s as bad as you are. With words, I mean.”

      “Probably. It’s part of the reason we get along so well.”

      Carter nodded and then glanced at his watch. “Ready to start dinner? You can be my sous.”

      “Does sous mean anything besides ‘kitchen slave’?”

      “Not that I know of,” he laughed.

      “Pauvre chou,” Christy said.

      “Whatever that means,” I grumbled.

      “Thank you, sir,” Kim said quietly. “For dinner. And… um… everything else.”

      “Come on, it won’t take long,” Carter told me. “I’ll go easy on you.”

      “You know,” I mused, “sometimes I don’t like you very much.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” he replied mildly.

      “Oh, Paul,” Christy laughed, bright and musical, “he’s exactly like you.”

      “I know. And that should probably worry me.”
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        * * *

      

      Carter made tuna and rotini in a garlic, lemon, and caper sauce. It wasn’t fancy, but it tasted good, and Christy ate two helpings. Then she used a piece of French bread to mop up the sauce and butter from the sautéed carrots.

      “That was delicious,” I told Carter. “Thank you.”

      “My pleasure. You had good tuna.”

      “Wren’s doing, I’m sure. I buy Charlie the Tuna.”

      “Starkist. It isn’t bad. You have to get chunk tuna, though, canned in water, not oil.”

      Christy wrinkled her nose at the thought of oil in her tuna.

      “Exactly,” I agreed.

      Carter heard the sarcasm and rolled his eyes. “At least you had fresh carrots.”

      “We always have fresh carrots,” I laughed. “Bunny here would die without ’em.”

      Christy beamed and nodded happily.

      Carter refilled our wine, and we chatted for a while as the western horizon coaxed the sun into its embrace. The persistent summer haze turned to edible colors, from bananas to oranges to the red of ripe tomatoes. I needed an entire farmer’s market to describe them all. Christy was also thinking of food, although in more prosaic terms.

      “What did you make for dessert?” she asked.

      “A surprise,” Carter said slyly, “but only for Paul and me.”

      “Unh! No fair.” She narrowed her eyes. Then she looked at me.

      I held up my hands in unfeigned ignorance.

      “Sweet, juicy nectarines,” Carter said, “with whipped cream.”

      Christy frowned, and I mirrored her.

      “Okay,” I said slowly, “we have whipped cream. I saw it behind the butter. But I know for a fact that we don’t have nectarines. I’m not even sure what they are.”

      “Peaches without the fuzz,” Carter said. He almost managed not to smirk. Almost.

      Christy figured it out before I did, but not by much. Her eyes widened, and she glanced at Kim, who smiled in excitement.

      “I’ll get the whipped cream,” Carter said to me. “Will you be my sous and prep the nectarines?”

      “Okay, this time I don’t mind. Do you have a preference? Yours or mine?”

      “Yours, of course. And you can eat mine.” He laughed and disappeared into the clubhouse.

      Kim caught my eye, and her grin was the perfect combination of shy and come-on. Christy actually bounced, although she winced and immediately sat still.

      Kim’s expression immediately turned sympathetic. “Sometimes it takes me a whole day to recover. The girls at work wonder why I spend so much time at the copier.”

      “It’s better than before,” Christy said. “Only, I get excited and forget.”

      “You’ll be fine on your back.”

      Christy’s eyes flashed. “Mmm, I hope so.”

      “That’s my cue,” I said. “Ladies…?” I lifted Christy onto the adjacent table and set her down gently.

      “Thank you, Mr. Chef,” she murmured. “My nectarine is very happy.”

      I chuckled and kissed her before I moved to Kim.

      Carter returned with the tub of Cool Whip. “Right. Are we ready?”

      “Yours is,” I said. “I still need to arrange mine.”

      He nodded and handed me a large spoon on the way by. He stopped in front of Christy and helped her lie back. Then he pulled up a chair, spread her legs, and spooned a dollop of whipped cream onto her smooth mons.

      “Keep it on the outside,” he cautioned. Then he handed me the tub. “You know that, right?”

      “Yeah,” I lied, “of course.”

      “Thank you, sir,” Kim said. “I promise I’ll return the favor.” She smiled, and her cheeks turned rosy. Then she leaned close and touched hers to mine. “Will you come see us in Charlotte? I’d like that, sir. Very much. Carter too, but… he isn’t the reason I’m asking.”

      My eyebrows flew up. “I’d… I’d like that.”

      She sat back, and her eyes sparkled as she looked into mine. For a moment I thought she might have some romantic interest. I searched her expression and breathed a sigh of relief when I didn’t see it.

      “Was it something I said?” she wondered.

      My cheeks heated with surprise and chagrin. “No, I just…” I thought about it and admitted, “No, sometimes I get carried away.”

      She frowned uncertainly.

      “I think I’m God’s gift to women.”

      “Oh, that.” She grinned, worldly and affectionate at the same time. “Don’t all men?”

      “Probably.”

      “Are you upset? That I don’t… um… like you that way?”

      “Not at all. I’m relieved.”

      “Oh, good. Me too. Sir.” She ducked her head and leaned in for a kiss. “Would you like to eat my cookie?” She frowned. “Or my nectarine? Or… what would you like me to call it? Sir?”

      “How about ‘pussy’?”

      “Mmm, I like that.”

      “Me too. But I’m going to start with your melons.”

      She lay back, and her breasts flattened into low mounds that bulged at the side. Her eyes shone with amusement as I spread whipped cream onto her nipples.

      I spent a couple of minutes licking and sucking until they were clean. Then I kissed my way to her pussy. I didn’t bother with a chair and grabbed a seat cushion instead. I sank to my knees and surveyed her from close-up.

      The whipped cream was just a gimmick, an excuse, and I didn’t need it. Instead, I pushed her knees toward her chest and spread her legs. Her thin outer labia merged seamlessly with her body, and her fleshy inner lips parted. They were already damp with moisture, but I ignored them and planted light kisses on the sensitive skin of her inner thighs.

      Her body thrummed with anticipation as I slowly moved toward her pussy. I teased her and let the tension build until she whined softly. Then I probed her with two fingers. I lubricated them with her juices and slowly buried them up to the third knuckle. She moaned softly, and her buttocks tightened as she thrust her hips toward me.

      I began finger-fucking her and took the opportunity to glance at Carter and Christy. His face was buried in her pussy, and he shook it side to side as he vibrated her clit. She tugged a nipple with one hand and held on to the table with the other. Then she tensed and held her breath through a mini-orgasm. Carter didn’t even slow down. He began licking her slit, and she moaned into the gathering twilight.

      I returned my attention to Kim and gave her pussy a tentative kiss. She tasted tangy and salty, with a hint of chlorine. The taste was similar to Christy’s but different, impossible to describe. She reacted the same, though, especially when I nudged her hidden clit with my nose.

      On a whim, I decided to go looking for it. I used my left hand to pull the hood up and back. A pink pearl appeared, shiny and smaller than I expected. I flicked it with my tongue, and Kim nearly leapt off the table.

      “Too much,” she gasped. “Sir. P-please! Oh, God!”

      I gave her a moment to catch her breath. Then I let the hood slide back into place before I nudged the covered bead.

      Her breath caught but she didn’t try to escape. “S-sorry,” she panted.

      “No, it’s okay. I’m still learning how your body works.”

      “S-super—” She moistened her mouth, and her chest heaved. “Super-sensitive.”

      “I could tell,” I chuckled. “I won’t do it again.”

      “T-thank you, sir.”

      I gazed at her pussy thoughtfully.

      Oh, no, the little head said, don’t start.

      Start what? I protested.

      You know. Overanalyzing. Women. They’re all different.

      Who says I was—?

      He sighed.

      Yeah, all right, I’ll focus.

      I planted a kiss on Kim’s hooded clit, and she sighed with pleasure instead of pain. The little head didn’t add a snarky comment, so I kept going.

      Kim gradually relaxed and began to enjoy herself once she realized I wasn’t going to overstimulate her again. I finger-fucked her gently as I licked and sucked her wrinkled inner lips. I teased her clit through the hood when I wanted a bigger reaction.

      She rewarded me with soft sighs and heavy breathing. Her pussy heated up gradually, but nothing like Christy’s did. Still, she was getting close, so I focused on her clit and her G-spot at the same time, until she tensed with a silent climax that left her gasping.

      I held my fingers inside her and planted gentle kisses on her thighs. Then I kissed the edges of her pussy. She wasn’t overly sensitive after her orgasm, so I planted a final kiss on her flared inner lips, right below the little fold at the top. She relaxed completely, and I withdrew my fingers.

      After a moment I sat back and glanced to my left. Once again, Carter had finished before me and had been watching. Christy sat on the table itself and looked even smaller than usual.

      “Pretty damn cool,” he said.

      I stood and shrugged, deliberately nonchalant. “Another day, another beautiful woman.”

      He rolled his eyes but grinned anyway.

      “Would you like us to suck you?” Christy asked. “Sirs?”

      Carter turned thoughtful for a moment. Then he glanced at Kim, who still lay on her back on the table.

      “Do you mind if we trade back?” he asked me.

      “Not at all.”

      “I’m in the mood to fuck someone.” He patted Christy’s flank. “Don’t take this the wrong way, my dear, but I want my wife.”

      “Why don’t you thank him properly,” I suggested to her, “and make sure he’s ready.”

      “Mmm, yes, sir.” She slid to the concrete and knelt. Then she lowered her head to his lap and began sucking his semi-hard cock.

      “I’m going to miss this,” he chuckled.

      I helped Kim sit up. Then I leaned in and kissed her cheek.

      “I had fun tonight,” I said softly. “Thank you.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      “I’m pretty sure I know how it’s going to end,” I added, “but I have a question for you.”

      “Yes, sir?”

      “Carter’s going to fuck you, and I’m going to fuck Christy. We can do it separately, or…”

      She waited eagerly, but I let her twist for a moment. She finally gave in. “Or what, sir?”

      “Or we can do it together. I’ll bring Christy over here. You two can kiss and make out while Carter and I fuck you.”

      I actually felt her flush with excitement. The night air was warm, but not that warm. I pulled back and glanced at her. Sure enough, her cheeks were pink from arousal and her eyes glowed with excitement.

      “So… that’s a yes?” I chuckled.

      She didn’t answer with words. Instead, she flung her arms around my neck and kissed me, soundly. A moment later she reached between us, found my nascent erection, and stroked it to life.

      “Would you like to fuck me?” she panted softly. “Carter can watch until he’s ready. He’d like that.” She hesitated a moment and then added, “I’d like it. Please, s—? I mean… Paul?”

      My eyebrows flew up.

      Oh, for fuck’s sake! the little head said in exasperation. This is why I should be in charge.

      I chuckled and didn’t deny it.

      Kim gave me a quizzical look but then smiled. “Were you talking to him again? Mr. Big? What did he say?”

      “That I should fuck you.”

      “He’s right. You should.” She leaned back and supported herself on her elbows. She raised her legs and spread them for me. Then she glanced at Carter, to make sure he was watching.

      He was.

      I stepped forward and lubricated the head of my cock in Kim’s smooth channel. She whimpered insistently, and I pushed into her.

      “Oh, hell yeah,” Carter said. “Get her ready for me. Fuck her with your horse-cock.”

      I rolled my eyes, but only Kim saw. She grinned.

      “Thank you, sir. May I have some more?”

      “Absolutely!” I rammed into her, and the table scraped across the concrete.

      “Oh, God,” Kim moaned for show. “It’s so big!”

      “Yeah, give it to her,” Carter urged.

      I rolled my eyes again, but the little head was the only one who noticed.

      You think too much, he said.

      Yeah, probably.

      Why don’t you take a break? I got this.

      You’re the boss.

      Say that again? Never mind. Focus!

      I chuckled and began thrusting.

      Oh, yeah. Focus. Just like that.

      Sometimes I had to wonder about myself.
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        * * *

      

      Carter and I cleaned the kitchen a little later, while the girls cooled off in the pool. He wasn’t a total neat freak, but he enjoyed cleaning a lot more than I did. It gave us a chance to talk, though, to make sure we hadn’t crossed any boundaries. No one had, and we both visibly relaxed, which earned a laugh as well.

      Then he repeated Kim’s invitation to visit them in Charlotte, which came as a relief. I didn’t think she’d made the offer on the spur of the moment, but some part of me still wondered.

      “We talked about it last night,” he said. “If things went well today…”

      “Which they did,” I agreed.

      “Right. So we’d love for you to visit us, maybe for a long weekend.”

      “We’d like that. I don’t know when, though.”

      “Same here. My schedule’s so full that we can’t even stay the whole week.”

      “You have a brief due tomorrow, and you’re in court on Monday.”

      “And you have to update your cabin drawings and start on the clubhouse.” He grinned. “I was paying attention too.”

      “I kinda figured.”

      He considered me for a long moment. “I’m glad we met. Not just for Kim’s sake, but for both of us. We’ve only known each other… what? Four days? But I feel like we’ve been friends for years.”

      “Me too.”

      The door opened and the girls entered with their towels.

      “It’s still too hot out there,” Kim said.

      “And this is where we keep the alcohol,” Christy added.

      I rolled my eyes and grinned.

      “Right,” Carter said. “Then have a seat. I have the perfect après-sex wine.”

      “Penis Noir?” Christy said, although her expression clouded as she thought about it. “Who cares,” she said, lighthearted again. “Penis is penis.”

      Carter stared at her in disbelief. Then he burst out laughing.

      I didn’t understand the joke, but I waited until he recovered and said, “I’m not dating her for her looks.”

      “Obviously not.”

      “Well, not only for her looks.”

      “No, no.” He composed himself. “I do have a lovely Pinot Noir, if it suits you, my dear.”

      “Yes, please.”

      We spent the rest of the evening relaxing and chatting and drinking Carter’s wine, a California Pinot to start, then an Australian Shiraz, followed by an Italian Moscato. He was a wine snob, all right, but a fun one. He played host and explained why each wine was special.

      We eventually wound down, and he offered to pour the last of the Moscato. I waved a hand over my glass, but Christy slid hers forward.

      “Thank you.”

      “I envy your metabolism,” he said. He was a little drunk, but mostly tired from the long day. “I think it’s time for us to go to bed.”

      Kim covered a yawn and nodded. She’d been quiet for the past hour and hadn’t touched her wine after the Shiraz.

      “We had fun today,” he said.

      “Us too,” I said. “We’ll have to do it again sometime.”

      “Indeed.” He stood and then helped Kim to her feet.

      “We’ll turn off things here,” I said. “Thanks again for the wine.”

      “And the excellent conversation. Our pleasure.”

      We exchanged goodnights, and they left. Then I let out a deep sigh and slid down in my chair. I’d drunk as much as Carter, and I was definitely feeling the effects. Christy, on the other hand, had found her usual reserve of energy.

      “Honestly,” I said, “I don’t know how you do it.”

      “Do what?” She knew exactly what I was talking about, so she raised her glass and sipped to cover a smile. “I like the wine. It’s sweet. We’ll have to tell Wren about it.”

      “I’m sure she knows.” Then I raised an eyebrow. “Is that the only thing we’ll tell her about?”

      Christy sighed. “You know me so well.”

      “Mmm.”

      “She’s going to ask. You know she will.”

      I nodded.

      “But… I can’t tell her about most of it.”

      “No,” I agreed. “And Trip’s probably gonna want details about Kim.”

      “Only, I don’t want to share.”

      “Details? Or Carter and Kim?”

      “Both. But I suppose we’ll have to.” She sighed heavily. “Remember I said I felt like we were moving apart?”

      “Yep. I understand. Completely.” I couldn’t explain it, but I didn’t want to share Carter and Kim either, and it wasn’t just because we wanted to keep the bondage and discipline separate.

      Christy must have read my mind. “How do we do it?”

      “I don’t know. I love Trip like a brother, but—”

      “—he doesn’t have to be part of everything you do.”

      “Exactly.”

      “Now you know how I feel about Wren,” Christy said. “I love her, but… It’s different with you and me.”

      I nodded solemnly. “It’s the intimacy.”

      She didn’t quite follow.

      “You’re intimate with Wren, but you and I are on a deeper level. Same with me and Trip. Well, except for the sex.” We shared a grin. “And you’re right, I don’t have to share everything with him.” I thought back, though, to all the things we had shared, including girlfriends and other women.

      “I know,” Christy said softly. “Same with us. Me and Wren, I mean. But… now I have things I only want to share with you. I feel guilty, though, like I’m betraying our friendship.”

      “Same here.”

      “My mom said that’s what couples do. We become closer than friends. Lynne said the same.” Christy smiled, thoughtful and a little sad. “She’s a lot deeper than Marianne. Don’t get me wrong, I love them both, but I’ve gotten to know Lynne a lot better since you and I’ve been dating. She thinks about things. Marianne isn’t shallow, but… she and Harry have such perfect lives. They both want the same things. Sometimes I think he’s the lucky one, not me. Anyway, what were we talking about? Oh, right, betraying our friendships.”

      I nodded and sat up. I couldn’t change how we felt, and we definitely weren’t going to choose our friends over one another, so I decided to change the subject. I glanced over my shoulder, to the couch. “Let’s get comfortable. Take your wine,” I told her. “I’ll meet you in… thirty seconds.”

      I turned off the lights, filled a glass with water from the tap, and joined her on the couch. She started to lean against my side, but I patted my thigh instead. She swung a leg over and sat facing me.

      “Much better,” I said. “Everything’s within reach.”

      “I like sitting like this. I feel exposed and vulnerable.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “So you like being exposed and vulnerable?”

      “Mmm. But only for you.”

      I rubbed her thigh, and she set her wineglass aside. Then she leaned forward to kiss me. I’d been kissing Kim all day, and Christy felt different. We had a spark that Kim and I didn’t. Christy must have felt it too, because she sighed and leaned into me. I cupped her ass—so much smaller and firmer than Kim’s—and pulled her closer. We kissed again.

      “Mmm.” She sat back and grinned. “I missed you. I had fun with Carter, and Kim’s a really good kisser, but… it wasn’t the same.”

      “No. It was just sex with them. Lust, not love.” We shared a smile and enjoyed a quiet, comfortable moment. “So, you had fun today?” I said at last, and she nodded.

      “I’m still a little sore,” she added, “but it’s a good sore, like after a workout.”

      “Carter offered to teach me more about the scene.”

      “And…?”

      “And what?” I laughed. “Do you want me to learn?”

      “Oh my gosh, yes! Are you kidding? Carter… did things today. I came, like, a million times. I have fun when you spank me, but it wasn’t the same.” She sat up and looked into my eyes. “Paul Dean Hughes, I love you more than anything, but you need to learn how to do that to me. I don’t think you understand…”

      “Oh, I understand,” I chuckled. “You’ll leave me for a guy like Carter if I don’t.”

      “What?” she squawked indignantly. “No! That isn’t what I meant at all! I can’t believe you think I’d leave you over something like that. Paul, dear, I worked too hard to get you in the first place. I’m not going to throw it all away just because some other guy made me come. Ugh! You’re so infuriating sometimes!”

      “So you’re not going to leave me?”

      “Not now, not ever. Besides,” she added, “I won’t have to. You’re going to learn from Carter. Then you’ll be able to do what he did.”

      “Is that an order?” I teased.

      “You know I don’t give orders. Not to you.”

      I chuckled and didn’t argue.

      “What’s that supposed to mean? Ugh! Never mind.” She pretended to glare. “Sometimes I don’t like you very much.”

      “Like now?”

      “Yes,” she lied.

      “Uh-huh.” I gave her a moment and then reached between her legs. I began playing with her pussy, and she whimpered. Then she closed her eyes, and her nostrils flared as I spread her growing moisture. My dick didn’t react instantly, but it began to swell.

      You can do it, I encouraged him.

      Hey, I’ve had a long day too.

      I chuckled and took the opportunity to play with Christy’s breasts and pinch her nipples.

      Okay, boss, the little head said at last, ready when you are.

      I teased her clit.

      “Oh, no fair,” she gasped. “Use my own body against me.”

      “I can use my body,” I suggested, “if you’d prefer.”

      “Yes, please.”

      “Sit up.” I steadied my cock at her opening.

      God, I love my life, he said.

      Hello? Focus? I chuckled to myself and said aloud, “Good girl. Now sit back.”

      Christy sighed and sank onto my shaft. Her pussy was tight and smooth, and very wet. She settled on my thighs. Her breathing grew heavier, and I chuckled again, this time aloud.

      “You don’t care about the rest,” I said. “The spanking and bondage and toys. All you care about is my cock.”

      “Right now,” she said stubbornly. “But later? When I’m feeling naughty? Or being a bad girl?” Her breathing caught, and the temperature in her pussy went up a degree.

      My eyebrows rose. All that? Just from thinking about it? I chuckled again.

      “I’m glad one of us thinks this is funny,” she said. “I can’t help it.”

      “I know.”

      “You talk too much,” she grumped. “We’re supposed to be making love.”

      “Is that what you want?”

      “Yes, please.”

      I held her hips and began rocking mine. “Better?”

      “Mmm… can’t talk now.”
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        * * *

      

      Carter and Kim left after breakfast the next morning. We exchanged addresses and phone numbers and promised to keep in touch. The words were a formula and sounded empty, although I meant them for real and thought Carter did too. Christy and I waved as they drove off, until their car grew small in the distance.

      She sighed.

      “Yeah, I know,” I said. “Me too.”

      “What do we do now?”

      “Well, I need to get to work.”

      “Oh. Okay.”

      “You too,” I chuckled.

      “Unh! Do not.”

      “Where are those landscaping drawings?”

      “Oh, those. Yeah, I guess you’re right.”

      “Besides,” I added, “they’re supposed to deliver the bungalow furniture today. So you either need to get dressed or head down to the main camp.”

      “Main camp, I suppose. I’ll talk to your mom, too. Maybe she’s heard from Erin and Leah. Do you think they’re having fun?”

      “I hope so.”

      “I wonder if we should go to Europe. For our honeymoon, I mean.”

      “Oh, no,” I said immediately. “Don’t start that again.”

      She feigned innocence. “What?”

      “I’ll ask when I’m ready.”

      “I didn’t say anything,” she protested.

      “Back to the pool.”

      “The pool? Hold on… why?”

      “Because I’m in the mood for a blowjob before work, and water makes you horny.”

      “Oh. Yeah. Why didn’t you say so?”

      “I did. Just now. So… pool. Suck. Now.” I swatted her ass for good measure.

      “Yes, sir. I’m going!”
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        * * *

      

      Trip called on Saturday. Christy and I were preoccupied and didn’t hear the phone in time, but he called back a few minutes later. He didn’t even say hello before he started in.

      “How would you feel about a new drafting table?”

      “What? Why?”

      “The one you have weighs a ton. It has a cast-iron base. I forgot. Wren said two big dudes delivered it and carried it up.”

      “I wasn’t there,” I laughed, “remember?”

      “Neither was I. So I thought it’d be simple for us to haul it down the stairs. Wren’s pretty strong for a girl, but it’s too awkward and heavy for us to manage.”

      “Okay. So… what do you want to do?”

      “Buy you a new one. Duh. With a goddamn wooden base. Sorry,” he said immediately, “it’s been a rough day. Not your fault. Anyway, I’ll take care of it. I just wanted to let you know. We’ll bring your stool, drafting machine, and the rest of your tools. Anything else you can think of?”

      “Nope.”

      “Cool. Okay, next order of business. Did the bungalow furniture arrive?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Good. They wanted to delay again. I had to threaten to cancel the order. Was everything there?”

      “Yeah, but that explains why the driver was an asshole.”

      “What’d he do?”

      “Just his attitude. He calmed down once he realized I wasn’t you.” I chuckled at the memory. “You must’ve really annoyed them.”

      “Tough shit,” Trip said ruthlessly. “I pay for something, I want it delivered when they promise, not a goddamn week later.”

      “Hey, I understand. But don’t shoot the messenger.”

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

      “Don’t worry about it. Anyway, I checked the invoice. Everything’s fine. And the guy calmed down, especially when I offered to help them unload. We stacked everything in front of the bungalows already, so you and I won’t have to move anything.”

      “Smart. Thanks.”

      Wren hollered to him in the background.

      “All right,” he said, “I’d better go. We still need to buy your table, and the store closes at five.”

      “I’ll pay for it—”

      “No, it’s a business expense. Besides, we’ll leave it there so you can use it this fall.”

      “Ah, good idea.”

      “Thanks. Anyway, we’ll see you tomorrow. Bye.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      They arrived the next day after lunch. Trip was in a better mood but Wren was surly. She said hello, gave me an awkward hug, and disappeared with Christy toward the bungalows.

      “She’s hurting,” Trip said without explanation. “Long story. I’ll tell you later. C’mon, let’s get the tarp off the truck and unload.”

      We carried the new drafting table and my other tools into the clubhouse. Then we hauled in computer boxes from a company called Compaq. I’d never heard of them, but Trip was excited.

      “They’re the latest thing,” he said, “brand new.”

      “Duh.” I gestured at the boxes, which were still sealed.

      “No, I mean, like, for real. They just came out a week ago. They’re called clones. Cheaper than IBMs and twice as fast. They’re so hot that I couldn’t get a discount, even on two. But they’re totally worth it. Susan’s gonna be happy.”

      “The other one’s for her?” I asked rhetorically.

      “Yeah. Doug’s been after her to buy one. I told her we were buying one, and the rest is history.”

      The girls returned from the bungalows, and Christy’s eyes lit up.

      “Ooh, is that the new computer? It looks fun. Can I help? I have small hands, you know. I can get into tight places. I used to help my brothers all the time. Model airplanes, hi-fi components, carburetors, you name it.”

      Trip chuckled indulgently. “Sure.”

      “Oh, great, that’s all I need,” Wren carped. “First, I’m a baseball widow. Now I’m a computer widow too? We aren’t even married yet.”

      I chuckled to lighten the mood. “Trouble in paradise?”

      “That’s an understatement.”

      Trip cleared his throat and said diplomatically, “We’ve had a rough week.”

      “Rough? Rough! You call that ‘rough’? Nothing went right!”

      “Babe, calm down. It’s life. It happens.” He explained to us, “Her dad and his girlfriend had an argument at the party.”

      “Gold digger,” Wren muttered.

      “Our plans with the other couple fell through,” Trip continued with a frown. “The guy wussed out. Then we had to cancel the meeting in Knoxville about the new restaurant. Then we tried to move your table. That’s when she strained her back.”

      “Uh-oh,” I said.

      “It hurts to lay down,” she complained, “it hurts to sit up, it hurts to do anything.” She drew a deep breath and tried to calm down, but it made her wince instead. She closed her eyes and breathed slowly for a moment. “Sorry. Trip’s right. It’s just life. But… it’s a little annoying that it happened all at once.”

      “Tell you what,” I ventured, “Trip can put you on the DI list—”

      “The what?” he laughed.

      “The baseball list. What’s it called? Disabled and Injured? DI, right?”

      “The DL,” he and Christy said at the same time.

      She followed with, “Jinx, you owe me a Coke.”

      They shared a grin.

      “Whatever.” I ignored them and continued to Wren, “Trip can put you on the DL thingy. I’m not on the list anymore, so I can do everything you’d normally do.”

      “I’ll help,” Christy volunteered.

      “Thank you, my love,” Wren said.

      “What’m I?” I said facetiously. “Chopped liver?”

      “You too,” she added with a smile. Then she stretched up and kissed my cheek, although she grimaced almost immediately. “Sorry, I’m just cranky. A four-hour car ride didn’t help. I’ll be fine. It’s time for more Tylenol anyway.”

      “Okay. Then Christy and I’ll run to the grocery store for you.”

      “Not me,” Christy said immediately. “I wanna stay and help with the computer.”

      “Hold on, you were serious?” Trip said in surprise.

      “Of course.”

      “Then I’ll go to the store by myself,” I said.

      “No, I need to go too,” Wren said. “I don’t have a list. Besides, I need to see everything myself. It’s easier that way.”

      “That’s fine too,” I said. “I’ll load the cart and do everything else. All you have to do is point.”

      “Thank you.” She smiled. “What would I do without you? All of you.”

      “Eat stale cereal?”

      “Complain about your back?” Christy added.

      “Strain your fingers?” Trip finished. He wiggled his suggestively, and Wren’s eyes flew open in disbelief.

      “Just for that…” she threatened.

      “Look at the time,” I said quickly. “We’d better get to town before the store closes. Have fun with your new toy,” I added to Christy and Trip. Then I hustled Wren toward the door. She calmed down as soon as it closed behind us.

      “Thanks,” she said sincerely. “I know this isn’t what—”

      “Nonsense. This is exactly what I want to be doing. Besides, that’s what friends are for.”

      “Well, I owe you.” She thought of something and laughed softly. “What is it she says? I owe you a million-billion times?”

      “Yep. Lucky for you, I take credit.”

      “And sex.”

      “Ha! That too!”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      On Monday I drove to Granville’s for my normal design review. As usual, he reminisced for the better part of an hour. He’d led an interesting life, and he honestly believed he was imparting pearls of wisdom, but I had work to do, real work. When we finally got around to my drawings, the review took less than twenty minutes, and he didn’t suggest any changes.

      I wasn’t exactly rude when I packed my things and said goodbye, but Granville was clearly nonplussed. I drove like Carter on the paved roads and as fast as I could on the camp road itself. My poor old Land Cruiser rattled and squeaked and sounded like it might come apart at the seams. I finally skidded to a halt in a cloud of dust at the Retreat, where I leapt out, dumped my things in the clubhouse, and ignored Trip as I ran into the bungalow to change into work clothes.

      “Nice of you to show up,” he said when I joined him next door.

      “Don’t start,” I warned.

      “Seriously. Did you stop and smell the roses on the way back?”

      “No, and you know it. I told you about Granville.”

      “What? I’m just kidding.” Except he wasn’t.

      “Let’s just get to work.”

      “I’ve already been working.”

      “So’ve I,” I snapped. I felt like breaking something, starting with Trip’s face.

      He immediately realized he’d gone too far, so he backed off. He even took a step back, and I forced myself to calm down. After a couple of deep breaths, I surveyed the porch and its jumble of furniture and boxes.

      “What’re we doing?”

      “Unboxing everything,” he said. “Now that you’re here, we can start moving things inside and putting the bed together.”

      “Yeah, all right, let’s go. I’m tired of talking. Besides, time is money.”

      “Couldn’t’ve said it better myself.”

      I eventually calmed down, especially without Trip needling me. The work was relatively easy, and we finished the first bungalow by the end of the day. I spent a couple of hours before dinner working on drawings, while Trip dealt with paperwork of his own.

      We finished another four bungalows in two days, and I called Granville to reschedule for the afternoon on Thursday. Trip and I finished the last bungalow in the morning. Then I drove to my meeting, while he installed a bunch of little things like faceplates, vent covers, and doorstops.

      On Friday we inspected our work and made last-minute fixes. The bungalows still looked bare without any decorations other than the furniture, but at least they were complete and ready to occupy. We spent the afternoon with Susan going over them and doing a final punch list.

      “Looks good,” she said when we finished. “What’s next?”

      “Demo on the houses,” Trip said.

      “I like the idea of turning one of them into a rec center,” she said. “The hotels are adding arcades, so I ordered a couple of video games for here.”

      Trip made a note. “When do they arrive? And where do you want us to put them?”

      “Next week. You’ll have to pick them up. From the hotel by the interstate. Put them in the clubhouse for now.”

      “Are you sure? They make a lot of noise. Some of the older residents…?”

      “I’ll handle them,” she said. “You just worry about your end.”

      “You’re the boss.”

      She frowned and massaged the bridge of her nose. She looked so much like my mother that I felt an odd sense of déjà vu. She even sighed and shook it off like my mother did.

      She asked Trip, “Would you like a job? As a resort manager?”

      He smiled deferentially.

      “The pay isn’t great, but the fringe benefits are nice. Or so they tell me.”

      “They’re very nice,” he chuckled.

      “But you aren’t interested?”

      “In the job? No, sorry.”

      She glanced at me, hopeful but clearly in jest.

      “Why haven’t you hired someone?” I asked. “You can afford it.”

      “I can, yes. But the camp can’t. It doesn’t make enough money.”

      “Operate at a loss,” Trip suggested. “You should get a nice break on your taxes between that and all the capital investments you’re making.”

      “My accountant said the same thing.” She nodded at me. “Your mother agreed. Doug and Olivia too. As a matter of fact, everyone seems to think I should have someone running this place. But… I don’t want to let go.”

      “It’s a business whether you like it or not,” Trip said. “You need someone.”

      Her expression went through the stages of grief—denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance—all in the span of a few heartbeats. It was such a thorough transformation that I couldn’t help but laugh. They both looked at me.

      “It’d take way too long to explain.”

      Susan returned her attention to Trip. “You’re right. And I know it.” After a moment she sighed, heavy and final. “I miss Jeremiah. I never knew what I had.”

      “Don’t it always seem to go,” Trip said, and it was his turn for blank stares. “Sorry,” he chuckled. “Christy’s a Joni Mitchell fan, so I figured you’d know the song. ‘Big Yellow Taxi.’” He sang, “Don’t it always seem to go, that you don’t know what you’ve got till it’s gone…”

      “Pave paradise,” Susan wondered, “and put up a parking lot?” She laughed bitterly. “Is that what I’m doing?”

      “Not really,” he said. “I was talking about Jeremiah. Gunny,” he added for my benefit. “You need a good manager. You have bigger things to deal with, and you need someone to make decisions for the camp. It’s basically your private estate.”

      “Your demesne,” I added, mostly as a joke to lighten the mood.

      Susan frowned and tried to place the word.

      “Lands of an estate, used by the lo— lady of the manor.”

      “So I’m landed gentry now? And that’s what this is? My manor?”

      “Yes,” Trip said simply.

      “That’s what manor houses were,” I added, “family businesses.”

      “And I need a… what?” Susan said. “A majordomo?”

      “Or a steward,” I agreed. “Seneschal. Castellan. Chamberlain would work, although I think they’re royal. And you don’t really have a castle. Sorry, I’ll shut up now.”

      Trip gave me an eye-roll and then said to Susan, “Call it what you like. But you have a business to run as well. Several of them, in fact. And you’re going to run yourself into the ground if you try to do too much. Wren did it, and it nearly killed me to watch.” He looked down and swallowed with sudden emotion.

      Susan smiled affectionately and waited for him to recover.

      “I’m just telling you what you need to hear,” he added when he did. “Wren’s back is better. Want me to ask if she’ll help?”

      “Would you?” Susan asked hopefully. “I’ll pay her. I know it’s basically nepotism, but… I don’t care. If I’m the lady of the manor, I’m going to act like it.”

      “You’re the boss,” he agreed. “I’ll ask her. She has a good mind for business. And she has some time on her hands now that the restaurant is on hold.”

      “Oh? I’m sorry to hear. What happened?”

      “Lots of things. It’s still going to happen, but nothing ever moves as fast as we want. I’ll ask her about the camp job.”

      “You really think she’ll do it?”

      “Yeah. She likes you. And not just for personal reasons. She admires your business acumen. Besides, she needs something to keep her occupied.”

      “Talk to her,” Susan said. “Decide on a fair salary and I’ll pay it, whatever it is.”

      “Sounds good,” Trip said. “Anyway, back to our other business. We’ll start the demo on Monday…”
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        * * *

      

      The girls were ready to get away from camp on Saturday, so we decided to hike to the quarry. Christy wanted to dive and swim, which we couldn’t do in the closer pool. Trip didn’t care for the two-hour hike, but he knew better than to make a big deal about it. That would only annoy her.

      We looked for the quarry access road instead. Trip had seen it on a plat at Susan’s house, and we found it once we reached the quarry and knew where to search. It led to the downhill side of the clearing, with an offshoot that circled to the top. It hadn’t been used in decades, so it was choked with undergrowth, saplings, and even some decent-sized trees. That didn’t stop Trip for a moment.

      “Bobcat and a brush cutter,” he said as we surveyed the overgrown track. “Chainsaw for anything bigger. A couple of days and we’ll have it clear. Well, three or four.”

      “Days? In our copious free time?” I said. “Aren’t you the one who’s been complaining about the schedule?”

      “Let me worry about that.”

      I backed off. We’d been doing our best not to annoy each other since the Granville incident. Besides, he could be as stubborn as Christy—more, especially if he knew what needed doing but couldn’t make the schedule work. He started talking to himself about demolition plans and equipment rental, so I left him to it.

      “What’s he doing?” Wren asked when I returned to the blankets where the girls were sunbathing.

      “What he usually does, trying to move mountains.”

      She chuckled. She knew he wouldn’t give up until he found a solution.

      “Should we try to distract him?” Christy asked.

      Wren rolled to her side and propped her head on her fist. “Yes, my love? What did you have in mind?”

      “Something naughty.”

      “Naughty’s my middle name,” Wren laughed. “But what?”

      “I dunno,” Christy said.

      “She thinks better with something in her mouth,” I suggested to Wren, who arched an eyebrow. “I meant something of yours,” I laughed, “not mine.”

      “Oh? Put something in her mouth?”

      “I’m right here, you know,” Christy said.

      “Oh, we know,” Wren said. Then she glanced at me. “I’m feeling peckish all of a sudden.”

      I grinned and played along. “Do you think lunch would help? Maybe… a box lunch?”

      “Funny, ha ha,” Christy said. “And I’m the box?”

      “Of course you are,” Wren said. “Such a cute little box too.” She rolled on top of Christy and pinned her to the blanket with her body.

      “Help, help,” Christy cried in mock alarm, “I’m being ravished.”

      Wren silenced her with a kiss. I started teasing Wren’s pussy from behind, and she moaned into Christy’s mouth. A few minutes later she began kissing her breasts.

      “Better give her something to suck on,” Wren said.

      “Your wish—”

      “Just give her your dick, all right?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Trip returned a few minutes later, and in a much better mood. “What’s this?” he chuckled. “And why wasn’t I invited?”

      “You were busy,” Wren said. She kissed Christy’s pussy and slid a finger into her while she talked to him. “Are you in the mood to join us? Or are you still doing… whatever?”

      “What do you think?”

      “On your back, then,” she said. “I need a place to sit.”

      He laughed and joined us on the blanket.

      “Roll over,” I told Christy. “Suck Trip. I’ll fuck you from behind.”

      Her eyes flashed. “Mmm, a sub sandwich.”

      “Oh, yeah,” Trip agreed, “it’s nice to be the meat.” He waved his hard-on at her. “Get it? Meat?”

      “Oh, boy, here we go.”

      “Nah,” he said. “I’m not like Paul. I don’t— Oh, hello! Mmrmph.”

      “Sorry, he’s busy,” Wren said as she settled her pussy over his face. “You— Oh, God, right there.”

      I chuckled and moved into position behind Christy. I teased her for a moment but then entered her smoothly. She groaned and plunged her lips over Trip’s cock, and the temperature in her pussy began to rise.

      “I’m sorry,” I said flippantly. “What were we talking about?”

      “Oh, shut up,” Wren laughed. “Less talking, more fucking.”

      “Yeth, pleathe,” Christy said.
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      Trip went with me to the design review on Monday. We needed to pick up a dump truck and backhoe, but he also wanted to see for himself why the meetings with Granville took so long. He tried to keep the old windbag on track, but Granville was a force of nature. A simple review that should’ve taken thirty minutes took two hours instead.

      “He never stopped talking, did he?” Trip muttered as we drove away.

      “Nope. And I have to deal with that twice a week. I tried to get him to do once a week, but he balked.” I cleared my throat, Foghorn Leghorn-style, and said in a drawl, “Ah don’— Ah say— Ah don’ believe once a week satisfies the requirements of the Board, vis-à-vis ‘direct supervision.’”

      “Oh, brother,” Trip said. “Really?”

      “Yeah.”

      “He actually said ‘vis-à-vis’?”

      “Uh-huh. And now you know why I lose half a day when I meet him.”

      “Yeah, all right.”

      “And we’re going to lose the rest of the day getting to Spartanburg and back. None of the places in town have what we need?”

      “There’s only one,” he scoffed. “And they only have small equipment, nothing bigger’n a Ditch Witch. So… Spartanburg.”

      “Roger that,” I said.

      “Today?” he prodded.

      I stepped on the gas. The Cruiser lurched and accelerated, albeit reluctantly.

      “Dude,” Trip said. “When’s the last time you had this thing checked out?”

      A week’s worth of frustrations boiled over.

      “When?” I snapped. “In my fucking free time? I work all day, draw all night, and barely have time to sleep. Fuck! This weekend was the first time I had to do anything I wanted, but you kept talking about work. Fucking Bobcats and brush cutters! Or, maybe you meant when I was smelling the fucking roses? Or sipping lemonade with Granville J. Bloviator the fucking Third?”

      Trip weathered the tirade with remarkable patience. “Are you done?” he said at last.

      I fumed silently.

      “Yeah, I probably deserved that.” Then he chuckled. “Is ‘bloviator’ an actual word or did you just make it up?”

      I glared.

      “Dude, chill out. I was trying to lighten the mood. Listen, I’m sorry. You’re working as hard as I am. Harder, since you have to deal with Granville and me. I have to remember that, even if I can’t see it.”

      “Damn right.”

      “It was easier last summer, when we were together all the time. But now…? I’m sorry,” he said again. “I shouldn’t’ve doubted you.”

      “No, you shouldn’t’ve. But thanks for saying so.”

      “Still friends?”

      “You know we are.”

      “Yeah, but it never hurts to apologize and admit when I’m wrong.”

      “Maybe you should stop saying things you need to apologize for?”

      “You sound like my dad.” He thought of something and chuckled. “No, you sound like your mom. Whoa, lemme rephrase! I meant it as a compliment. Your mom’s pretty cool. She… gives good advice.”

      I looked at him sideways and wondered what else he thought she was good at. I wasn’t offended or even shocked, but I wasn’t about to explain why.

      He misunderstood my look. “Sorry I mentioned it. You don’t wanna know.”

      “You’re probably right,” I lied, and we left it at that.
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        * * *

      

      The next day we started demolition in the house we wanted to use as a rec center. It was hot, dirty, exhausting work, and we rarely spoke. Besides, we wore hard hats, goggles, and masks, which only added to the sense of isolation. The kitchen alone took the whole day, and I was glad to listen to Christy and Wren chat at dinner, if only to feel like part of the group again.

      Wren had started work as Susan’s personal assistant and camp manager, and she enjoyed the challenge of something new. Christy had taken over the pool, cleaning, and lunch duties. Then she tried to convince Trip to let her borrow the Volkswagen for a grocery run.

      “Oh, no,” Wren said immediately. “That’s the one thing I enjoy. I have absolute control over the kitchen and what we eat.”

      “So?” Christy wheedled. “You can control other things. Besides, I cook too! I made lunch, didn’t I? Yesterday and today.”

      “I know, my love. And thank you.”

      “So… let me do this! I promise, you won’t regret it.”

      “I know I won’t, ’cause I’m not gonna give it up,” Wren said. “No. And that’s final.”

      “Your driver’s license is expired anyway,” I said to Christy. “That’s why I said no. Insurance won’t cover it if you have an accident.”

      “Then I won’t have an accident.” She glared. “Whose side are you on, anyway?”

      “Yours,” I laughed. “You’d be in just as much trouble. Driving on an expired license…?”

      She waved it away.

      “I’ll drive,” Wren said. “And you can come with me. You can be my assistant.”

      “How come I’m your sous but she’s your assistant?” I wondered aloud.

      “Because I like calling you Sue.”

      I heard the difference and snorted, and her smirk turned into a “gotcha” grin. Score one for Wren. Again.

      “I don’t wanna be the assistant,” Christy complained. “No one lets me be in charge of anything.” She balled her fists and stomped a small foot. “I can too do things.”

      “Then let’s find something for you to do,” I said.

      Trip gave me a sly look. “We still have to decorate the bungalows. Art, accessories, linens, everything. And I need someone to start picking out colors and interior design for the houses.”

      “I could do it,” I suggested.

      “Oh no you don’t, Mr. Meddler!” Christy said. “He was talking to me and you know it!”

      “Do you think you’d be good at it?” Trip asked mildly.

      “I know what you’re doing,” she fired back, “and it’s not going to work. Only, it is.”

      He and I shared a grin.

      “None of us have your sense of style,” Trip added. “I certainly don’t.”

      He was right. His “going out” attire had been jeans and cowboy shirts before Wren had upgraded his wardrobe.

      “You really mean it?” Christy asked.

      “Absolutely,” he said. “I’ll ask the furniture company for wood and fabric samples. Paul can stop by McMaster’s and pick up paint chips the next time he goes to meet Granville. And I’m sure you can find a catalog or two for ideas on the rest.”

      “I can,” Christy said.

      “And another thing…,” he added. “Susan really needs help with her computer. You know it better than any of us, even me. You can help me pick out a printer, too. The guy tried to sell me one, but I didn’t think we’d need it.”

      “We do.”

      “Well, yeah,” he laughed. “I know that now!” He polled Wren and me with a barely suppressed grin. “Would anyone like to make a motion…?”

      I spoke up immediately, “I move that Christy is our new designer and computer nerd—”

      “Hey!” she squawked. “Watch who you’re calling ‘nerd,’ Mr… Nerd!”

      “Computer expert,” Trip said smoothly.

      “Much better.” She glared at me for effect.

      Wren raised her hand. “I second the motion.”

      “All in favor?” Trip asked.

      “Aye,” we said together.

      “Passed by unanimous vote.”

      “Hey, don’t I get a vote?” Christy protested.

      “Nope. Conflict of interest,” Trip said. “Besides… would you really vote no?”

      “No, I suppose not.”

      “All right. So, it’s settled. You’re our new designer and computer expert. I need you to start…”
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        * * *

      

      Trip and I continued working on the houses during the day. Wren took over more duties around the camp, while Christy spent her time with Susan and my mom, talking about design and decorations. They probably talked about other things, but Christy never said what. She merely smiled and said she loved me when I asked.

      We spent our evenings in the clubhouse—after a long, cold shower on my part. Wren and Christy cooked, drank wine, and chatted. Trip listened to music or a baseball game and worked on the computer with a glass of Jack Daniel’s, the good stuff. I did the same with my Walkman at my drafting table, usually with a snifter of Wren’s cognac.

      We swam and relaxed in the pool after dinner. The evenings were warm, but the water was clean and cool, a welcome change from the grit and grime of the day. And we were all tired from work, so we didn’t have wild orgies or anything. In fact, we were more like normal couples than swingers, although “normal” for us wasn’t the same as monogamy.

      On Friday Wren decided to make penne alla vodka. She and Christy started drinking the main ingredient and were both tipsy by the time dinner was ready. They were determined to get Trip and me drunk too, and we didn’t really put up a fight.

      For dessert, Christy wanted semen and berries. Trip volunteered immediately. Wren wasn’t interested in dessert for herself, but she had a pie with my name on it, she said. She spread her legs and casually invited me to eat up. I laughed and lifted her to the adjacent table instead. Then I pulled up a chair and started playing with my food.

      She ran her fingers through my hair and sighed, “My wish is your command.”

      I circled her clit with my tongue and then sucked gently.

      “Oh, that’s nice.”

      “Let me know if you want some pointers,” Trip said.

      “No, he’s doing fine,” Wren said languidly. “Just fine… Mmm, less talking, more licking.”

      Christy agreed and deep throated Trip. At that point he decided that conversation was overrated.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      We hiked to the quarry on Saturday. Christy shot a couple of wistful looks at the falls, and I knew she wanted to talk. We couldn’t do it around Trip and Wren, so I asked if she wanted to go for a swim instead, and we left the others on the big rock.

      We swam at a leisurely pace to the waterfall and then along the rocky wall. An ancient fault in the granite had sheared away part of the cliff and left a shallow alcove. It formed a ledge at the base, about a foot below the surface. I scooted my butt onto it, and Christy supported herself with her arms on my legs.

      “Do you need some attention?” I said.

      “Yes, please.”

      “I kinda figured.”

      “I know you’ve been tired from work, but I don’t think you understand…”

      “Oh, I understand.”

      “Maybe tonight we can go to bed early?” she suggested.

      “You need more than just attention, don’t you?”

      “Are you going to make me say it?”

      “No,” I chuckled. “I know what you want.”

      “Thank you.” She thought of something else and sighed. “I miss Kim. She isn’t the girlfriend type, but we have a lot in common.”

      I nodded.

      “And Carter… Oh my gosh, Paul, I get all hot and slippery… You really need to learn how to do that. It wasn’t just the spanking. It was… lots of things, too much to explain in words.”

      “Should I give him a call?” I teased. “Get a lesson over the phone?”

      “I know you think you’re being funny, but I’m serious, Paul. I need that kind of discipline. I’m okay with vanilla sex, and I love sucking your cock, but… Sometimes I lie awake at night. All I can think about is you tying me up, spanking and teasing me for, like, hours. I end up playing with myself until I can go to sleep again.”

      My eyebrows rose with a question.

      “Almost every night. Since… you know.”

      “Since they left?”

      She nodded glumly. “I tried to wake you up a couple of times, but you were really asleep. I even sucked you off once. You came and everything. You mumbled something and patted my head, but that was it.”

      “Seriously? I don’t even remember.”

      She nodded. “It’s okay, but not the same as when you’re awake.”

      “Yeah, sorry about that. We’ve been so busy on the houses…”

      “I know. But we’re busy all the time. And I have needs, Paul.”

      “I’ll try to do better.”

      “You’re doing fine. I just want to make a date for tonight. I love Wren, don’t get me wrong, and even Trip’s been super-nice lately, but it isn’t the same as when you and I do it. Besides, I don’t like thinking about Carter so much.”

      My eyebrows rose again.

      “He’s a nice guy, and I like sucking his dick, but I should think about you when I have fantasies like that. So you need to learn, okay?”

      “Okay,” I said seriously. “We’ll go visit them in Charlotte. I don’t know when, but… soon. I’ll give him a call in the meantime.”

      “That’s fine. I’m patient.” She laughed at herself. “Only, I’m not. Not really. But I am about this. I want to spend the rest of my life with you, but I need more than just vanilla sex.” She thought of something else and laughed again, softer. “I can’t believe I’m even talking like this. Can you imagine? A year ago? I was such a goody-goody. But now I talk about all sorts of things like it’s everyday conversation.”

      “It is,” I chuckled. “For couples.”

      “I know. But I’m still surprised. I never did it before. Well, with Brooke, sort of, but no one else. Not even Wren.” She shrugged. “Yeah, we talked about guys, but nothing really naughty, like bondage or discipline. She’s really normal.”

      “She likes girls and swinging,” I said. “That’s a lot more than ‘normal.’”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “Yeah.”

      “At least Brooke is more like me. And while we’re on the subject, I need to call her. I want to make sure she’s still coming and doesn’t chicken out. Only, I’ve been scared to use the phone. You know how Trip is about the long-distance bill.”

      I nodded.

      “Can you ask if it’s okay? Susan said I could use hers, but it’s never the right time.”

      “I think I’ll get one of those long-distance calling cards,” I mused. “But until then, I’ll just tell Trip to give me the bills. Call her whenever you want. Even tonight.”

      “No! Oh my gosh! Tonight you’re going to tie me up and punish me and do naughty things. I need it, Paul. I’m already getting hot, just thinking about it.”

      “Do you need some attention now?”

      “Yes, please.” She stroked my nascent erection. “Would you like to hold my head when you come? And shoot down my throat?”

      “I think I can manage that.”

      “Mmm, good. Then I can play with myself the second time.”

      “So… you’re already planning round two?”

      “Paul, dear, I’m planning a million-billion rounds. You’re in real danger with me, remember?”

      “A million-billion?” I chuckled. “That’s a lot of blowjobs.”

      “Fellatio, dear. Oh, and I learned a new word. Fellatrix, a woman who performs fellatio. And the plural, fellatrices.” She turned thoughtful. “I suppose I should thank them. Your mother and Susan, I mean.”

      “Thank them? Why?”

      “You wouldn’t like it nearly as much if they hadn’t… um… you know. Susan, especially, but your mother too. Wow, I can’t believe I’m talking about this either. Never in a million years…”

      I chuckled.

      She shook herself and returned to the present. “Funny, ha ha, Mr. Open-minded. I’m not like you. This is all still new to me. But if you don’t mind, a certain fellatrix needs her penis.”

      “Oh, so it’s yours now?”

      “Yes, dear. Till death do us part. You too, Mr. Big.”
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        * * *

      

      We spent Sunday at the quarry as well, although we mostly talked and relaxed. Trip and I made plans to clear the access road and build some permanent structures. He wanted a deck over part of the rocky beach, plus a shed to store chairs and a couple of umbrellas for shade. Christy wanted a diving platform at the top of the falls, along with a rope ladder.

      “What about a raft?” Wren suggested. “Like the one at camp.”

      “We could do that,” Trip said.

      “Hold on,” I wondered, “does Susan actually own the quarry?”

      “Dude, she owns everything from the highway to the river. A bunch by the interstate, too. Probably a hundred thousand acres, altogether.”

      I showed him my tonsils.

      “You know how she likes to joke that she owns half the county?” he continued. “She isn’t joking. She owns a good chunk of the next county, too, the one to the south.”

      Wren nodded solemnly.

      “Wow. I had no idea,” I said. “I mean, I knew she owned lots of land, but… a hundred thousand acres? Seriously?”

      “Seriously. She’s one of the largest landowners in the state. Anyway, she owns the quarry and everything for miles. I looked at the plat again. We can get to the access road from…”
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        * * *

      

      On Monday I went to story time with Granville, while Trip drove to the dump to empty the truck. He returned long before I did, but he didn’t give me a hard time when I finally joined him, nearly an hour after lunch.

      “Sorry,” I said. “Granville was in rare form.”

      “I figured. Everything okay?”

      “Yeah. Surprisingly, we spent an hour doing actual work.”

      “For real?”

      “Yep. I asked him about that resort he did, and we talked about comprehensive design. He had a bunch of good suggestions for how to tie mine together, to make the buildings complement each other instead of being identical. Speaking of which, we need to talk to Susan about redoing the façades on the motel buildings. For obvious reasons.”

      Trip nodded and made a mental note.

      “I think I’m learning how to manage him, too,” I continued. “If I know what I wanna talk about beforehand, I can ask him up front about projects he’s done that’re similar. Yeah, he still talks for an hour, but it’s easier to direct the conversation and get him to focus on what I need.”

      “Smart,” Trip said. “I knew you’d figure it out. And I thought I was the silver-tongued devil.”

      “That only works with Susan.”

      “You bet it does!” he laughed. Then he gestured with his hammer. “C’mon, let’s get to work. Sorry… back to work.”

      “Thank you.”

      We spent the rest of the day ripping out dark paneling and faded carpet, along with a couple of seriously ugly pastel bathrooms. It wasn’t mindless work, but it didn’t require my full attention, so I used the time to think.

      Christy had been steadily dropping hints about weddings, honeymoons, and marriage in general. The comments were always subtle, worked into normal conversation, but they added up. She was her mother’s daughter, all right, and I got the message—she was ready for me to pop the question, immediately, right away, chop-chop.

      Part of me wanted to ignore Rich’s advice. This was the Twentieth Century, after all, not the Eighteenth or Nineteenth. I didn’t need Harold’s permission to marry his daughter. She was an adult. She could do what she wanted. And the sooner he realized that, the better.

      Another part of me knew that it wouldn’t hurt to ask. In fact, it would do a lot of good. It was about respect and maturity. Besides, he couldn’t really say no, and he was smart enough to realize that I wouldn’t go away even if he did.

      At that point I imagined a knock-down, drag-out argument if he did say no. Then I imagined ignoring him and marrying her anyway. Neither was likely to happen, but it was fun to fantasize about. I was a knight in shining armor and Christy was a fair maiden, held hostage by the evil King Harold.

      “Seriously?” I laughed aloud. “Get a grip, dude.”

      Trip stopped chiseling tiles. “Huh? Did you say something?”

      “Sorry. Talking to myself.”

      “Whatever. C’mon, I wanna finish this one today. Time is—”

      “—money. I know. Back to work.”

      I decided that asking Harold’s permission wouldn’t kill me. He wasn’t an evil king, after all. And he loved his daughter. He wanted her to be happy. Besides, it was a formality more than anything, and he’d probably say yes.

      I stopped second-guessing myself and began planning instead. I needed to find a way to sneak off to San Diego without Christy finding out. I had a couple of ideas, but I needed to arrange some other things first.

      I came up with an excuse that evening and went to visit Susan to make a few calls. Then I spent a day and a half working out the details in my head. Finally, I enlisted Trip’s help.

      “Oh, you’re good,” he said when I told him the plan.

      “Do you really think it’ll work?”

      “It should. We’ll need to pick up the Bobcat tomorrow, though. Let’s knock off early today. I’ll call and reserve it. I can drive to Spartanburg while you’re with Granville.”

      I nodded.

      “I’ll need to tell Wren, though. Are you okay with that?”

      “Can she keep a secret?”

      He gave me a flat look.

      “Yeah, dumb question.”

      “So you’re really going to do it?” He pulled down his mask so I could see his grin.

      I did the same and lifted my goggles as well. “Looks like.”

      “Well, let me be the first to congratulate you.”

      “Don’t jinx it,” I laughed. “She hasn’t said yes yet.”

      “Dude! She will. You’re perfect for each other. And between you and me, that’s all she and Wren talk about lately. I get an earful every night. I’m supposed to encourage you.”

      “Seriously? Why haven’t you said anything?”

      He shrugged. “No need.”

      “Huh?”

      “How long’ve we known each other? You think I can’t tell when you’re planning something?”

      “Yeah, fair enough.”

      “And… I hope you don’t mind, but I’m totally gonna take credit. With Wren, at least.”

      “For real?”

      “Are you kidding? Hell yeah I am!” We traded a couple of goofy grins before he sobered and looked at the clutter around us. We were in the middle of another kitchen, this one with metal cabinets that had seen their best days under President Eisenhower. “Everything here will keep,” Trip said. “Besides, we have better things to do.”

      “I don’t know who’s more excited,” I joked, “me or you.”

      “Who cares? We’re both gonna get laid.”

      “Ha! No kidding.”

      “Let’s go. Time is pussy.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      A couple of days later, I emerged from the bungalow and dried my hair on the porch. I was still cold from the shower, and the late-afternoon heat felt good.

      Christy glanced my direction and smiled. Then she returned her attention to the pH test kit. She couldn’t balance her checkbook to save her life, but she could balance the pool chemicals almost without thinking. I chuckled to myself at the way her brain worked.

      All of a sudden the clubhouse door swung open.

      “Dude,” Trip called across the patio, “we got problems.”

      Christy’s head came up, and she watched as he strode toward me.

      I met him halfway. “What’s up?”

      “I just got off the phone with Sayuri. It’s the house. The sewer float busted.”

      That wasn’t what we’d planned.

      “It just blew,” he continued with a straight face. “Sky high.”

      “Oh my gosh,” Christy said, “is it bad?”

      “It’s bad,” he told her. “The city turned off the sewage backflow pump—”

      The what?

      “—but we still have problems.” He turned a grave face to me. “You’re the only one who knows how the sewer float works. You have to hurry. If you don’t…” He trailed off ominously.

      “What?” Christy asked.

      “There’s a river of shit heading straight for the house.”

      Her eyes widened in horror.

      I’m going to kill him, I thought grimly.

      “Oh my gosh, Paul! You have to stop it.”

      “I… I don’t know if I can,” I said.

      “We’ll lose the house if you don’t,” Trip said. Then he delivered his pièce de résistance. “Help us, Poopie-Wan. You’re our only hope.”

      I nearly burst a blood vessel, and I had to cover my face so Christy wouldn’t see how hard I was trying not to laugh. I somehow convinced her it was disgust.

      Trip grinned smugly. How long had he been thinking of that line? How had he even said it with a straight face?

      “You have to go,” Christy said. “Now!”

      “The city has a temporary sewer dam in place,” Trip said, “but they don’t think it’ll hold more than a day.”

      “So I can leave in the morning?” I said, back on-script.

      “No! Go now!” Christy insisted. “It’s a river of you-know-what, Paul.”

      “No, Paul’s right,” Trip said. “None of the hardware stores’ll be open. He needs to buy a new sewer float and decrapulator assembly.”

      I had to bite my lip and look away.

      Christy mistook my pain for indecision. “I’ll help you pack,” she said. “You can leave first thing in the morning.”

      I’ll get you for this, I thought at Trip.

      Hey, you said you needed a crappy excuse.
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        * * *

      

      I left before breakfast and drove to Atlanta instead of Knoxville. I could’ve driven to Columbia or Charlotte, but my chances were better with Atlanta. I refused to pay the exorbitant last-minute ticket prices, so I used my dependent pass to book standby.

      The airline had several direct flights to San Diego, and I’d picked the one with the most empty seats. The gods of travel smiled on me. I made the passenger list without breaking a sweat, and Rich was waiting for me when I arrived.

      “Well, if it isn’t Romeo,” he said, “all dressed up and everything. I didn’t think you’d have the stones to do it, but here you are. Gotta respect that.” He held out his hand, and I shook it.

      “Thanks, Rich. And thanks for picking me up.”

      “Orders.”

      “Hold on… you told your parents?”

      “No, of course not. What kind of idiot do you think I am? Standing orders—keep an eye on the boyfriend.” He nodded at my backpack. “You have any other luggage?”

      “No, just this.”

      “All right. Then let’s go.”

      We walked toward the main terminal in silence, and I realized that Rich was playing a game to see who would speak first.

      “Seriously?” I said in exasperation. “Is everything a competition with you?”

      “Not everything,” he admitted. “Only where you’re concerned.”

      “Fine. Whatever. What did you tell your parents?”

      “That I’m bringing a friend home for dinner and to spend the night.”

      “They’re okay with that?”

      “Of course. I do it all the time. Navy chow gets old.”

      We drove to his parents’ house in silence, although I could feel him working up to something. He parked in the driveway and turned off the Blazer’s engine.

      “You want some advice?”

      “That depends,” I said warily.

      “Always on guard,” he chuckled. “I like that about you.”

      “Thanks?”

      “Don’t mention it. Okay, here goes… Drink the good stuff if he offers. And be polite, but don’t back down. He respects junior officers who’ll stand up to him.”

      I blinked in surprise.

      “One last thing…”

      “Yeah?”

      “Good luck.”
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        * * *

      

      Rich and I walked around the garage and entered the screen porch. He turned the kitchen doorknob and opened it quietly. Then he sort of glide-stepped into the house. His mother was standing by the stove with her back to us, although she chose that moment to turn toward the sink. She saw him out of the corner of her eye and jumped in surprise.

      “Oh my gosh, Richard! Don’t scare me like that! You know I—! Paul? What’re you—?” Her eyes widened again, with excitement this time. “Oh, dear. It’s happening, isn’t it? Never mind. Forget I said anything. Come in, come in.”

      Rich walked toward her normally and bent to accept a kiss on the cheek.

      “How many times have I told you?” she chided. “Don’t sneak up on me like that.”

      “Why not? It’s good practice.”

      “You’ll give me a heart attack one day.”

      “Never. You’re going to outlive us all.”

      “Not if you keep scaring me.” She waved me closer and gave me a kiss as well. “Why didn’t you tell us you were coming? Never mind. I know. Only, I’m supposed to pretend I don’t. Isn’t that how it works?”

      “How’s he s’posed to know?” Rich laughed. “He’s never done this before either.”

      “Be nice,” his mother told him. Then she turned businesslike. “Let me put dinner in the oven and then you can fix me a drink. I need it after the fright you gave me. And I’m sure Paul wants to talk to your father.”

      “I’m glad one of us does,” he joked.

      “You sound like Daniel again.”

      “Ugh! And what’re you grinning about, Romeo?”

      “You. You’re so much like Birdy.”

      “Only more dangerous.”

      “Not to me.”

      Anne grinned at him expectantly.

      “No fair,” he muttered.

      “Yes, dear,” she said sweetly. Then she smiled at me. “I’m glad you’re here. Harold’s in his office.”

      It was the verbal equivalent of a firm shove, and I suppressed a smile. I’d never stood a chance, with Christy or her family.

      “Well, here goes,” I said. “Faint heart never won fair lady.”

      “Not in this family,” Rich chuckled. “Go on. And remember what I told you.”

      Anne looked curious but didn’t ask.

      “Roger that,” I said.

      I walked toward the front of the house. It was farther than I remembered, at least a mile. My heart started pumping more blood to my brain, and my breathing struggled to keep up.

      I rehearsed my arguments for the umpteenth time. My actual speech was short and sweet, but I’d thought of a million things to say if he said no.

      I reached the open doors and paused just out of sight. I listened. Nothing.

      After a moment I looked back. Anne and Rich were watching from the kitchen. He rolled his eyes in exasperation, but she nodded encouragement. I felt an enormous weight on my chest, so I paused and tried to get my heart rate and breathing under control.

      Then I took the first step, into the king’s audience chamber. Harold was working at his desk, and he didn’t notice me at first. He jerked in surprise but recovered quickly. He was used to taking charge, after all.

      “Paul! Ah, I see. So you’re the ‘friend’?” His eyes narrowed shrewdly and he switched gears, to the cordial host. “Good to see you. Come in.” He stood and walked around the desk. He was wearing a white Izod polo and bright Kelly green slacks. “Uniform of the day,” he said dryly. “Golf.”

      “Oh. Right.”

      “Do you play?”

      “Not yet.”

      He chuckled and gestured at the liquor cabinet. “Drink?”

      “Yes, please.”

      “Whiskey? Ice? The usual?”

      “Whatever you’re having.”

      “Mmm. Have a seat.”

      I sat. Then I smoothed my pants. I crossed my legs but uncrossed them just as quickly. I sat forward instead. Finally, I planted my hands on my knees and told myself to stop fidgeting.

      Harold turned from the liquor cabinet and handed me a nearly full glass. It was a triple, and my eyebrows rose in surprise.

      “You look like you need it.” He settled into the comfortable wingback chair, swirled the ice in his own glass, and sipped. “Drink up.”

      I did, although I scarcely noticed the bite of the whiskey. I tilted the glass higher and kept going, until the ice froze my lip and the last drops trickled over my tongue.

      Harold looked on with curious amusement. “Another?”

      “No. Thank you.” I set the empty glass on the table.

      “So,” he said, idle chitchat, “what brings you to San Diego?”

      “I think you know. Sir. And I won’t beat around the bush… I want to marry Christy.”

      “And…?” His ice-blue eyes glinted, not with a warning, but something closer to enjoyment.

      “I’m asking your permission.”

      He nodded thoughtfully and still didn’t say anything. Then he settled into his chair. He crossed his legs, sipped his drink, and studied me. Senior officers cracked under that gaze. Junior ones broke entirely.

      I reminded myself that I wasn’t either.

      “You’re a cool one, all right.” Harold set his drink on the table and pretended to look relaxed. I couldn’t read him as easily as Christy, but he was thinking hard. “Now, what were we talking about?”

      My eyes tightened.

      “Ha! Brave, too. Brave… or foolish. I don’t see that look very often.” He held up a hand before I could defend myself. “It’s all right. You remind me of me. So, you want to marry Birdy? And you’re asking my permission?” he mused.

      “Yes, sir.”

      He thought about it and nodded. “Before I give you my answer, let me ask you something. What would you do if I say no? Would you respect my wishes?”

      “Yes, sir. But I’d tell Christy.”

      “Hmm. Asymmetric warfare. Good strategy.” He paused. “What then?”

      “I’d wait.”

      “Ah. A war on two fronts. Against my wife and daughter. You don’t fight fair.”

      “No, sir. I fight to win.”

      I had a sudden, vivid image of Rich pumping his fist. I couldn’t see or hear him, but I knew he’d done it. I cleared my head and focused on the reality I could see.

      Harold chuckled. “Oh, boy. Now you definitely remind me of me. And I suppose you think you’ve already won?”

      “I want to marry your daughter. She wants to marry me. Of course I’ve won. The rest is just… posturing.”

      “You may be right.” He smiled, although it faded as his eyes went to the past. “I never had this conversation with Anne’s father. He died before I met her.”

      I nodded.

      “But I’ve always imagined what it would’ve been like. Asking her mother was hard enough,” he added. “Now there’s a woman who knows how to intimidate someone.”

      “I know the feeling,” I said under my breath. Anne wasn’t intimidating in the physical sense, but I wouldn’t cross her unless my life depended on it.

      Harold folded his hands in his lap, exactly like Christy did. “I don’t know why I’m trying to intimidate you.”

      “Habit?”

      “Maybe,” he admitted. “But if I give you permission, I’d like a favor in return. No, belay that.” He studied me and then nodded once, decisively. “All right, you can marry Birdy.”

      I waited for the other shoe to drop.

      “You have my blessing.”

      I still couldn’t believe it, so I held my breath.

      Harold eyed me with growing amusement.

      I finally broke. “Seriously? That’s it?”

      “That’s it,” he agreed. “Although… now that I’ve said yes, I’d like to discuss that favor.”

      “Anything!”

      He laughed. “Wait till you hear before you agree.”

      “Are you kidding? Do you really think I’d say no?”

      “Well, then… I should press the advantage.” He paused and finished seriously, “I want you to wait.”

      “I— I’m sorry… What?”

      “You heard me. But let me put it another way, more politely. Please don’t rush into it.”

      “Why not?” I eyed him suspiciously.

      He actually laughed. “No, not because I think she’ll change her mind,” he said. “We both know she won’t. She’s too darn stubborn. And she loves you. Any fool can see that, even an old one.”

      “Then… what do you want?”

      “Just what I said. Don’t rush into it. You can ask her to marry you, but don’t plan the wedding just yet. Please.” He reached for his drink and sipped to cover an emotion I couldn’t read. At first I thought it was embarrassment, but I couldn’t imagine about what.

      “I wouldn’t normally ask,” he continued after a moment. “But… these are special circumstances.” He cleared his throat, and I was sure—he was embarrassed.

      “You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to,” I said.

      “No, no. I owe you an explanation. I don’t normally talk about money, but…” He squared his shoulders and faced it head-on. “We bought another piece of property. In Meeks Bay. It’s much nicer than the one we have. It’s right on the lake.”

      “Tahoe?”

      “Yes, sorry. It’s exactly what we want, so we jumped when it came on the market.” He cleared his throat again. “We used all of our available cash to pay for it.”

      “Ah. And now you’re worried that we want an expensive wedding.”

      He nodded.

      “We don’t.”

      “Then you don’t know Birdy,” he chuckled. “Or my wife.”

      “Fair enough.”

      “Son… Paul… we want to give you the wedding you deserve. But we need a little time to recover first.”

      “Of course.”

      “I wouldn’t ask, but…” he continued. “In light of your…” He cleared his throat and continued, “Your living arrangements—”

      My eyebrows flew up.

      “—you aren’t in a rush to…” He floundered. “Not like I was.”

      I controlled my expression and kept my big mouth shut. Diplomatically, of course.

      “So I’m asking you to wait. Only a year,” he added quickly. “Or until you graduate. That’s fair, isn’t it?” It was a request, not an order.

      “Of course.”

      “Thank you. I’m glad you understand.”

      I gave him a pointed look. “I could say the same to you… about our ‘living arrangements.’”

      He blinked in surprise, but I didn’t back down, which made him grin instead. “I think Birdy’s met her match.”

      “I hope so.”

      “I know so. And I believe this calls for a toast.”

      He looked toward the kitchen and drew breath to call out.

      Anne materialized in the doorway. “Yes, dear?”

      “Ha! I should’ve known.” He looked at me. “Are you sure you want to sign up for this?”

      “My mother asked Christy the same thing.”

      He chuckled. “I can imagine what Birdy had to say about that.”

      “She’s your daughter,” Anne agreed.

      “Yours too.”

      Her eyes crinkled with a smile. Then she glanced sideways, and Rich stepped into view.

      “You heard?” his father asked him.

      “Of course. What’s the point of eavesdropping if you don’t?”

      “Son, I swear… you’re becoming more like Danny every day.”

      “Someone has to. You’re too serious, and Mom’s too polite.”

      Harold scoffed to show what he thought of that.

      “Never thought I’d say this,” Rich said to me, “but congratulations. I’m happy for you. Welcome to the family.”

      “Thanks, Rich. That means a lot.”

      “Don’t think you’re out of danger, though. I’ll kill you if you hurt her—”

      “Of course!” I laughed.

      “—but… yeah. I’m happy for you. Happy for Birdy too.”

      “Thank you.”

      “You mentioned a toast?” Anne said into the silence.

      “I believe I did.” Harold stood, and I followed suit. He poured the good stuff into fresh glasses and passed them around. “To Paul and Birdy. Sláinte.”

      “Sláinte!”

      Anne excused herself and returned with a small box, well kept but obviously old.

      “This was my mother’s engagement ring,” she said. “She wants Christine to have it.”

      The box was maroon leather with gold accents. I held it gently, afraid of what I’d find when I opened it. I imagined a plain gold ring with a tiny diamond solitaire, which was the last thing I wanted. But it had been Christy’s grandmother’s, so I’d be stuck with it. I decided to make the best of an awkward situation.

      I pasted on a smile, opened the box, and felt my jaw go slack. I stared in mute astonishment, until my brain understood what my eyes were telling it.

      The ring was platinum filigree Art Deco, with a matched pair of diamonds. They weren’t tiny, either. They were a respectable size, set together and surrounded by a dozen smaller stones that sparkled in the light. The jeweler’s name was printed in gold lettering on the lid’s silk lining.

      Tiffany & Co., New York, Paris, London.

      It was beautiful and unique, like Christy herself, but an irrational part of me wanted to object. I was supposed to pick out the ring myself. I was supposed to scrimp and save for months. I was supposed to buy the biggest diamond I could afford, a half-carat if I was lucky.

      Instead, I’d been handed a two-carat family heirloom, and from Tiffany, no less! It was too much, and my conscience rebelled.

      Fortunately, I came to my senses. Family was important to Christy, and she was her nana’s only granddaughter. The ring was a symbol that her family accepted me, too. Besides, it didn’t matter if I’d chosen it myself or even paid for it.

      I dropped my silly objections. Then I locked them in a trunk for good measure. Finally, I shoved the whole thing into a deep, dark hole. With a Balrog. And a seriously pissed off wizard. They landed with a distant thud.

      And stay there!

      “It’s beautiful,” I said aloud. “Thank you very much.”

      “You’re welcome. You’re going to make her very happy.”

      “I hope so.”

      “Or else,” Rich warned.

      Anne sighed.

      “What? I’m just saying—”

      “Do you want to see the ring Nana gave me for your fiancée?”

      He closed his mouth and actually gulped.

      “Mmm, I thought not.” She smiled winsomely, a vision of my future. “Would you open a bottle of champagne?” she asked him. “There’s some in the refrigerator. Thank you, dear.”
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        * * *

      

      Dinner continued the celebration with wine, and we switched to champagne again with dessert. We returned to whiskey when we moved to the living room. Harold and Rich talked politics and the Navy, while Anne and I talked about her mother and late father, and how much she’d enjoyed meeting my parents.

      A couple of hours later, she hugged me fondly and said goodnight. She’d drunk as much as the rest of us, but she was barely tipsy. I envied her metabolism. She told us not to stay up too late. Then she kissed her husband and son goodnight.

      Harold joined her about an hour later, but not before he and Rich dragooned me into his office to smoke a vile cigar. Even a glass of whiskey from a dusty old bottle wasn’t enough to make it taste better.

      Rich and I kept drinking after Harold called it a night, and I finally staggered to bed well after midnight. Then, of course, Rich woke me before six.

      “Hit the deck. Time for PT,” he said, disgustingly chipper.

      I muttered a curse, and he chuckled with sublime indifference.

      “I mean it,” I moaned. “Leave me alone.” A Viking raiding party had just marched up to the city gates in my head, and my mouth tasted worse than their boots. “Jus’ let me die. Tell Christy I love her.”

      “Come on,” Rich said in a normal tone, “you need to get up. Fifteen minutes. Or I’m leaving without you.”

      He didn’t leave without me, the son of a bitch.

      “Shouldn’t say that,” I muttered aloud. “I like your mom.”

      “What’re you talking about? Never mind. Here, drink this. And take these.” He hauled me upright, held a glass to my lips, and then forced me to swallow four Tylenol. “Now, get your ass up. We’re going for a run.” He looked at his watch. “Fifteen minutes. I mean it this time.”

      “Fuck off.”

      He chuckled. Again. And then he returned, fifteen minutes later.

      “Thought I tol’ you t’ fuck off,” I mumbled into the pillow. It was wet with drool. I didn’t care. Neither did the Vikings. They were too busy hammering away at the city gates.

      “Get up,” Rich said. “You don’t wanna fly with a hangover. It makes it worse. We’re going for a run. Is that clear?”

      “I don’ like you very much.”

      He barked a laugh and then said mildly, “I’m sorry to hear that. But… who’re you trying to convince, me or you?”

      Even the Vikings heard the irony. They roared with laughter.

      “Sons’a bitches,” I muttered. “I can say it to them.”

      Rich ignored me and hauled me upright. “Come on. Can you get dressed on your own? Or do you need me to help?”

      “I can do it. An’ why do you care, anyway?”

      “Because Mom’d kill me if you miss your flight. Besides, I feel responsible. I know you don’t have my metabolism. Now, get your ass in gear.”

      I resigned myself to my fate. Then I found my running shorts, although I turned them several times as I tried to find the right hole. Rich left me alone to finish getting dressed, and I eventually stumbled into the hall.

      “’Bout time,” he said. “Let’s go.”

      We stretched outside and then ran to the end of the oceanside park, where I finally lost it. I threw up in the parking lot and dry-heaved until my stomach was empty. Then I tried to wash away the taste of vomit, bile, and stale cigar at a nearby water fountain.

      “Not too much,” Rich warned.

      “Yeah, I know.” I rinsed and spat, although it didn’t help.

      “Better?”

      “No,” I said resentfully.

      He chuckled. “The only easy day was yesterday.”

      “Hooyah.”

      “I suppose you earned that,” he said. “But don’t push it.” He checked his pulse and then pressed buttons on his watch. “Come on, creampuff, you can do it. Let’s go.”

      The raiding party in my head had finally broken through the gates. Now they were simply chanting, “Tyr! Tyr! Tyr!” I could live with that.

      We ran another three miles, and I felt almost miserable by the time we finished. That was a vast improvement from before. I didn’t think I’d feel human again until December. At least the Vikings had settled to a dull party, with only an occasional victory cheer.

      Back at the house, Anne fed me toast and orange juice. Harold commiserated over toast and coffee. He had a higher tolerance and had quit earlier, but he wasn’t feeling his best either. We both watched with a mixture of envy and nausea as the other two ate a full breakfast of eggs, sausage, toast, fruit, and muffins.

      “Disgusting, isn’t it?” he said.

      “You can say that again.”

      “Get used to it,” Rich said cheerfully.

      “Be nice, dear,” his mother said.

      “That was nice. This melon is delicious. Is there any more?”
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        * * *

      

      We left for the airport an hour later. I carried the ring box in my front pocket and kept patting it to make sure I hadn’t lost it.

      When we arrived at the gate, the flight to Atlanta was so empty that the agent had already moved me from standby to the manifest. She even said I could board with the regular passengers.

      Rich and Harold said goodbye and shook my hand. Anne gave me a long hug.

      “Be good to her,” she whispered. It was her usual farewell, made extra special by the ring and her unwavering support.

      I boarded the plane and found that I had a row of seats to myself. After takeoff I raised the armrests and stretched out. One of the flight attendants covered me with a blanket. I was a rumpled, hungover, miserable representative of the company, but no one called me on it.

      Unfortunately, I had to sit up and buckle my seatbelt for landing. My sinuses were parched, my mouth was a desert, and even my eyeballs felt gritty. Worse, the Vikings had returned. They thought my temples would make good battering ram practice. Wait, did the Vikings even use battering rams? The ones in my head did. Repeatedly. Damn them.

      I found a water fountain in the terminal and drank as much as I could stand. I began to feel better almost immediately, but I needed food as well. I’d slept through the meal on the plane, so I stopped at one of the restaurants in the main terminal.

      The waitress was a world-weary Florence Nightingale with henna hair and kind eyes, and she’d probably seen more than her fair share of hungover travelers. She brought me an egg salad sandwich, plain potato chips, and a Coke. I left her a generous tip and trudged out to my car.

      I hadn’t gone twenty miles before the Land Cruiser’s air conditioner succumbed to the July heat. It was a blessing in disguise, since I was still wearing my dress shirt and khakis. I’d taken off my jacket and tie, but I didn’t look like I’d spent a couple of days working on the house.

      I stopped at a gas station and changed into shorts and a T-shirt. Then I hid the ring box in the bottom of my backpack. I set it on the seat beside me and drove the rest of the way with one hand on the wheel and the other on the pack, in case I hit a bump and it flew out the window or something.

      I arrived at the Retreat about an hour after sundown. My hangover had faded to a dull memory, and I was mostly tired from a long day. I was hot and dusty too, and my clothes stank of exhaust fumes. I’d driven two hundred miles with the windows open, after all.

      Christy and the others were sitting at one of the tables on the patio. They’d spent the weekend clearing the quarry access road—the original plan for how to keep Christy from accompanying me—and they looked as tired as I felt. They were a lot cleaner, though, and Christy looked beautiful, even with no makeup and her hair tied up.

      Just the sight of her made me forget my troubles. Then I thought of the ring in my backpack and wanted to shout for joy. Unfortunately, I had to pretend I’d spent the whole weekend working on the sewer.

      “Welcome back,” Trip said.

      “Thanks. It’s good to be back.”

      “Did you save the house?” Christy asked. “From the river of you-know-what?”

      “Yeah. The de— um… decrapifier—”

      “The decrapulator?” she corrected, and Trip had to bite his tongue to keep from laughing. I couldn’t even glare at him.

      “Yeah, I… um… had to install a new one,” I lied awkwardly. “The Decrapifier 2000. It replaced the sewer float and… the other thing. It wasn’t made for a pipe like ours, though, so I had to use Trip’s record collection to hold it up. I hope you don’t mind, buddy.”

      He knew I was lying and didn’t bat an eye, damn him.

      “Not at all,” he said. “As long as you, ahem, got the approval you needed.” He didn’t actually wink, but he might as well have. He was having fun at my expense, and Wren wasn’t any better. She pursed her lips with smug amusement.

      Unbelievably, Christy missed the whole exchange.

      I composed myself and said, “Oh, I got the approval.”

      Trip and Wren traded grins.

      “But I’ve had a really long day, so…”

      “Yeah, us too,” he agreed.

      “Think I’ll shower and go to bed.”

      “That’s cool. We’ll see you tomorrow. Back to work, I’m afraid. I wanna finish the access road before we start on the cabins.”

      “Sure, whatever. I’ll call Granville. I haven’t worked on the drawings since Thursday, so it’d be a waste of time to see him.”

      “Sounds good. Have a nice night. See you in the morning.”

      Christy and I walked toward the bungalow in silence. We were happy to see each other, but my chest felt ready to burst with excitement. I wanted to sweep her into my arms and tell her everything. I wanted to spend my life with her, have kids with her, grow old with her!

      I took a deep breath and did my best to hide my emotions. Christy deserved a proper proposal, not an impulsive one because I couldn’t contain myself. Besides, I was sticky, sweaty, smelly, and gross.

      I opened the door and followed her into the cool of the bungalow.

      “I’m glad you’re home,” she said. “Well, not home-home, but you know what I mean.”

      “Yeah, me too.” I dumped my backpack in the corner of the bedroom. I wanted to open it and check the ring, but I couldn’t. Then I looked around for a suitable hiding place, but I couldn’t do that either.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Huh? What? Oh, yeah. Sorry. I’m fine,” I said. “Just tired from the drive.”

      “Oh, okay. Then I’ll leave you alone.”

      “No! Don’t,” I added in a calmer voice.

      She smiled, relieved and a little amused. “Do you want company in the shower? I took one earlier, but… I don’t mind.”

      “Thanks, but I wanna take a cold one.”

      She shivered involuntarily.

      “Right. By myself. Besides, you know how you get after a hot shower.”

      “Mmm, all sleepy,” she agreed.

      “I won’t be long. Then we can talk while you do your lotions and potions. I like that, like watching you.”

      Her cheeks turned pink with pleasure.

      “And then I need to remind you why we’re together.”

      “Oh? Do I need reminding?”

      “Over and over… for the rest of our lives.”
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        * * *

      

      The quarry road took two days to finish instead of one. Trip and I worked on it while the girls went back to their regular jobs in camp, although “vacation” was a better description during the week.

      We finished clearing the road and then decided to take advantage of the Bobcat and brush cutter while we had them. We used the chainsaw first, and I felled several larger trees around the quarry rim. Then I cut them into manageable logs, while Trip dragged them downhill with the Bobcat and a chain.

      Once we finished with the trees, he used the brush cutter to clear and widen the track from the base of the quarry to the top. I hauled debris down to the pile of logs. Finally, we shifted several of the smaller boulders away from the site where we planned to build our deck.

      “What do you think about a floating dock?” Trip said. “Nothing extravagant, only twenty or thirty feet. Long enough that we can dive off the end.”

      “Or tie up the raft and use it as a sunbathing platform,” I added.

      “Good idea.” He surveyed the site. “Keep the Bobcat for a while, too. It’ll make things easier, starting with an auger attachment to dig holes for the deck footers.”

      “And for the diving platform,” I agreed. “Hold on, that won’t work. The topsoil’s pretty thin up there. Do they make rock drill attachments?”

      “Sure. Have to go to Spartanburg to get one, though.”

      “That’s fine. We’ll need it to anchor the platform.”

      “So… you’re serious about that?” he said.

      “Christy is.”

      “She really wants to jump? From up there?”

      “Dive,” I corrected, almost absently. “Any idiot can jump off a cliff.”

      “Not this idiot,” he laughed. Then he eyeballed it. “That’s… what? Fifty feet?”

      “More like thirty-two. Well, thirty-three, but who’s counting?”

      He gave me a funny look.

      “Ten meters.”

      “Whatever.” He grinned and changed the subject. “So… have you decided when you’re going to pop the question?”

      “Not yet. I’m working on it.”

      “Lemme know if you need any help.”

      “What?” I laughed. “Another sewer float?”

      “Aw, c’mon, you gotta admit… that was brilliant.”

      “Yeah, it was. I still owe you, though, and payback is hell.”

      He shrugged and grinned. “What’re friends for?”

      “You can say that again. Anyway, let’s finish up. You ready to head back?”

      “Yeah. I have some invoices and paperwork I need to go over with Susan.”

      “And I still have a ton of drawings to finish for Granville.”

      “Is he ready to sign off?”

      “Yeah. On the bathhouse and new RV site. Probably next week for the cabins.”

      “We’ll have to celebrate when he does.” He eyed me sideways. “When’s Christy’s friend get here?”

      “Brooke? On Sunday.”

      “Wren says she’s ‘sort of’ a swinger?”

      “She wants to try. You know how it is.”

      He nodded. “And… um… between you and me, Wren’s a little jealous.”

      “Of Brooke?”

      “Duh! Who else? She’s been acting weird all week. Nothing crazy, but you know how she gets snippy?”

      I nodded.

      “Well, I finally put it together. She’s jealous.”

      “She doesn’t have anything to worry about.”

      “Still, you know how she is. So I’m gonna play it cool for a while. With Brooke, for sure.”

      I raised an eyebrow.

      “Hey,” he laughed, “I’m not a total horndog! But still… Wren said that Christy told her that Brooke—” He paused, listened to what he’d just said, and laughed. “God! I sound like those girls in high school.”

      “A little, yeah.”

      “Anyway, Brooke’s a redhead, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      “And gorgeous. What… an eight or nine?”

      “More like a ten,” I admitted.

      “I was afraid of that. Don’t tell Wren, but I kinda have a thing for redheads.”

      “I’m sure you’ll be fine.”

      “Yeah, you’re right. Besides, she’s the best thing that ever happened to me. I’m not gonna screw it up.”

      “No.”

      “Still… a redhead? And a ten?”

      “Just play it cool, like you said.”

      “Yeah. But do me a favor.”

      “Sure, anything.”

      “Maybe you can pay a little more attention to Wren, especially while Brooke’s here. She… um… kinda feels neglected. She’d kill me if she knew I was telling you, but… you know.” He shrugged. Then he thought of something and grinned instead. “I thought Wren liked to be the center of attention, but Christy has her beat.”

      I frowned as the conversation headed in a new direction. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Nothing. Just that Christy’s been calling the shots lately.”

      “So?”

      “Hey, I’m cool with it. Besides, Wren says it’s what she does. She manipulates things from behind the scenes.”

      “And…?”

      “And… nothing. I’m just saying. Christy’s calling the shots. No problem. But Wren’s feeling neglected. And a little jealous of Brooke. That’s all. I thought… maybe… you know… you could show her a little extra attention. You know how she feels about you. Hell, I feel the same, almost. You’re my best friend, practically my brother. You know that.”

      “Yeah.”

      “And we have to keep our women happy.”

      “True.”

      “So… I’m gonna play it cool around Brooke. Besides, it’ll help with Christy, too. She already thinks I’m too full of myself.”

      “You kinda are, dude,” I laughed.

      “It ain’t braggin’ if you can do it.” He waited for me to recognize the quote but then rolled his eyes. “Dizzy Dean? Seriously? You don’t know anything about baseball, do you? Thank God Christy does!” He clapped me on the shoulder. “C’mon, let’s load the Bobcat and get back to camp. We have work to do. And remember what I said about Wren. Please. She’s not as tough as she seems.”

      “Yeah, you’re right. I’ll pay more attention to her.”

      “Thanks. She really enjoys it.” He grinned. “She gets frisky when I talk about us double-teaming her.”

      “You really are a horndog,” I accused.

      “One of us has to be. Ever since you turned monogamous…” He waited half a beat and then laughed. “I’m just kidding. Wren told me what you were up to with Kim. Sounds pretty hot.”

      I didn’t bother to reply.

      “Yeah, I get it. You aren’t gonna tell me.” He laughed again, completely unperturbed. “Let’s get going. Time is money.”

      “Or something…,” I muttered, but he wasn’t listening.
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        * * *

      

      We started demolishing the two-bedroom cabins on Wednesday. Four of them had stood empty all season, and they already looked resigned to their fate. The first one came down without any trouble, especially with the backhoe and a shear attachment instead of the bucket.

      The work wasn’t as tedious as the house demolition, but it was far more dangerous. Trip was rusty as a backhoe operator. He was better than a total novice, yours truly, but not by much. I learned the hard way that I had to be careful and watch out.

      “Maybe it isn’t like riding a bike,” he said when we finished for the day.

      I kept my reply diplomatically brief.

      “How’s your head?”

      He’d dropped a piece of roof on me. It was a small piece, relatively speaking, and I’d seen it coming in time to flatten myself against the side of the truck, but the corner had still caught me.

      “Fine,” I said. “The hard hat absorbed most of it. My neck’s a little sore, but I’ll survive.”

      “Sorry about that,” he said. “I didn’t realize you were over there.”

      I’d been on the far side of the dump truck, picking up debris that had missed the bed.

      “Maybe you should wear one of those bright orange vests.”

      “Probably a good idea,” I agreed.

      “Wouldn’t’ve helped this time, though,” he lamented. “I thought I had the piece lined up right, but it flipped over the edge.” He looked at me sideways. “You… um… won’t tell Christy, will you?”

      “No. Why?”

      “She’d kill me.”

      I scoffed.

      “Dude, she would,” he persisted. “She doesn’t back down. And she’s stronger’n she looks.”

      “So, you figured that out?”

      “Yeah. Anyway, thanks for not telling her,” he added. “I’ll get better with the backhoe. And… I’ll do a better job watching out for you.”

      “Thanks.”

      He nodded and changed the subject. “So, Granville J. Blo— What’d you call him?”

      “Bloviator.”

      “Whatever. I’m not gonna remember that.”

      “Like I don’t remember baseball.”

      “A shame, too. Anyway, Granville tomorrow?”

      “Yeah. Wren and Christy need to make a grocery run, so I’m going to take the Cruiser to a mechanic.”

      “How old’s that thing? Ten years?”

      “Twelve.”

      “Time to buy a new one.”

      “I can’t afford a new car!” I laughed.

      “Sure you can. Susan already paid us for the bungalows. And I submitted a pay request for the road work. Our management fee should be decent. Plus, I’ll submit another request for the demolition work as soon as we finish the cabins. You’ll have more than enough. Trust me.” He grinned sidelong. “It’d make a nice engagement present.”

      “Aw, Trip, you don’t have to do that.”

      “Ha! No, not from me. From you… to Christy.”

      “Oh, please, not you too!”

      “Yeah, sorry. Wren wants me to find out when you plan to do it. Oh, and Christy knows something’s up. She was bragging to Susan about how you fixed the sewer float. This morning. Wren told me when they brought lunch.”

      “And…?”

      “Your dad was there. He might’ve given you away.”

      “Seriously?”

      “I guess he thought it was a joke, like blinker fluid.”

      “So… what happened?” I asked. “He told her they don’t exist?”

      “Wren said he covered it pretty well, but… Christy isn’t stupid.” He paused. “Listen, I’m just passing along what I know, okay? Don’t shoot the messenger.”

      “Yeah, you’re right.”

      “I’m serious about the car, though. You should do it.”

      “I’ll think about it,” I said.

      “Don’t overthink it, dude. You know I’m right.”

      “Maybe.”

      “And don’t overthink the other thing. All you have to do is get down on one knee and ask. You know she’ll say yes.”

      “I know, but I gotta do it my way.”

      “Whatever, dude. Just don’t keep her waiting too long.”
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        * * *

      

      I called Carter on Saturday. He was at work, Kim said, but they’d love to meet us for “Sunday supper.”

      “That’s ‘brunch’ to you and me,” she explained with a laugh, “but Carter calls it ‘supper.’ We usually eat at the country club with my parents,” she added. “Is that okay?”

      “Sure, of course.”

      “I’ll put your names on the guest list.”

      We agreed on a time, and she gave me directions.

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

      “Us too. Carter will be so happy!”

      We said goodbye and hung up.

      Trip smirked. “Hot date?”

      “Not really.”

      “Carter and Kim, right? The same Kim you banged while we were in Atlanta not getting lucky?”

      I rolled my eyes and didn’t reply.

      “I’m just kidding,” he laughed. “Besides, we have friends we swing with that you don’t.”

      “It isn’t that kind of date,” I said. “It’s just brunch. Then we need to head to the airport to pick up Brooke.”

      He unconsciously looked around for Wren, although she and Christy were safely outside, relaxing on floats in the pool.

      “What about a party tonight?” he said. “Are you up for it?”

      “Yeah, probably. What’re you thinking?”

      “Nothing wild. Just something to take the edge off, before tomorrow. Besides, Wren could really use the… um…” He snapped his fingers several times.

      “Reassurance?”

      “Yeah, exactly. Good word.”

      “It’s what I do,” I said.

      “Anyway, tonight. Maybe she can be the center of attention?”

      “Sure. Sounds fun.”

      “Do you need to check with the boss?” he asked.

      “Who? Christy? No, I’m sure she’ll be fine with it.”

      “Cool. So… I’m thinking…”
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        * * *

      

      Christy and I dressed in country club attire the following morning. I skipped my dress shirt and tie and wore a light pink Polo instead, with khaki trousers and comfortable loafers. Christy hadn’t brought any dress clothes, but it didn’t faze her. She turned a sleeveless floral sundress and white summer-weight cardigan into a suitable outfit, along with a string of pearls and matching earrings for an extra touch of class.

      “Where’d you get those?” I asked.

      “My nana. When I turned sixteen.” She struck a pose and said in a Boston Brahmin accent, “Every proper young lady needs a pearl necklace.”

      I chuckled and didn’t tell her I’d meant where had she gotten them here, although I shouldn’t have been surprised that she’d brought a selection of jewelry. She misunderstood the chuckle anyway.

      “No, she didn’t mean that kind of pearl necklace.”

      “You never know,” I said wryly. “Your libido comes from somewhere.”

      “Oh my gosh, what if you’re right?”

      “Maybe your nana likes special skin cream.”

      Christy’s eyes flew wide. “Paul! She’s been a widow since… forever!”

      “Widows have needs too.”

      “Not like that.”

      “What about Susan?”

      “Don’t use logic against me.” She checked her makeup in the mirror and blotted her lipstick. “Ready when you are.”

      Wren and Trip were relaxing by the pool. She looked exhausted but happy. I hadn’t counted her orgasms the night before, but I’d been responsible for at least one. Trip and Christy had combined for another three or four, maybe more.

      “You look nice,” Trip said.

      “Thanks.” I tried to imitate the Brahmin accent, “Supper at the club with Brad and Buffy.”

      Christy rolled her eyes but grinned anyway.

      “You need anything while we’re in Charlotte?” I asked in my normal voice.

      Trip shook his head. “What about you, babe?”

      “I’m good,” Wren said. “Very, very good.”

      He chuckled and tossed me a ring of keys. “Here you go.”

      I caught them and singled out the ignition key with the VW logo. The Cruiser was still in the shop, so he’d offered to let us drive the Rabbit.

      “Thanks,” I said. “We’ll be home before dinner.”

      “I should be recovered by then,” Wren said.

      Trip smirked and nodded his thanks to me, although Christy had known exactly what we were doing (and probably why). Wren had figured it out too, but that hadn’t stopped her from enjoying herself.

      Christy and I said goodbye and headed out. We drove in companionable silence until I pulled onto the interstate and accelerated up to speed in air-conditioned comfort.

      “What do you think about a new car?” I said.

      “Why? Can’t they fix yours?”

      “They can, but…”

      I explained that the mechanic needed a new compressor for the air conditioner. The local parts supplier didn’t have one, and the salvage yards had laughed. They had plenty of parts for American cars, but they didn’t see many “rice burners.” It was small-town prejudice, and it was the reality I had to deal with.

      “Oh my gosh, for real?” Christy said. “How can they not have the parts?”

      “It’s a Japanese car, and this is rural America. They have both kinds of cars here, Chevy and Ford.”

      She didn’t get the Blues Brothers reference, but she understood the sarcasm.

      “The mechanic’ll find it eventually,” I said. “The Toyota dealer in Columbia can order one, but I’d have to buy a whole new system. That costs a fortune. The guy called some junkyards he knows—”

      “Hold on,” Christy said, “junkyards?”

      “Yeah. The Cruiser’s old enough that salvage and junkyards are our best options. Unless…”

      “Unless what? Unless you drive without air conditioning?”

      “Or buy a new car. What do you think?”

      She frowned uncertainly. “Why’re you asking?”

      “Because it’s a major decision. It’s what couples do. And… I’d need your help.”

      “What? To pay for it? Oh my gosh, my father’d kill me if—”

      “No,” I laughed, “not to pay for it. To help pick it out.”

      Her eyes widened behind her sunglasses. “You really mean it?”

      “I think so.”

      “Oh, Paul… I’d love to!” Her smile shone like the sun before it clouded over.

      “What?” I said nervously.

      “I hope you don’t think this means we’re engaged.”

      “No… why?”

      “Because I want a real proposal and a real ring, not some… car!”

      I chuckled.

      “I mean it,” she warned.

      “Don’t worry, Sunshine. You’ll get everything you want.”

      “Soon?”

      “I’m sorry… what were we talking about?”

      “Ugh! You are so infuriating sometimes!”

      “I know. It’s why you love me.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      We arrived at the country club, and the maître d’ showed us to a table with Carter, Kim, and her parents. Carter stood and gave me a silent heads-up. Then he made a point to introduce his in-laws as Mr. and Mrs. Harlan Stewart. Mister stood. Missus didn’t.

      Harlan Stewart was a handsome man in his mid-fifties with a conservative hairstyle, strong features, and lips set in a perpetual frown. He wore a three-piece suit and shook my hand with a smile that didn’t reach his eyes. He didn’t have anything against me in particular as much as my whole generation. I called him “Mr. Stewart,” which he accepted as his due.

      His wife was ten years younger, dark-haired, and quiet. She was pretty, but her limpid blue eyes had lost their spark long ago. Her dress added ten years, which made her look like a midsized Nancy Reagan instead of the lively, attractive woman she could’ve been.

      Mrs. Stewart, no first name, smiled politely and offered her hand palm-down. I took it and bowed slightly instead of kissing it. She reminded me of a prize orchid, beautiful and well-tended, always on display. She was used to being judged, too, and was resigned to life in a box instead of a garden, where she belonged.

      We took our seats, and a waiter appeared to take our orders. Brunch wasn’t exactly formal, but Kim’s parents were definitely old-school. Her father was polite enough, especially when we talked about the country club. And he nodded with approval when I said I needed to learn how to play golf.

      Then the conversation shifted to stocks and investing. I added a few semi-intelligent comments until we veered into politics. Mr. Stewart made Barry Goldwater seem like a flaming liberal, and my political views would’ve made me a heretic. I didn’t want to be burned at the stake, so I kept my opinions to myself.

      I didn’t say much to Mrs. Stewart, either, although she and Kim and Christy talked to each other through most of the meal. They occasionally paid attention to our conversation, but none of them commented on it, and Mr. Stewart didn’t try to include them. We were in separate worlds, the men with our important business and the women with their frivolous gossip.

      “Sorry about that,” Carter said afterward.

      Mr. Stewart was giving the ladies a tour of the club’s portrait gallery in the lobby. They were far enough away that they wouldn’t overhear us.

      “I should’ve warned you,” Carter added. “They’re really nice people, especially when we’re alone, but Harlan’s extremely conscious of his position at the club.”

      “They’re fine,” I assured him.

      Carter thought of something and chuckled. “My parents aren’t any better. They’re a bit less stuffy, but my father does the same thing in formal settings.”

      “We all do,” I said.

      “Right. I should’ve known. You’d understand. And I’m glad you figured it out, back when I introduced you.”

      “Yeah, I knew better than to call them by their first names.”

      He checked his watch and changed the subject. “Do you have time to stop by our house before you have to pick up your friend?”

      “I wish we did. Maybe next time.”

      “We’ll have to plan something. The long weekend we talked about?”

      “I’d like that. We’d like that.”

      He raised a sandy eyebrow.

      “Christy wants me to learn more about the scene.”

      “I’d be happy to teach you. And Kim would definitely enjoy the attention.” He leaned close and said in confidence, “I’ve kept her shaved. I like the look, and she likes doing it for me.”

      “Same with Christy.”

      “No plans to do my own,” he added in a normal voice. “I prefer the natural look.”

      “Different strokes.”

      “Right.” He let his glance drift to Christy and Kim. “We definitely need to plan something. Don’t take this the wrong way, but I’ve been thinking about Christy a lot.”

      “Oh?”

      “Her, ahem, oral skills. Kim’s good, but… she could learn a thing or two.”

      I equivocated politely.

      “I’ve been thinking about you, too,” he added, although he immediately laughed. “Not like that. I don’t swing that way. But I like watching you and Kim together. She really gets into it.” He shot me a grin. “She doesn’t normally start things, but she did last night. I came home from work and she practically attacked. She didn’t want the usual, either, and she couldn’t get enough.” He smiled at her fondly.

      “I know what you mean,” I said. “Christy and I’ve had some conversations about you that ended the same way.”

      “And I still want to get the girls together. With each other, I mean. Kim said she wants to try, but…”

      “It’ll happen when she’s ready.”

      “Yeah. I can’t force it.”

      “I’m glad you understand,” I said.

      “Being a good Dom is about more than discipline. You have to respect boundaries too.”

      I nodded and risked a discreet peek at my watch. We were late already, but I didn’t want to seem rude.

      “You have to go,” he said.

      “Yeah, sorry.”

      “I wish you could stay longer, but I understand. And, if I’m being honest, I have work to do. But…” He glanced at Kim again. “We probably need some time alone.”

      “All work and no play…,” I agreed.

      “Right. She still has a key to the offices here. I think I’ll tell her parents I need to make a call. She likes doing it where we might get caught.” He grinned at me sideways. “It’s cool that we can talk about this stuff.”

      “Yeah.”

      “We’ll talk more next time. A long weekend, for sure. In the meantime, it was good to see you.”

      “Absolutely.”

      “Now, let’s go rescue Christy so you can get out of here.”
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        * * *

      

      We were still late getting to the airport, and we discovered that Brooke’s flight had landed thirty minutes early. We skipped the gate and went straight to baggage claim instead.

      Brooke was easy to spot, especially with her copper hair in a ponytail and big white bow. The rest of her outfit was just as eye-catching, sexy and professional at the same time. She wore a fitted white blouse under dark suspenders that curved around her breasts. The suspenders fastened to high-waisted pants, which accentuated her curves and made her legs look even longer.

      She relaxed when she saw us. Christy bounced in delight and ran to her. They hugged tight, and I waited for them to separate before I leaned in for a kiss on the cheek.

      “Sorry we’re late,” I said.

      “No, it’s okay,” Brooke said. “We were early. The captain said we had a tailwind. Like, a hundred and forty miles an hour.”

      Christy’s eyes popped. “Do they really go that fast?”

      “Up in the jet stream, yeah,” I said. “Not down where we normally fly.”

      “Oh my gosh, can you imagine? Never mind, of course you can. How was your flight?” she asked Brooke.

      I picked up her big pink suitcase, and the girls chatted as we walked out to the car. I opened the hatchback and swung the suitcase into it. Then I held out a hand for Brooke’s overnight bag.

      “Hold on,” Christy said, “how come you brought so much? You know it’s a nudist camp, right?”

      “She had to make it look real,” I said.

      “What? Why?”

      I sighed, and Brooke read me perfectly.

      “Give it up,” she said. “She’s terrible at cover stories.”

      “I am not,” Christy grumped. “Besides, why do you need a cover story anyway?”

      “Because her parents would start asking questions,” I said, “if she only packed an overnight bag for a two-week vacation.”

      Brooke nodded.

      “So?” Christy insisted. “Who cares?”

      “My mom already thinks this is Little Darlings.”

      “Huh?”

      “The movie?” Brooke said. “Where the girls go to summer camp?”

      Christy shook her head blankly.

      “They make a bet? Who loses their virginity first? We saw it together!”

      “When? Recently?”

      “When we were seniors!”

      “Um… sorry?”

      “You remember everything but this…” Brooke rolled her eyes. “We went on a double date.”

      “Was I with Blake?” Christy said. “What’s the matter? Blake? Oh, Paul knows about him. He knows about all my boyfriends. I told you, he isn’t jealous.” She returned to the original subject with her usual whiplash speed. “Wait, now I remember! The movie, I mean. You were with that guy, Blake’s friend, the one from CDS.”

      “Josh,” Brooke said flatly.

      “Hold on, I thought you liked him.”

      “Not at first. He was all over me. Remember?”

      “No, sorry. I… um…” Her tan cheeks turned rosy.

      “Lemme guess,” I chuckled, “you were preoccupied? Your favorite pastime?”

      “If you must know—”

      “I must, I must.”

      She glared and continued, “If you must know, Mr. Sex on the Brain, we were arguing.” She rounded on Brooke. “I told you! That night. Remember?”

      “What were you arguing about?” I wondered.

      “He wanted to go all the way. I didn’t.”

      “Yeah, I remember now,” Brooke agreed.

      “So, that’s why I don’t remember the movie,” Christy continued. “Not because I was blowing him. Besides, I never did that sort of thing in public. I was a proper young lady.”

      “You were not!” Brooke laughed. “You were worse than me.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Christy lied glibly. “I was a virgin until Paul forced himself on me.”

      I snorted.

      “Oh, no,” Brooke laughed. “You forced yourself on him. You told me that, too. Remember?”

      Christy stuck to her story. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Brooke and I shared a grin.

      “Laugh all you like,” Christy said. “Paul, dear, are we ready?”
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        * * *

      

      The girls talked the whole way back to camp, nonstop. I felt like a chauffeur and even made a joke about it.

      “Oh, you poor thing,” Christy teased, “do you need some attention?”

      I glanced at Brooke in the rearview mirror, but she arched a perfect copper eyebrow in amusement.

      “No,” I said cautiously, “but I wouldn’t mind being part of the conversation.”

      They’d already covered Brooke’s internship, her brother’s new job, the camp landscaping, Granville, the quarry road, and more.

      “What else is left to talk about?” Christy said.

      “I know,” Brooke said. “What’re the sleeping arrangements? We never—”

      “What?” Christy squawked. “We did too. We talked about it… um…”

      “Never?” Brooke supplied.

      Christy searched her memory but came up blank.

      “Mmm hmm.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Christy shot back. “You’re staying with us.”

      “What? On the couch?”

      “No, of course not. In the bed.”

      “That’s fine for you, but what about Paul?” Brooke said.

      “What about him?”

      “What does he think?”

      “He’s fine with it. Aren’t you, dear?”

      Brooke’s eyes met mine in the mirror.

      “I am,” I said. “Although, I should warn you…”

      “We have sex,” Christy finished for me. “Like, a lot. Well, not sex-sex, although we do that a lot too, but you know what I mean.”

      “I don’t want to get in the way,” Brooke said.

      Christy didn’t understand, but I did. Brooke didn’t want to get her hopes up only to be disappointed. And she didn’t want to take us for granted, which was exactly what Christy had done to her. My little angel had good intentions, but she wasn’t the best at expressing them sometimes.

      “You won’t get in the way,” I said to Brooke. I paused a beat before I added, “Especially if you’re in the middle.”

      “Unh!” Christy whined, but it was playful instead of petulant. “I wanna be in the middle. Oh, I know! We’ll share. You be in the middle at night, and I’ll be in the middle in the morning!” She beamed and then imagined it. “Pussy at night, penis in the morning. Only, I want penis at night too. And pussy in the morning. I suppose we’ll just have to figure it out.”

      Brooke and I shared an amused look in the mirror.

      “I’m a sex fiend now,” Christy added. “Paul corrupted me. It’s all I think about. Sex, sex, sex.”

      “You are so strange,” Brooke said.

      “Yeah,” I said, “but it’s why we love her.”

      “You can say that again,” Brooke laughed. Then she sobered and looked at me. “Are you sure? I don’t want to get in the way…”

      “I’m sure,” I said. “We’re sure.”

      Christy nodded.

      “In fact,” I added with a sideways grin, “I think we’ll prove it.”

      “Right here?” Brooke wondered nervously. “In the car?”

      “No,” I chuckled, “it’s a little cramped for a threesome.” I slowed and turned onto the camp road. “But shortly.”

      “I told you,” Christy said, “you’re going to love it here. Penis and pussy and sex, oh my!”
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      We hadn’t counted on Trip and Wren. They weren’t a problem, per se, but we couldn’t simply waltz across the patio and ignore them on the way to the bungalow and a threesome.

      They were relaxing by the pool, artfully casual. I suppressed a snort. I knew Wren, and she was anything but relaxed. As far as she was concerned, she was about to meet her rival. She’d even done her hair and makeup. She didn’t look like she was going to a gala, even a nudist one, but she clearly wanted to look her best.

      A cynical part of me wondered if Brooke had chosen her outfit for the same reason. Her body language was edgy and tense, and she was ready for a confrontation. I had an uncharitable thought about cats hissing and clawing each other. I suppressed it harder than usual—it was sexist and completely unfair. I’d done the same thing when I’d met Christy’s family, hadn’t I?

      Wren stood and removed her sunglasses. She smiled as we approached. She even managed to look dignified, which was hard to do without clothes.

      “You must be Brooke,” she said. “Welcome to the Pines.”

      She’d been greeting new guests for weeks, and it showed. She was calm and self-assured, which put Brooke off her guard. That was probably what she’d intended in the first place. Hissing and claws came to mind again.

      Stop it! I told myself. They aren’t going to fight. They aren’t cats, either. I shot a glance at the little head. Not a single word from you, either, especially that one. You’ll ruin it for both of us.

      What? I didn’t say anything.

      But you were thinking it.

      He sighed. You really don’t get it, do you? I’m you, dumbass!

      Christy caught the edge of our conversation and shot me a glare.

      Yes, dear, I replied, and the little head echoed it.

      Her eyes widened, and she struggled not to laugh. “Behave,” she said under her breath. “Both of you.”

      I grinned and returned my attention to Wren and Brooke. They were sizing each other up. Brooke was taller, prettier, and more exotic, although a redhead with fair skin and freckles wasn’t really that exotic. Wren had the edge in confidence, though, as well as home-field advantage.

      “You all know each other,” I said, “but only secondhand. So let’s do this right and get everything out in the open. Brooke, this is Wren, Christy’s Knoxville girlfriend. Wren, meet Brooke, her San Diego girlfriend.”

      Christy herself held her breath.

      “Pleased to meet you,” Wren said smoothly.

      “You too,” Brooke agreed.

      “And this is Trip,” I added, “Wren’s fiancé.”

      He and Brooke shook hands. To his credit, he didn’t glance at her chest, even though her suspenders framed it perfectly. He kept his eyes on hers instead.

      “Nice to meet you,” she said. “I’ve heard a lot about you.”

      “All good, I hope.”

      She grinned and lied, deliberately unconvincing, “Of course.”

      “I probably deserved whatever she said about me,” he chuckled. “But I’m getting better.”

      “I’m kidding. Chris never complains.”

      Wren snorted.

      “I know, right?” Brooke said, and they shared a tentative grin, the first crack in the ice.

      Still, Wren fell back on routine. “You probably want to get settled. I made up the bed in number three. There are fresh towels—”

      Christy cleared her throat softly.

      “Yes?” Wren’s jaw tightened as she forced a smile.

      Christy looked to me, so I said, “Brooke can stay with us.”

      “No,” Brooke said all of a sudden, “I’ll stay by myself.”

      “Nonsense,” Wren said. “You can stay where you like.”

      Christy spoke up, “I’m sorry, Wren. I should’ve told you.”

      “It’s okay,” Wren lied.

      “This was a mistake. I shouldn’t’ve come,” Brooke said.

      “Nonsense,” Wren said again. “You’re here now. We’ll make it work.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I’m sure.”

      “Let me take Brooke’s things to the bungalow,” I suggested. “Christy can help her unpack. Have you started dinner, Wren?”

      “No. Why?”

      “I can be your sous.”

      She smiled, grateful and a little mischievous. “My Sue?”

      “I can hear the difference, you know,” I said dryly.

      “Good.”

      “Come on,” I said to Brooke and Christy. “Let’s get you situated first. Then I’ll come help Wren.”

      Christy started to protest, but Brooke had the good grace to stop her with a little flick of her fingers. Wren noticed, and the ice cracked a little more. They weren’t going to be best friends, but at least they weren’t going to fight.
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        * * *

      

      “Better you than me,” Trip said as I passed him on the way to the clubhouse.

      I’d taken off my country club attire and left Christy and Brooke in the bungalow. They weren’t exactly hiding, but they were definitely taking their time as they unpacked Brooke’s overnight bag and the things she wanted from her suitcase.

      I spared a quick thought for the engagement ring in its hiding place, the inside pocket of my sports coat. I’d surreptitiously hung it in the back of the closet after my trip to San Diego. Christy wasn’t nosy by nature, but she might discover it by accident.

      I couldn’t do anything about it, so I turned my attention to something I could. Wren looked like she was banging around the kitchen, which wasn’t normal for her.

      “Good luck,” Trip added helpfully.

      “Chicken.”

      He clucked with undisguised mirth.

      “You owe me,” I flung over my shoulder.

      “Big time.”

      I paused at the door to gather my courage before I flew into the storm. Wren glared when I did, so I gave her a moment before I deliberately closed the door behind me.

      “Are you okay?”

      “No! Why didn’t you tell me she was so pretty? I can’t compete with that!”

      “You don’t have to.”

      “What? Of course I do!”

      “No, you don’t. It isn’t a competition.”

      “How would you know?” she shot back. “You’re the only guy she wants. You don’t have to worry!”

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa.” I crossed to her quickly. “It isn’t like that, and you know it.”

      “Isn’t like what?” she snarled. “You think I won’t lose her to Copper Top Barbie?”

      “You didn’t lose her to me.”

      “That’s different. You’re a guy. Besides, I wouldn’t expect you to understand.”

      “Hold on,” I said reasonably. “I understand Christy, and I know she loves you.”

      “Then why’d she bring her here?”

      “She wasn’t thinking.”

      “She never does!”

      I nodded and gave Wren’s temper a moment to cool.

      “Why do you even care?” she said. “This is perfect for you. You can have your cake and eat it too!”

      I gave her a flat look.

      “Yeah, all right,” she admitted, “that wasn’t fair.”

      “No. Besides, you know how I feel about you.”

      “And how do you feel about Barbie? Or whatever her name is,” she added in a bitter tone.

      “Brooke,” I said. “And she isn’t a Barbie.”

      “Coulda fooled me.”

      “She’s pretty, but so are you.”

      Wren scoffed.

      “And Christy loves you for different reasons.”

      “But… what if she decides she doesn’t?”

      “Do you really think that’s going to happen?”

      “Yes!”

      I waited.

      “No.” She glared resentfully. “Why d’you have to be so damned reasonable?”

      “It’s what I do.” I thought of something and smiled. “Except when I don’t. Like… when you were playing matchmaker.”

      “God, you were so hardheaded and obnoxious. Worse than Trip on his worst day!”

      I grinned. “Sounds about right.”

      “I know what you’re doing,” she said.

      “Oh?”

      “Trying to distract me.”

      “Is it working?” I asked mildly.

      “No.”

      I cocked an eyebrow.

      She huffed.

      “Brooke isn’t the competition,” I said. “Christy loves you both.”

      “She has a strange way of showing it.”

      “Listen, she isn’t selfish—”

      Wren shook her head in agreement.

      “—but sometimes she doesn’t think things through.”

      “No kidding.” She paused and then continued in a calmer tone, “You’re right. But… why’d she have to invite her now? Things were finally getting back to normal. Well, as normal as they ever get with her.”

      “Miss Chaos?” I chuckled. “Yeah, you can say that again.”

      “I don’t know why I love her, Paul,” Wren said, and my throat tightened at the raw emotion in her voice. She sighed at another thought.

      “What?”

      “I… don’t know if I can explain.”

      I waited.

      “Remember back when we first met? Well, after you and Kendall broke up.”

      “Yeah, mostly.”

      “My mother really wanted us to start dating.”

      I nodded. “She was worried you’d… um… be like her.”

      “A lesbian?” she said with a bitter laugh. “There, I said it. But sometimes I worry that maybe I am like her. I love Trip, but it’s different. It… isn’t as intense. I love Christy so much it almost hurts to look at her.”

      “She’s the sun,” I said. “We’re just planets in her orbit.”

      “And now there’s another planet, even prettier.”

      “Brooke’s always been there,” I said quietly. “She was on the other side of the sun.”

      “You’re really good with metaphors,” Wren said out of the blue. “You’d be good in advertising.”

      I shrugged, agreement and indifference.

      “Yeah, you’re right. You’re better at architecture. And I hope you realize how much Trip likes working with you. You drive him crazy sometimes, but he talks about you all the time. I think he’s even jealous of how you get women so easily.”

      “I don’t know about that,” I demurred.

      “He was really annoyed about that new couple.”

      “Carter and Kim?” I shrugged. “I’ll ask them if—”

      Wren shook her head. “Don’t tell Trip, but they aren’t my type. I can’t explain it.”

      “No problem,” I agreed.

      “Thanks. And thanks for last night. Today, too.”

      “What about it? Today, I mean.”

      “What you told Trip. To be cool. When he met Brooke.”

      “That was his idea,” I said.

      “For real?” She laughed, soft and affectionate. “He thinks I don’t know he has a thing for redheads.”

      I didn’t deny it.

      She relaxed and sighed. “I don’t know what I’d do without him.”

      “He feels the same.”

      “I know. And… he let me keep my girlfriend. Not to mention you and all the other people we swing with. That was hard for him, but he did it for me.”

      I nodded.

      “He totally enjoys it now,” she laughed. “Like your parents! They’re really cool, by the way. I wish mine were more like them.”

      “Funny you should mention that,” I said. “I’m worried they might be more like your parents, my dad with his mistresses and my mom with her special friend.”

      “Uh-uh. Your parents are solid. Trust me. Mine have always been… I dunno… separate. They love each other, but it’s platonic with them. Your parents are different. Your dad doesn’t have mistresses.”

      I silently agreed. He had conquests instead, which wasn’t much better. Still, they didn’t turn into long-term relationships. Not that I knew about, at least.

      “Yeah, he likes younger women,” Wren continued. “God, does he ever! But he’s devoted to your mom. Besides, she and Susan are different than mine and Lydia. I don’t know if I can explain that either.” She huffed in frustration. “And I’m supposed to be a communications expert!”

      “Relationships are complicated. And they’re all different.”

      She nodded.

      “Yours with Christy isn’t any different because Brooke is here,” I said. “She’s always ‘been here,’ so to speak. She and Christy never really broke up after high school. They were apart for months at a time, but they still talked. And they saw each other on breaks. So they always had a connection.”

      “I know,” Wren said. “And I even understand why she invited her. I mean, why now.”

      “Oh? Enlighten me.”

      “She’s been planning it for a while. Maybe not consciously—that isn’t how she works—but in the back of her mind. She’s known for a while that you’re The One. And she wants Brooke and me in her wedding. So, she wants to make sure we get along… before we meet for the first time at the wedding itself.”

      “Holy crap,” I said quietly. “I never thought of that.”

      “Mmm hmm. She’s good at manipulating people. She’s subtle, too. Not like me, a bull in a china shop.”

      “You’re better than that,” I said.

      “But not like her. And… it’s why I love her. I really don’t know what I’d do without her. You and Trip are replaceable.”

      My eyes bugged, and she laughed.

      “Oh, relax. You know I’m kidding. Trip’s exactly what I want. You too, in a weird way. You’re like my cousin or something, except we can have sex.” She paused and thought about all we’d said.

      “I think you’re right,” she continued after a moment. “Christy’s the sun. She keeps us in her orbit.” She shrugged. “I guess I can live with another planet. Brooke. There, I said her name. She can even be Saturn.”

      “Why Saturn?”

      “It’s the prettiest. While I’m Venus. Not as pretty, but closer to the sun.”

      “True.”

      “This is a really good metaphor,” Wren said all of a sudden. “You’re Earth, a little farther away, but the source of life. For Christy, at least. Trip is Mars. Brooke is Saturn.”

      “Hold on,” I teased, “I’m supposed to be the sci-fi nerd.”

      “Trip reads it too. He isn’t a nerd, not like you, but still…”

      “Okay, then,” I laughed, “who’s Jupiter? Not to mention Uranus and Neptune? And Pluto?”

      “Who cares? We’re the important ones.”

      “Mercury’s important.”

      “I said it’s a good metaphor,” she laughed. “It isn’t perfect. And… do you really want more planets in her orbit?”

      “Yeah, you’re right.”

      Wren inhaled a deep breath and looked wrung out from emotion. Still, she smiled when I ducked and looked into her eyes.

      “Better?” I said.

      “Yeah, I think so. Brooke isn’t so bad. And I’d give anything for her looks.”

      “You’re not so bad yourself. And you do things she can’t.”

      “I cook, you mean?”

      “Yes and no. You take a few simple ingredients and turn them into something wonderful. Sometimes it’s food, sometimes it’s a relationship.”

      Her eyes welled with emotion and she smiled. “Thank you. That means a lot. And… I do love you. Maybe not like Christy or Trip, but still…”

      “I love you too,” I said.

      “I know.”

      I thought of something and smiled. “Wren, 1. Paul, 1.”

      “It isn’t a game,” she said. “Remember? It’s real people with real feelings. I could’ve sworn someone told me that once.”

      “Ha! Yeah, you got me.”

      She smiled, and I gave her a hug. After a moment she sighed and relaxed for real.

      “I’ve missed this too,” she said.

      We held each other in silence, until I had an idea. She felt it and looked up.

      “Do we have time before we need to start cooking?” I asked.

      “A little. Why?” Her eyes widened. “Seriously? What about Trip? And Christy?”

      “What about them?” I grinned. “They aren’t here. Besides, we’ll tell them later.”

      “Okay, then what about Brooke?”

      “Do you wanna do this or not?”

      She caught my semi-hard cock and squeezed gently. “What do you think?”

      I guided her toward the corner. No one could see us from outside.

      “What if we get caught?” Wren teased, although she didn’t let go of my dick.

      “We’ll tell them we’re marinating the sausage.”

      She snorted a laugh that turned into a sigh when I teased her nipple. I leaned down to kiss her, and she responded with sudden passion.

      “We have to make it quick,” she panted.

      I spun her around and bent her over the counter.

      “But don’t come inside me.”

      I teased her pussy with the head of my cock. She was already wet and ready.

      “Your wish—”

      “Just shut up and— Ah!” She braced herself on the countertop, and her shoulders heaved as she caught her breath.

      “I’m sorry… you were saying?”

      “Fuck me?”

      “My pleasure.”
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        * * *

      

      Wren set the platter of swordfish steaks on the table, and I followed with bowls of risotto and sautéed spinach.

      “We’re eating family style,” she explained.

      Christy and Trip looked relaxed and comfortable. Brooke was trying to do the same, but she hadn’t adjusted to being nude in front of new people. I didn’t want to make her even more uncomfortable, so I didn’t stare, although I didn’t cover my eyes, either.

      Her full, firm breasts were mostly tan, with very faint lines where she occasionally wore a bikini top. Her nipples were normally pale pink, but they had tanned as well. Now they matched her freckles rather than her lips.

      She shifted in her seat, re-crossed her legs, and turned toward me. My eyes automatically went to her shaved pussy. It was much paler than the rest of her, since she sunbathed topless instead of completely nude. The darker line of her slit peeked from between her thighs, and my dick gave a hopeful twitch.

      I pulled out the chair next to her and slid into it. Then I used my napkin to draw her attention to my lap. My penis had begun to grow, and I deliberately adjusted it. I didn’t expect her to swoon at the sight, but it was a pointed reminder of what I wanted to do to her.

      “I’m glad you’re here,” I added in a low voice.

      “Thank you.” She cleared her throat. “I can tell.”

      “What, him?” I joked. “He has a mind of his own. But he’s glad too. Obviously.”

      Her perfect pink lips curved in a smile.

      “Sorry it took so long,” Wren was saying. “We had a problem with the risotto.”

      At that point I stopped flirting with Brooke and had to bite my tongue instead. Dinner was late because Wren hadn’t been satisfied after she’d come the first time. She’d started to suck me off but had changed her mind. She’d told me to get down on the floor instead.

      “Now. I wanna ride you. Don’t even say it. Just shut up and sit down, before someone comes in. Thank you! Was that so hard? Oh, God, that’s good. Now, play with my tits, pinch my nipples.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Yes, chef.”

      “Whatever.”

      Her second orgasm had been more intense than the first. It had left her panting and weak, although she’d recovered after a couple of minutes.

      “Did you come?”

      “No. You told me not to.”

      She had kissed me then, serious and playful at the same time. “Have I told you how much I love you?”

      “A couple of times. And I love you. But—”

      “Stand up. I’ll suck you off.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Yes, chef. Hurry up. We need to start cooking. But first, you have some cream I want.”

      I smiled at the memory and returned my attention to the present.

      “We had to make it again,” Wren was telling the others.

      I suppressed another grin. We’d only made one batch of risotto, but it was a believable lie to explain why we’d been late. The double entendre was just a bonus.

      “The second time was much better,” she finished.

      “It was,” I agreed.

      “Much creamier. The first batch was pretty good,” she added, for my benefit more than the others, “but I wanted everything to be perfect, especially tonight.”

      “I’m sure it will be,” Trip said.

      “Oh, it is. Paul’s really good in the kitchen.”

      “So you’ll keep me?” I teased.

      “As long as you do what I tell you.”

      “What’m I supposed to say? Yes, chef?”

      “Maybe you should give him a raise,” Christy suggested.

      “I dunno,” Trip joked, “he forgot the wine.”

      “Ah-ah,” Wren cut in. “I’m the only one who can criticize him. He’s my sous. Besides, his hands were full.”

      “Thank you, chef,” I said.

      Christy grinned. “Do you know what ‘chef’ means? In French?”

      “Slave driver?”

      “Boss.”

      “Ha! All right. So, I have two bosses, one in the kitchen and one in bed.”

      “Don’t forget me,” Trip said. “I’m your boss too.”

      “Dude, you’re my partner. Unless you wanna try catching instead of pitching.”

      “No thanks!”

      “Yeah, same here. Now, let’s eat.”

      “You still forgot the wine,” he said.

      “But I took care of the important things.”

      “You did,” Wren said with aplomb. “I’ll fetch the wine. You start serving.”

      “Yes, chef.”

      She grinned. “I could get used to this.”
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        * * *

      

      Dinner was delicious, of course, although I was especially proud of the risotto. It wasn’t my only contribution, but it was the only one I could brag about. Besides, Wren had done most of the work, with dinner and her attitude.

      Even better, her good mood was infectious. Christy smiled and laughed and enjoyed herself, while Trip was the perfect gentleman. He fetched more wine when we needed it and was on his best behavior the rest of the time, which did more for his cause than he realized.

      Brooke eventually relaxed and started to enjoy herself, especially when she realized we weren’t planning an orgy for dessert.

      “I told you,” Christy whispered to her. “Most of the time it’s just normal.”

      “I know. You were right. As always.”

      Christy smiled and caught my eye. She didn’t actually look at the wine bottle, but her mind control worked anyway. I filled her glass and then emptied the bottle into Brooke’s, which almost overflowed.

      She laughed nervously. “Are you trying to tell me something?”

      “Yes,” Christy told her. “Drink up.”

      Wren raised her own glass to offer a toast. Brooke did the same after a quick sip to make sure it wouldn’t spill.

      “To friends,” Wren said, “old and new.”

      “And sharing a girlfriend,” I added.

      Christy smiled bashfully and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear.

      “Hear, hear,” Trip agreed.

      We drank.

      “So,” Wren asked, “are we ready for dessert?”

      Brooke grinned. “Strawberries?”

      I snorted a laugh at Christy’s expression.

      “No,” Wren said, a little confused. “Italian cream cake.”

      Christy recovered her composure, but not before Brooke answered for her.

      “Sounds delicious.”

      “Will you give me a hand, sweetheart?” Wren asked.

      “Of course,” Trip said. “Wait… you were talking to me, right?” He’d drunk enough to sound funny instead of sarcastic.

      “Yes, you,” Wren laughed. Then she leaned over and gave him a kiss.

      “Just for that, I’ll help clear the dishes.”

      Her eyebrows rose in surprise, but he was as good as his word. They collected the plates and silverware and headed into the clubhouse. Christy waited until the door closed behind them.

      “Well,” she asked Brooke, “what do you think?”

      “About what?”

      “Oh my gosh, everything!”

      Brooke sipped her wine and considered her answer. “I like the place. And the pool’s awesome.”

      Christy compressed her lips.

      “What do you want me to say?” Brooke protested. “Wren’s… nice enough, I guess.”

      “Just… ‘nice’?”

      “Oh, come on, Chris! I just met her! What’d you expect? Love at first sight? That doesn’t happen in real life.”

      “It happened to me,” Christy said.

      “Yeah, but you’re special.”

      “Am not.”

      Brooke gave her an exasperated look.

      “Okay, fine, I’m special.”

      “Mmm hmm.” Brooke paused and considered the original question. “I like Trip,” she said. “He’s cute. And funny. And he doesn’t talk to my chest. Happy?”

      Christy nodded, mollified if not exactly thrilled.

      “Besides, you know I’m really here for you.”

      “I know. Only, I want you to like Wren.”

      “I do,” Brooke insisted. “Just… not as much as you do.”

      “I suppose.” Christy sighed and then adopted a smile as the clubhouse door opened.

      Wren and Trip emerged with the cake and a bottle of port. We made small talk about the weather while she cut and served and he poured.

      Dessert was delicious, of course, and Christy ate a second piece of cake as the rest of us relaxed in the warm glow of wine and good company.

      Trip said something about baseball, and I rolled my eyes. Then Brooke made a comment about the San Diego Padres. That launched a serious conversation about games, statistics, and pennant races. Christy couldn’t follow the numbers, but at least she knew what they were talking about.

      “You wanna go for a swim?” I asked Wren.

      “Sure.”

      We finished our port and stood. I gestured for her to go first and enjoyed the view of her ass as we walked around the pool. She looked over her shoulder to say something, but she caught me staring and laughed instead.

      “Men.”

      “Women,” I replied.

      She rolled her eyes, and we descended the stairs into the sun-warmed water. She turned and backed away from me. Then she gathered her hair and held it up. I shamelessly enjoyed her breasts as they rose and held firm. She lowered her left arm, and her breast dropped back to its usual teardrop shape. The other stayed up, so I cocked my head to keep her nipples in line.

      “See anything you like?” she said archly.

      “Depends. Can I touch ’em?”

      “Oh, brother.” She sank to her neck and sighed. “God, what a day. Thanks for all your help. With the risotto, but especially before.”

      “It’s what I do.”

      She snorted softly. “You have sex with unhappy women and make them happy?”

      “Sort of,” I chuckled.

      “You may be right. Christy’s always bragging about your ‘magic penis.’ So, it has therapeutic properties too?”

      “You tell me.”

      She rolled her eyes but then smiled. After a moment she looked over her shoulder. The others were far enough away that they weren’t likely to overhear, but she stood and waded toward me anyway. I reclined on the stairs, and she settled beside me. She rested her hand on my thigh, comfortable and intimate but not quite sexual.

      “You weren’t really unhappy,” I said.

      “Coulda fooled me.”

      “You were worried. There’s a difference.”

      “Semantics.” She shrugged and fell silent. “I like this,” she said eventually. “Like us. How we are now. I’m… really happy. Happy for me and Trip, but happy for you all too. Even Brooke. She’s… nicer than I thought. Quieter, too, but nice.”

      “Everyone’s quiet compared to you and Christy.”

      Wren glared but conceded with a guilty grin.

      “Besides,” I added, “she’s still getting to know you.”

      “Yeah, I know. I don’t really care, one way or the other. But I hope she likes Trip.”

      Up on the patio they were still talking baseball, and they seemed to be enjoying themselves.

      “Signs point to yes,” I said with Magic Eight Ball clarity.

      Wren gave me a sharp look. “You know what I mean. It isn’t fair if you can have sex with her but he can’t.”

      “I don’t think that’ll happen,” I said. “But what if it does? What if she says no? It’s her body, isn’t it?”

      “Yeah, but if that’s the case, don’t even get us involved. I’m serious.”

      “Okay,” I said slowly.

      “Christy’s a special case,” Wren explained. “Trip didn’t have a choice with her. And he understands that things don’t always work out, but… I don’t want him to be disappointed again.”

      “Why don’t you talk to her about it? Christy, I mean. Talk to her about Brooke.”

      “She… has a way of exaggerating things, making them sound less serious than they really are. So I’m talking to you. I totally understand if Brooke doesn’t want to do anything. But you need to find out and let me know.”

      “Yeah, you’re right. I think she wants to, but…” I shrugged. “She has a fantasy about three guys.”

      Wren’s eyebrows rose, but she didn’t comment otherwise.

      “That’s how Christy convinced her to come.”

      “Ah. I wondered. I mean, I remember how I felt when you told me you were a swinger, but I’m different. Most people aren’t like us. They’re like Trip. It takes ’em a while to get used to the idea.”

      “Yeah, but Brooke’s more like us than you think. She and Christy…” I paused to decide how much I wanted to reveal. “Look at it this way,” I said at last, “Christy has a type.”

      “Not really. I mean, you and Simon are nothing alike. Brooke and I couldn’t be more different.”

      “Maybe on the outside. But on the inside…?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “She likes people who’re adventurous, sexually. All of her girlfriends and most of her boyfriends. Simon’s the only exception.”

      “No kidding. He had a major stick up the butt about sex. I always thought he was a fag.”

      I frowned but didn’t say anything.

      “He was cute enough, in a loser sort of way, but… I never understood what she saw in him.”

      “Safety. Predictability. An escape.”

      “Whatever. But I think I see what you mean,” Wren said, “about sexually adventurous. You and I totally fit that description.”

      “Brooke too. Trust me. So I think she’ll be fine. With Trip, for sure.”

      “I hope you’re right,” Wren said.

      “She wants to try swinging, but she’ll probably need some time to adjust.”

      “That’s fine. As long as you understand… If she doesn’t want to have sex with Trip, you need to warn me first. Leah and Mark’ll be here soon enough. We can swing with them and Erin instead.”

      “Yeah, you’re right,” I said. “I’ll talk to her. Privately. Like you said, Christy sometimes paints a rosier picture than actually exists.” Her luck had a lot to do with it, but I didn’t mention it.

      “I do kinda like her, though,” Wren said. “I’m still jealous of her looks—God, and her tits!—but she seems like fun.”

      “She is.”

      “You’d know,” Wren agreed with a sly grin. She gazed across the pool before she faced me again and changed the subject. “Have you decided? When you’re going to do it? She knows it’s coming. Trip said he told you.”

      I nodded.

      “She’s been dropping little hints and trying to find out what I know. She even called her mom and tried to wheedle it out of her.”

      I snorted.

      “That’s what I said. She didn’t get anything. Her mom totally played dumb. It’s driving her crazy, trying to figure it out.” Wren laughed but then grew serious again. “Do you want some advice?”

      “Yeah, sure.”

      “Wait till Erin gets here. You know family’s important to her, and she already thinks of her as a sister. And… do it before Brooke leaves.”

      My eyebrows rose with a question.

      “Not for her. For Christy. After all, she went to all the trouble to get her out here.”

      “Yeah, you’re right.”

      “Besides,” Wren added, “I want to plan a party.”

      “An engagement party?”

      “Sort of, but more than that. It’s for everyone. The four of us’ll be engaged, but the others’re headed off to college.”

      “And Brooke’s about to start graduate school,” I added. “Same with Christy.”

      “While I’m going to find a job. So, it’s the end of an era, not just the summer. That seems like a good time to celebrate.”

      I smiled at the Wren-ness of it.

      “Let me know when you decide,” she insisted. “You don’t have to give me details.” She thought of something and added, “I don’t wanna lie if I don’t have to. And I can’t tell what I don’t know. So, just tell me the day. I’ll handle the rest.”

      I drew a deep breath and then nodded.

      “Do you know what you want to do? How you want to ask? Never mind. Don’t tell me. You’ll figure it out. And I’m sure it’ll be romantic.”

      “I hope so,” I chuckled.

      “She’s the same, a romantic. Hopeless, both of you. That’s why you’re perfect for each other. It never would’ve worked with you and me.”

      “We’re too much alike,” I said.

      “Maybe in some ways, but not this.”

      “You aren’t a romantic?” I teased.

      “Uh-uh. I like a little romance now and then, but not like you. You read poetry, for God’s sake!” She smiled to take the sting out of it. “That’s why I’m glad things worked out the way they did—you and Christy, me and Trip. I don’t believe in fate, either, but…”

      “It’s hard to deny sometimes.”

      “No kidding,” she agreed. Then her eyes drifted to the past. “Did you ever think…? I mean, when we first met?”

      “Bunny and Beautiful?”

      She laughed. “And you were Mysterious? Yeah. We were such kids back then.”

      “It was only three years.”

      “It seems like longer.”

      “A lot’s happened since then.”

      “Good and bad. But mostly good.” She rolled her eyes. “Listen to me! I’m turning into you!”

      “Is that a bad thing?”

      “No, maybe not.”

      “Hey, are you gettin’ serious with my woman?” Trip said from the patio near us. They’d finished their conversation while Wren and I were having ours, and we hadn’t noticed. Trip laughed, “I’m just kidding.”

      “You know she was my woman first,” I said.

      “Maybe. But the best man won.” He walked down the steps and extended a hand to Wren.

      She grinned and moved away. “Sorry,” she said insincerely. “He won me, fair and square.”

      “That’s okay,” I said. “I had my eye on a bigger prize. Well, a smaller one.”

      “Me!” Christy scampered down the steps and didn’t bother to stop. Instead, she turned and waded backward toward the deep end.

      “Looks like your prize is getting away,” Trip said.

      “That’s okay. My prize comes with her own prize.”

      Brooke walked down the stairs on cue. She sat beside me. Her breasts were at eye level, but I looked up and met her eyes instead.

      “So I’m a prize now?” she said.

      “You’re more than a prize!” I said expansively. “You’re my girlfriend’s girlfriend. The transitive property of girlfriends means you’re my girlfriend too.”

      She scoffed but didn’t argue.

      Christy stopped at the edge of the deep end. “Hold on, the what property?”

      “Transitive,” Brooke said.

      “Transistor?”

      Christy had a perfect memory for sounds, but she wasn’t above baiting someone, especially Brooke.

      She sighed and explained, “If A is related to B, and B is related to C, then A is related to C.”

      “If you say so.”

      “Math says so, Chris.”

      “Now you sound like Paul.” Her eyes flashed mischievously. “Does this translator thing mean I can keep you both?”

      “If you’re lucky,” I said.

      “Ha! I’m the luckiest girl in the world!” She spun and swam into the deep end.

      “She is,” Brooke said under her breath. “Damn her.”

      I chuckled. “We’re pretty lucky too.”

      “Yeah.”

      Wren and Trip were watching Christy, so I studied them for a moment. He had his arm around her, and they looked incongruous together. He was a foot taller and much broader through the chest and shoulders. She wasn’t petite compared to Christy, but Trip made her seem smaller than she was. Still, they looked good together, comfortable and somehow right.

      Brooke followed my eyes and seemed to read my mind. “They’re nice,” she said quietly. “And you can tell they’re happy.”

      “They are.”

      They turned to look at us, and Wren smiled. I glanced at Brooke. Wren followed and then replied with a slight nod.

      “I think I’m ready for bed,” she said to Trip.

      “Now? It’s still early.” He registered her expression. “Oh, right! Bed, got it. You want me to help with the dishes first?”

      Wren staggered in mock surprise, and even Brooke laughed.

      “Hey,” Trip protested mildly, “I can change.”

      Wren smiled up at him. “You can, but not tonight. The dishes’ll keep. Right now, you need to take me to bed.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “It was nice to meet you,” she told Brooke. “And we’re glad you’re here.”

      “Thanks. I’m glad to be here. For real,” she added.

      Wren looked over her shoulder, to where Christy was frolicking in the deep end.

      “It’s strange, isn’t it?” Brooke said.

      “What?”

      “How she always gets what she wants.”

      “Yeah,” Wren mused. “We were talking about it earlier. Paul and I.”

      “I can’t explain it,” Brooke said.

      “That makes two of us!” Wren laughed, soft and friendly. Her smile lingered as she looked up at Trip. “Ready for bed?”

      “Bed, yes. Sleep, no.” He bent to kiss her, and she laughed in surprise when he swept her into his arms. “’Scuse us,” he added.

      Brooke scooted toward me and let him pass on the stairs.

      “Have fun,” I told them.

      “Oh, we will.”

      Brooke and I watched them go, until they disappeared into their bungalow.

      “He’s really cool,” she said. “I like him. Wren too, I guess. I didn’t know what to expect. Chris told me, but… you know.”

      I nodded.

      After a moment she spoke up, “If you don’t mind me asking, what were you talking about earlier? With Wren?”

      “How Christy’s the sun. She keeps us all in her orbit.”

      “That’s a good analogy,” Brooke said. “We had this group of friends back at Uni. Everyone loved Chris. She was the center of attention. I don’t think she even realized. It was just natural to her.

      “I used to be jealous,” Brooke continued. “She always made friends so easily. I’m not exactly shy, but I’m not as outgoing as she is. And she’s so small that guys treat her like a little sister. They treat me like a pair of tits.” She snorted derisively and then glanced at the bungalow. “I think that’s what I like about Trip. He talked to me instead of my chest.”

      “Well, he was on his best behavior tonight.”

      “It worked, especially when we started talking baseball. Most guys can’t believe I actually know what I’m talking about. But Trip treated me like another guy. It was… really cool.”

      Good for him, I thought.

      “It’s strange, though,” she continued. “I thought people would be more reserved at a nudist camp, but they’re more real instead.”

      “Nothing to hide behind,” I agreed.

      “The guys in my program, the other interns, were typical engineers. One was so shy he couldn’t even look at me. Another treated me like an affirmative action bimbo. The third was a conceited jerk. He couldn’t understand why I didn’t wanna sleep with him. Yeah, he was cute and all, but his personality…? God, no! I finally told him I wouldn’t sleep with him if he was the last guy on Earth, so he started telling people I was a dyke. I was furious.”

      “I’d’ve killed him,” I said under my breath. “I still might.”

      She snorted. “Thanks. I was tempted to say something to Rich.”

      “Christy’s Rich? Seriously?”

      “Yeah. I see him at the park sometimes. He’s a bully, but he’s always been nice to me. And he doesn’t put up with crap like that.”

      “No kidding.”

      Brooke lapsed into brooding silence. “It really sucks to be a woman with a brain,” she said at last. “It’s worse in the sciences and engineering. I’m smarter than most of the guys, but even my manager treated me like an anomaly. It’s ridiculous.”

      “That sucks,” I agreed.

      “At least you aren’t like that.”

      “No.”

      “Why? What makes you special?”

      “My mother raised me right?” I thought about Susan and all the other women in my life, but Brooke wanted a simple answer.

      Still, her engineer’s brain wouldn’t let it go. “It has to be more.”

      “It probably has to do with sex.”

      “What about it?”

      “Maybe it’s ’cause I know I’m going to get laid.”

      She snorted, part laugh, part agreement.

      “That sounds like I take women for granted—”

      She shook her head.

      “—but you know what I mean. I don’t. At least, I try not to. But still…” I shrugged.

      “You aren’t taking me for granted. You already know I’m going to spend the night in your bed.”

      “Well, I hope you do.”

      “I will.” She glanced at me sideways and then stared across the pool at the bungalows. “I can’t believe I’m about to say this, but I need a good, hard fucking.”

      I shot to my feet and started to call out to Christy.

      “Not now!” Brooke laughed. “Sit down.”

      I hesitated.

      “Please? I… like talking to you.”

      “Oh. Well. In that case…” I sank into the water and reclined on the steps again. “What should we talk about?”

      “Anything but engineering.”

      Christy swam over before I could reply.

      “Hi,” she chirped. “What’s going on? Are you talking about me? Did he tell you when he’s going to ask? He thinks I don’t know, but I do.”

      “Know what?” I said disingenuously.

      “I wasn’t talking to you,” she said without looking at me. Then she accused Brooke, “I know you know more than you’re telling me.”

      “I swear, Chris, I don’t know a thing.”

      “He didn’t talk to you when he was in San Diego?”

      I disappointed her when I didn’t react.

      Brooke did too, although unintentionally. “You were in San Diego?” she said to me. “When?”

      “For your graduation,” I lied smoothly. “You remember. We went to the beach.”

      She suppressed a grin, and Christy glowered at both of us.

      “I’m going to find out,” she said. “I know he’s planning something, and you’re in on it.”

      “So what if I am?” Brooke shot back. “It’s supposed to be a surprise, Chris! But you always do this.”

      “Do not.”

      “What about Blake and the prom?”

      “What about it?”

      Brooke ignored her and continued, “And your surprise party, when you turned sixteen? I planned for three weeks—three weeks, Chris!—but you ruined it.”

      “I didn’t ‘ruin’ it,” Christy said, sullen instead of defiant.

      Brooke’s expression said otherwise.

      “I said I was sorry,” Christy protested. “Besides, I can’t help it. I’m an overachiever. That includes figuring things out.”

      “God help you,” Brooke said to me. And to Christy, “Just leave it alone. He’ll ask when he’s ready. And even if he does tell me, I still won’t tell you. It’s supposed to be a surprise. Do you even know what that means?”

      “Yes. Only—”

      “Then quit trying to figure it out! You don’t need to know everything before it happens!”

      “I can’t help it. I get excited—”

      “—and you forget,” Brooke finished. “Yeah, I know. But don’t do it this time, Chris. You finally found a guy who loves you, even with your psycho behavior.”

      “It isn’t psycho,” Christy muttered.

      “Yeah, Chris, it is. Now, chill out.”

      “Fine.”

      “I know what she needs,” I said into the silence.

      “One of us should,” Brooke said.

      “What?” Christy asked.

      “A good, hard fucking.”

      Her eyes flew wide, while Brooke’s pique became amusement.

      “Matter o’ fact,” I added, “that’s what both of you need. For different reasons, but it doesn’t matter.”

      “You can say that again,” Brooke laughed, and her blue eyes glinted in the light from the clubhouse.

      “C’mon,” I said, “let’s get the whiskey. You can take turns doing blowjob shots until I’m ready to fuck you.”

      “Yes, sir,” Christy said obediently.

      I glanced at Brooke.

      “What? Oh! Yes, sir.”
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        * * *

      

      The weather had been relatively mild for the last part of July and the first of August. The temperatures had been in the low eighties, while the humidity had hovered under fifty percent most days. Summer wasn’t gone, but the days had been bearable, and the evenings had been downright pleasant. Then everything changed, almost overnight.

      I went for a run on Monday morning and knew the day was going to be hot. The air felt like a sauna, and my skin was slick with sweat by the time I returned. The thermometer outside the clubhouse registered in the mid-eighties already, and the dew point had to be close. The mercury climbed several degrees before I even left to meet Granville. Mother Nature clearly had a score to settle with us poor humans.

      The heat index had risen into the nineties by the time I returned and joined Trip in the main camp. He was already knocking down the next cabin in the row, and he waved from the backhoe’s cab. I waved in reply, donned my protective gear, and went to work.

      The lifeless air was thick and oppressive, and a cloud of particles hovered like a miasma. I’d worn a T-shirt in deference to the heat, and my exposed skin collected a fuzz of dust, spores, and things I didn’t want to think about.

      My jeans and work boots protected me from the waist down, but they trapped the heat and felt even heavier than usual. My hard hat and goggles were another source of frustration. I normally didn’t notice them after a few minutes, but the heat turned minor irritations into major distractions.

      I couldn’t stop thinking about them. I tried everything, but nothing worked, so I changed tactics.

      “The human body has an efficient cooling system,” my Environmental Control professor had once said. “However, it depends on the environment.”

      “No fucking kidding,” I muttered, as if he could hear me.

      “Your job as an architect,” he’d added, “is to control that environment to the greatest extent possible.”

      I snorted derisively and cataloged the ways to do it.

      Conduction cooling needed something to absorb the heat, a sink of some kind. Convection cooling needed moving air (or water) to transfer the heat. Evaporative cooling needed dry air to soak up excess moisture and the heat with it. Radiant cooling worked everywhere, even the vacuum of space, but it was inefficient and slow.

      My current environment was hostile across the board. Everything I touched was at least as hot as I was, so conduction didn’t work in my favor. The air was completely still, which ruled out convection. And it was already saturated with moisture, so evaporation simply didn’t occur. Worse, I had no way to control any of it.

      My body resorted to the only cooling left. It radiated heat and sweated gallons, but the perspiration covered my skin and soaked into my underwear. It soaked into my T-shirt and jeans. It matted my hair and ran down my back. It pooled in places I didn’t know I had.

      At least it reminded me to stay hydrated. Unfortunately, the ice in my jug had long since melted. The water was tepid and tasteless, but I drank it anyway. Still, I felt a dull ache in my temples, which throbbed every time I bent to grab a piece of debris.

      I tried not to think about Trip and how easy he had it. The backhoe wasn’t air conditioned, but the cab had a fan that blew air on his face. Convection cooling, check. He used hydraulic muscles instead of real ones, so his body didn’t generate excess heat. And he sat in a nice padded chair, which made it easy to daydream. He even had a little radio for distraction, in case the heat and humidity finally got to him.

      I had a brief respite from the heat when Christy and Brooke brought sandwiches for lunch. Unfortunately, I was so hot that I didn’t feel like eating. Instead, I watched the fresh ice melt in my water. The girls chatted for a while and then returned to the Retreat, with its pool and air conditioning. Trip returned to the backhoe, with its fan and comfy seat. I returned to the pile of debris, with its dust and wood splinters.

      A trickle of sweat ran down my back, and I watched as Trip turned up the volume on his radio so he could hear the scores and highlights over the engine. Things went to hell pretty quickly after that.

      First, he nearly took off my head with a cabinet that rolled out the back of the dump truck. I ducked in time, but he didn’t even see it happen. He was already turning back for his next piece. I added it to the “shit happens” column, reminded myself not to stand behind the truck when he was loading it, and went to work on the other side of the pile.

      Ten minutes later he grabbed a section of wall that was partially buried. The backhoe’s hydraulics whined as he pulled it free. A car-sized slab of roof broke loose. I saw it coming and danced over the shingles in three steps. I leapt off and landed right where I’d started, as if nothing had happened. The piece of roof skidded to a stop twenty feet down the hill. Once again, Trip didn’t even notice.

      I moved to the relative shelter beside the cab of the dump truck. I wasn’t behind it or in the arc where Trip was working, and he could see me if he looked. I started picking up debris that had missed the truck. Then he whooped. One of his teams must have won.

      He was still listening to the highlights as he raised the boom and swung it toward the truck. The jaws of the shear held several long floorboards. He released them on the move, and they hit the edge of the truck with a clatter.

      I counted protruding nails and grains in the wood as the boards tottered above me. The top three fell into the truck. The last two slid toward me, almost in slow motion. Adrenaline flooded my system, and I dived out of the way.

      The boards thudded to the ground and fell across my thighs. Miraculously, the nails all missed me. I barely felt the impact. Instead, I leapt to my feet, threw my hard hat to the ground, and stripped off my gloves. I marched toward the backhoe, intent on murder.

      Trip’s eyes grew large. “Whoa, dude! I’m sorry! I—!”

      I yanked the door open, grabbed the front of his shirt, and hauled him out of the cab. I may have banged his head on the door frame. The overheated part of my brain wanted to beat him senseless, but the rational part was still in control, if only just.

      “Hey, dude,” he protested, “chill out.”

      “Chill? Chill!” I wasn’t capable of multi-syllable words, so I shucked my bright orange vest and threw it at him. Then I jabbed a finger at my hard hat and gloves. “Go. Now.”

      “All right, all right. Are you okay?”

      I ignored him. Then I climbed into the cab and slid my butt into the seat. I may have hit Trip with the door when he followed and didn’t jump back in time. The window banged closed. I had a momentary vision of hitting him in the face with it, but he wasn’t close enough. I swung it open slowly instead. Then I made a point to turn off the radio. I even adjusted the fan to blow air in my face. It was warm, but at least it was moving. Convection cooling, check.

      “Hey, dude?” Trip called over the idling engine. “What’re you doing?”

      “What’s it look like? I can’t be worse than you.”

      “I said I was sorry.”

      I clenched my jaw and barely controlled my temper.

      “Yeah, you’re right,” he said hastily. “I’ll load the truck for a while. Do you—?”

      “Go. Away. Now.”

      He went.

      I wiped sweat and grime from my brow. I was still breathing hard, and my heart hammered to keep up, but the adrenaline had started to wear off. I wiped my palms on my jeans. I didn’t want them to slip on the controls. I studied them for a moment. I’d seen Trip use them often enough to understand the basics.

      One lever moved the boom. Another extended and retracted it. The same lever curled and uncurled the shear. A little lever next to it gripped and released the jaws. The other controls did things like raise and lower the stabilizer arms, which I could ignore for the moment.

      I spent the next fifteen minutes experimenting until I got the hang of it. Trip watched from a safe distance. He decided I wasn’t going to damage the machine in a fit of pique, so he grabbed a long pry bar and jumped into the bed of the truck.

      He began breaking down the load and compacting it. I grabbed larger chunks of the demolished cabin and used the shear to crunch them into smaller ones. It took a lot more skill than I realized, and my temper began to cool.

      Trip eventually flagged me down. I lowered the boom and released the controls. He approached the cab cautiously.

      “Listen, man, I’m sorry,” he said. “That was a totally dumb move. I could’ve killed you.”

      “And?”

      “Let me make it up to you?”

      “How?”

      “I… don’t know.”

      I thought for a moment and then nodded at my water jug.

      “Yeah, good idea,” he said. “I’ll run back and fill ’em with ice. You keep practicing. You’re getting the hang of it.”

      “It’s harder than it looks,” I admitted.

      “I probably should’ve taught you before now. It’s a good time to learn, though. And… um… I’ve been doing the easy work while you did all the hard stuff.”

      “Someone had to.”

      “Yeah, well, we should’ve taken turns.”

      “No,” I said with deliberate patience, “we should’ve been using the backhoe and the Bobcat. I can demolish while you load the truck.”

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

      “No. You’ve been sitting on your throne, with your fan and your radio. And your mind’s been on baseball. Before that, getting laid.”

      He winced as the barb struck home.

      “Exactly,” I said. “So, let’s focus on the job from now on.”

      “Yeah. You’re right. Sorry. I screwed up. Big time. It won’t happen again.”

      “No, it won’t. ’Cause I’m gonna run the backhoe. And I’m keeping the radio.”

      He knew better than to argue.

      “You can check the scores tonight,” I said. “It’ll even help you get laid.”

      “Huh? What? How?”

      “Ask Brooke.”

      “Oh, yeah. She likes baseball too. I hadn’t thought of that. Good call.”

      “Uh-huh. See you when you get back. I’m going to practice. Then I won’t kill anyone by accident. Or on purpose.”

      “I didn’t do it on purpose,” he said. “I swear, dude. You know I’d never do anything like that.”

      “Yeah, but I might.”

      He laughed uncertainly.

      “I wasn’t joking.”

      “Um… I’m gonna go now,” he said.

      “Good idea.”

      He climbed into the pickup truck and sped off in a cloud of dust. I spent the next twenty minutes learning how to load the dump truck. It wasn’t difficult, but I needed a lighter touch on the controls. At least Trip wasn’t around to watch.

      He returned with two jugs of cold water and an anxious expression.

      “Are we cool?” he asked.

      “Not yet, but we will be.”

      “Yeah, I deserved that. And… I know it’s a lot to ask, but please don’t tell the girls.”

      “I wasn’t planning to.”

      “Thanks.” He glanced at his watch. It was nice and shiny, since he hadn’t been loading debris by hand all day. “You wanna knock off early?”

      “Not really. I need to learn how to do this. You need to put the bucket on the Bobcat. You can load this mess while I break up the bigger pieces.” Like the section of roof that slid down the hill. “I’ll move around the pile and work from the other side. Then you’ll have room to load up here.”

      “Want me to show you how to move it?”

      “No.”

      “Are you su—? Never mind. You’ll figure it out.”

      I nodded.

      “Okay. Then I’ll get to work.”

      “You do that.”
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        * * *

      

      My temper had cooled for real by the time we finished for the day. I was cooler in general, which helped immensely. The cab of the backhoe wasn’t a tropical paradise with an ocean breeze, but it was better than working in the heat, grit, and danger at ground level.

      “That was a good idea with the Bobcat,” Trip said as we drove back to the Retreat. “I should’ve thought of it myself.”

      “It’s why you have a partner.”

      “Yeah, but you’re the design guy.”

      “I can still come up with practical ideas.” Especially when I’m roasting in my own juices while you sit on your butt and listen to the radio. I hid it behind a bland smile, and Trip didn’t suspect a thing. He looked like he wanted to change the subject anyway. I knew what he was going to say before he even opened his mouth, and he didn’t disappoint.

      “So… what’s up with Brooke?”

      I decided to have a little fun at his expense. “What do you mean?”

      “Does she want to try swinging?”

      “No clue.”

      “What? But… I thought—?”

      “We haven’t talked about it,” I lied with a shrug.

      “You’re messing with me, aren’t you?”

      “Who me?”

      “Yes, you.”

      “At least I’m not trying to kill you.”

      He grimaced. “I said I’m sorry.”

      “I know. But I’m going to borrow a line from Joska. You’ll have to do better, Mr. Whitman.”

      “Yeah, that’s fair. I will. I swear.” He waited long enough for me to nod. “You still didn’t answer my question,” he said. “What’s up with Brooke?”

      “And I thought I was a horndog?”

      “Dude! She’s major league! Her tits… her ass… her face… a total babe. I wish she’d left a little grass on the field, but I’m not complaining.” He thought about it. “Hold on, does the carpet match the drapes?”

      “Does it matter?”

      “Of course it does. A red bush is sexy.”

      I shrugged indifferently.

      “Maybe not to you, but I’m not a weirdo. Whoa, sorry! Let me rephrase. I’m not… um… as picky as you.”

      “Better.”

      “But I guess you’re right. It’s all pink on the inside.”

      I sighed. He wasn’t a jerk, even though he kept using sexist clichés. It wouldn’t help to explain, either. He was a product of his upbringing and society. Besides, he was the normal one, while I stood out for being different. I was more enlightened, but it didn’t matter. The world wasn’t likely to change any time soon.

      “Dude, you’re killin’ me!”

      I blinked and suffered a moment of panic when I thought I’d spoken aloud.

      “Does she or doesn’t she?” Trip insisted.

      “Does she what?”

      “Want to try swinging!”

      “Seriously? What do you think? She wouldn’t be here if she didn’t.”

      “That’s what Wren said, but—”

      “Relax,” I told him. “She’ll do it when she’s ready.”

      “All right, Carnac, O Great Sage, when will that be?”

      “When she’s ready. Until then, chill out.”

      “Easy for you to say,” he shot back. “You’re already sleeping with her. What’s it like?”

      “You know I’m not going to tell you.”

      He huffed in annoyance and sounded exactly like Wren.

      “Just keep doing what you’re doing,” I said. “She thinks you’re cute—”

      “She does?”

      “—and funny. And she likes when you talk to her instead of her tits. So talk about baseball. Or bring out your guitar. That’ll make Christy happy too.”

      “And when she’s happy, everyone’s happy.” He snorted. “She’s a little diva, isn’t she? Whoa, sorry! I keep sticking my foot in my mouth.”

      You keep talking.

      “I meant she likes to be in control.”

      “And that bugs you.”

      “No, of course not,” he lied. Then he tried to make it a joke instead. “But it doesn’t bode well for you.”

      “Oh, it bodes just fine. We want the same things.”

      “Whatever. So… have you decided when you’re going to pop the question?”

      “Not yet,” I snapped. “You’ll be the first to know when I do.”

      Why did everyone keep pestering me about it? It wasn’t any of their business! They all had good intentions, but it was between Christy and me. I inhaled through my nose and tried to relax.

      “Hey, I’m just asking,” Trip said. “No pressure, but… Wren wants to plan a party.”

      “I know. She told me.”

      He nodded and fell silent. Then he grinned at me sideways. “So… baseball, huh?”

      I could always count on him to think with his dick.

      “Okay. Batter up!”
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        * * *

      

      The sun eventually disappeared behind hazy clouds in the west, although the earth held on to its heat like a jealous mistress. We opted for climate control over poolside ambiance, and Wren served dinner in the clubhouse.

      In my personal world, I felt better after a shower but was still wrung out. And I’d probably lost several pounds, just in water weight. My headache had faded, but my appetite hadn’t returned. Christy touched my knee.

      Are you okay?

      Yeah. Just worn out. Long day.

      She nodded, and I read her as easily as if she’d spoken aloud. We hadn’t been alone together in two days, and she needed some attention. I pushed back from the table.

      “Have dessert without us,” I told the others. “We’re gonna go for a swim instead.”

      “Are you sure?” Wren asked. “Never mind. I’ll save you a piece of cake.”

      Christy thanked her with a smile.

      “None for me,” I said.

      “That’s okay,” Christy said, “I’ll eat his.”

      Wren and I had the same thought, and we shared a smirk as I pulled out Christy’s chair.

      Then Trip caught my eye. I turned serious at his unspoken question and answered with a nod. Yes, I was feeling better. And yes, we were still friends. He relaxed and gave Wren an “I’ll tell you later” look. Brooke watched the silent exchanges and shifted uncomfortably.

      Wren noticed and asked, “Is there a game on the radio tonight?”

      “Probably,” Trip said. “Dodgers at the Braves.”

      “We can listen if you want. Brooke… do you mind?”

      “What? No! Not at all.” She stood to leave.

      “No,” Wren laughed, “I didn’t mean go. I meant, do you mind if we listen? You included.”

      “Oh. Sorry. I thought…”

      “I’m not that much of a bitch, am I?”

      “No, of course not!”

      “I’m kidding.” Wren smiled and added, “Help me clear the table and then I’ll clean the kitchen while you and Trip listen to the game.”

      “I can help in the kitchen,” Brooke said.

      “No, I’ll do it. You and Trip relax and enjoy.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Absolutely.”

      I wondered if Trip understood what Wren was doing. Christy certainly did, although she seemed resigned more than happy. I thought I understood why. I couldn’t do anything about it, so I opened the door and followed her out.

      Crickets sang the evening chorus, and a lone whippoorwill filled the clearing with its plaintive call. The stars had begun to appear, and I glanced to the west. Hesperus was just visible, already herding children home to their mothers. The air was cooler by a few degrees, but the thermometer hovered stubbornly in the eighties. The humidity was soul-crushing.

      Christy echoed my thoughts. “This weather is disgusting.”

      I did my best to suppress a snarky reply. I’d spent the day working in the heat, while she’d been sunbathing, a few dozen feet from cool water in one direction and air conditioning in the other.

      I couldn’t really blame her, though. She didn’t have a job, as such. She was our computer expert, but Trip and Susan seemed to be doing fine on their own. She was supposed to be decorating the bungalows, but we were still in the idea stage. Her other jobs were real enough—cooking and cleaning—but they didn’t take all day. She was on vacation the rest of the time.

      Still, she read my expression and reached for my hand. Hers was small and soft and cool, but with a strength that made me feel better immediately. I ventured a smile, and we walked down the steps and into the pool together.

      “At least the water feels nice,” she said. “Do you wanna swim or just relax?”

      “To be honest, I don’t really care.”

      “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah. Just tired.”

      “We can go to bed. I’ll make it worth your while.”

      “I’d love to, but it’s a little early. Besides, I can’t. I have to work.”

      “What? You worked all day.”

      “Yes, and now I need to work some more. I have to finish the drawings for the cabins. Granville’s supposed to sign them on Thursday.”

      “Can’t you finish them tomorrow? You can finish me tonight.” She backed away and tried to entice me with a grin, although it turned to worry when I didn’t respond. She returned and put her hand on my chest. “Are you really okay? You feel hot.”

      “I’m okay. Just preoccupied.”

      “About what?”

      “This deadline. And… today.”

      Her blue eyes sharpened. “What happened?”

      “I lost my temper.”

      “Uh-oh.”

      “Yeah. I almost killed Trip.”

      “Oh my gosh, seriously?”

      I told her what had happened. “Keep it to yourself, though,” I finished. “He asked me not to tell you.”

      “Darn right! I’ll beat him up.”

      “I think that’s what he’s afraid of,” I chuckled.

      “He should be,” she said feistily.

      “I took care of it. So… leave it alone, okay?”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I’m sure,” I said.

      “In that case, I’ll take care of you instead.” She meant like a nurse, but I turned it around.

      “Take care of me how?”

      She switched directions just as quickly. “Wouldn’t you like to know.” Her hand found my penis, which began to swell as she squeezed gently. “I could take care of this. I think about it all the time. Besides,” she play-grumped, “I had to share with Brooke this morning.”

      “Oh, you poor thing. What about this afternoon? Did you have a chance to fool around?”

      “No,” she sighed. “Wren finished early and was here after lunch.”

      “Ah. So you couldn’t slip away for some girl time.”

      She shook her head.

      “At least they seem to be getting along better.”

      “They are. We talked while we were laying out. Well, I did most of the talking, but you know what I mean.”

      I nodded. My dick was only semi-hard, and she sensed that we weren’t in a rush.

      “I don’t know what I was thinking,” she mused unhappily. “I wanted them to like each other.”

      “They do. But that doesn’t mean they’re going to be lovers.”

      “I know. Only…”

      “It doesn’t work like that. You know that.”

      “But… why not?” she half-whined. “I like them, and they like me. Why can’t they like each other the same? Isn’t that the property you were talking about? The transporter thing?”

      I ignored the deliberate mistake and answered her real question. “People are complicated. Relationships even more. Look how long it took you and me to figure it out.”

      “That’s only because you were being stubborn.”

      “And immature… self-centered… clueless… Did I forget any?”

      She considered it. “Idealistic? Oh, wait! No, you were talking about you and Kendall.”

      I grinned.

      “What?”

      “I still think it’s cool that you can do that. Can you remember the entire conversation?”

      “Yes. You were telling me about you and Gina, how you were a normal boyfriend and girlfriend. Then you told me about how you came to UT. Only, you found out Kendall was manipulative and deceitful.” She listened to the memory. “That’s when you said you were immature. Then, ‘Clueless, idealistic, self-centered, you name it.’” She even imitated my accent, slight as it was.

      “That’s me all right,” I chuckled.

      “Well, you aren’t like that now.”

      “Oh, I can be. But in general? I hope not.”

      “You aren’t. You’re still an idealist, maybe, but mostly a realist.” She had a thought and grinned. “At least you aren’t a cubist.”

      “Or an impressionist.”

      “You do a pretty good impression of a boyfriend. Only…”

      I finished the thought for her, “You want a fiancé. I know. Relax. I’ll ask when I’m ready.”

      “That’s what Brooke says. She keeps telling me not to ruin things.”

      “Like you did with Blake? And prom?”

      “For the record, I didn’t mess up the prom itself. Only his invitation. He had a big surprise planned.”

      “I figured it was something like that. But let’s change the subject. Otherwise it’ll drive you crazy.”

      “Too late,” she said under her breath. “I’m not good at being patient. Not like you.”

      I hugged her and rested my cheek on her head. She smelled of cocoa butter and chlorine, with a hint of jasmine from her shampoo. I inhaled the scent deep into my lungs and felt calm.

      “Do you really have to work tonight?” she asked.

      “Yeah, sorry. But not right away. I mean, we’re out here alone, in this nice pool. It’d be a shame to let the opportunity go to waste.” I leaned back to look at her. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

      “I hope so. Oh my gosh!” she laughed when my dick stiffened in her hand. “You weren’t kidding.”
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        * * *

      

      The others were chatting and drinking and listening to the ballgame when Christy and I returned to the clubhouse. The cool air washed over us, and I felt a little guilty for what I was about to do.

      “All right, everyone out. Please.”

      Trip frowned. “What’s up?”

      “I need to work.”

      “Now?”

      “Yes, now. Time is money, remember?”

      “The cabin drawings?” he said. “I thought you were done.”

      “Yeah, with the elevations and floor plans. But I still need to finish the sections, details, site plans… Want me to continue?”

      “No. How can I help?”

      “Take the girls outside and keep them company.” I cocked an eyebrow. “Are you, ahem, up for it?”

      He laughed at the straight line. “Not at the moment, but I’m just gettin’ warmed up.”

      “Oh, brother,” Wren said under her breath.

      “C’mon, ladies,” he said, “let’s move the party to the pool.”

      “Take the whiskey,” I suggested.

      “Can we take the bourbon instead?” Christy asked. “Brooke wants to try it.”

      “Let’s take both,” Trip said.

      “Don’t forget the Jack,” I told him.

      “Nah, I wanna try something new.” He didn’t look at Brooke, but she knew exactly what he meant. Her cheeks colored, and a smile flickered across her perfect pink lips.

      “You all go ahead,” Wren told him. “I’ll join you shortly.”

      He asked her a silent question, which she answered with a glance at me. He nodded once and took charge.

      “Christy, will you grab some cups and ice? Brooke, help me with the bottles and towels?”

      “Sure!” “Yeah, okay.”

      Wren waited until they’d left. “That was very nice of you.”

      “I really do need to work,” I said.

      “I know. But you could’ve asked him to help.”

      “I did.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “Yeah.”

      She moved close and looked up at me. “Are you okay?”

      I nodded.

      “Trip told me what happened. With the backhoe. He feels really bad about it.”

      “We worked it out,” I said neutrally.

      “I know. Still, he feels guilty.”

      “Tell him to get over it.”

      She nodded and then glanced at them through the windows. She turned thoughtful.

      “I like her,” she said after a moment. “And forget what I said before. She definitely wants to try swinging.”

      I nodded.

      “She hasn’t gotten used to the idea that she can ask for it, though.” Wren thought of something and laughed. “That’s one of the things I like about Susan and your mom. They don’t depend on men to tell them what they can or can’t do. And your dad’s totally cool about it.”

      “Well,” I said, “he also has… girlfriends… on the side. That isn’t the right word, but you know what I mean.”

      “Yeah, but all men do that.” She was surprisingly nonchalant about it. “I just think it’s cool that women can do the same. Brooke hasn’t figured that out. She will, though. She’s smart. And… I see why Christy likes her.”

      My eyebrows betrayed me.

      “Oh, please,” Wren said. “I’m not stupid. And… I don’t have any illusions. Not about Christy. I guess I’ve known all along. She’s a free spirit.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah. She doesn’t want to be tied to one person. Maybe to you, but that’s her religious upbringing more than anything. The rest of us have to share.”

      I nodded.

      “Like you said, sex with women isn’t sex to her.” Wren’s eyes grew distant, and she turned introspective. “I know she doesn’t love me like she does you. I… should probably be upset, but I’m just so happy that she does love me. The rest doesn’t matter. Is that weird?”

      “Not really.”

      “Sometimes I think maybe I’m like my mother after all.” She snorted a soft laugh. “What do you think? Am I a lesbian?”

      “I think you’re a person.”

      She considered it and then agreed. “It isn’t black and white.”

      “Nope. Sexuality is a continuum.”

      “Christy’s right,” she laughed. “You never use a small word when a big one will do.” She smiled to take the sting out of it. “But you’re right. It’s a good word. I think I’m closer to the lesbian end of things. Emotionally, at least. I’d want a woman if I could only have one person. I’d want Christy. Duh. But I’m not a real lesbian. Not physically. I like dick too much.”

      “Good thing you’re a swinger,” I said.

      “Thank God!”

      We shared a smile. Then she stood on tiptoe for a kiss, friendly and affectionate, but with a touch of playful.

      “I won’t distract you,” she said. “You need to work.”

      “Yeah, sorry.”

      “You need to eat, too. She said you didn’t eat lunch, and you barely touched your dinner.”

      “I wasn’t hungry. Sorry,” I repeated.

      “That’s okay. But I’ll make you a sandwich, for when your appetite returns. Grilled cheese okay?”

      “Sounds perfect.”

      I slid onto my drafting stool, and Wren went to work in the kitchen. She returned fifteen minutes later with more than just a simple sandwich.

      “Have to take care of my Sue,” she said.

      “I can still hear the difference.”

      “Mmm.” She set a plate, napkin, and glass of Coke on the nearest table, which she scooted closer. “Sourdough and Gruyère with a touch of Dijon mustard,” she said. “Sliced tomatoes for acid, potato chips for salt and crunch. Obviously.”

      “Simple ingredients,” I said with a smile, “but you make them special.”

      “I love what I do. And who I do it for.” She gave me a kiss on the cheek. “Don’t work too long.”

      I smiled and watched her go before I turned my attention to the drawings. They weren’t going to finish themselves, after all.
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        * * *

      

      I was still working a couple of hours later when the clubhouse door flew open. Christy and Brooke didn’t look drunk, but they were definitely tipsy, and horny came in the same bottle.

      “We need you,” Christy said.

      “Your dick,” Brooke added superfluously.

      “Now, please.”

      I scanned the half-finished site plan and started to organize my tools for the night. The girls weren’t in the mood to wait even that long. They weren’t in the mood for subtlety, either. They skirted the dining tables and practically attacked me. Christy grasped my limp penis and began massaging it. Brooke moved to my side, and I slid an arm around her waist. Her skin was warm and smooth and soft.

      Christy tilted her face up for a kiss before she sank to her knees. Brooke leaned in. She tasted like bourbon. Her tongue found mine, and her full breast pressed into my side. The kiss heated up, and she moaned into my mouth when I cupped her ass.

      “We couldn’t wait any longer,” she panted.

      Christy hummed agreement and closed her lips around my semi-hard cock. Then she did a pretty good impression of a sword-swallower.

      Out on the patio, Wren stood and caught my eye through the window. She grinned. Then she said something to Trip, who rose and put his arm around her. Brooke followed my eyes. She rested her head on my shoulder and slid her arms around me, possessive and slightly uncertain at the same time.

      Trip grinned and said something to Wren, who nodded. They both waved goodbye. Then they walked arm in arm toward their bungalow and out of sight. Brooke nuzzled my neck and relaxed with a sigh.

      “That’s a good idea,” I said. “Let’s go to bed.”

      “We thought you’d never ask. Li’l Miss Horny wanted to come get you an hour ago.”

      “Well, then,” I chuckled, “I shouldn’t keep her waiting.”

      “Been waiting,” Christy said around my erection. “Gave up.”

      “Come on, Little Bit, let’s go to bed,” I repeated. “You can ride my cock while Brooke rides my face.”

      “Uh-uh. Need to suck.”

      “She needs to suck,” Brooke said matter-of-factly.

      “And what do you need?”

      She kissed me, long and deep and full of heat. Her eyes were slightly glazed when she pulled back.

      “Good?” I said wryly.

      She grinned. “Very.”

      I tossed my chin toward the bungalow. “Come on. I’ve been sitting on this stool too long. We have a nice comfy bed.”

      “Where you can tie us up,” Brooke said.

      “And spank us,” Christy agreed.

      “And do other naughty things.”
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        * * *

      

      Trip and I returned to the cabins the next morning. The Bobcat made life much easier, and neither of us tried to kill the other. We finished early so he could drive the truck to the dump, while I moved the backhoe to the next cabin and set to work demolishing it.

      The heat wave hadn’t let up, which forced us into the clubhouse for dinner again. I still had plenty of work to do afterward, so I kicked everyone out and settled behind my drafting table.

      An hour later Christy made an excuse to come get more ice. Then she appeared and plucked another bottle of bourbon from our makeshift liquor cabinet. She really wanted to check on me, but it also served to remind me that she and Brooke were waiting.

      “I’ll be there in a few minutes,” I told her the second time. “I promise. I just need to finish this plan.”

      “Okay, but don’t start another. I know how you are.”

      I nodded and leaned over for a kiss.

      “I love you,” she said.

      “I love you too. Don’t start without me.”

      “We won’t.” She smiled and left.

      The door opened a few minutes later.

      “Did you forget something?” I said without looking up.

      A man’s voice answered, “I don’t think so.”

      I glanced at Trip but returned my attention to the drawing. “What’s up? Never mind. Lemme guess, Christy sent you. I told her, I’m almost finished. I’ll be right there.”

      “Dude, that was an hour ago.”

      I checked my watch and did a double take.

      “How much do you have left?”

      I sat back, surveyed my work, and blew out a breath. “Too much.”

      He leafed through the stack of site plans on the table next to me. They were relatively simple—a plan view of the cabin, along with trees, the road, and a parking area—but each location was unique, which took time. Worse, the permits required two copies for each cabin.

      I’d already convinced myself to learn how to use the computer and CAD program. I’d seen Professor Ledbetter create a standard drawing template and title block. Then he’d been able to duplicate objects with a few simple keystrokes. Moving them around and rotating them had been simple.

      Each plan would’ve taken a third of the time to create with CAD, and I could’ve printed a second copy instead of drawing it from scratch. Doing it the old-fashioned way, I’d finished three whole sets in two evenings.

      “It doesn’t look too bad,” Trip said. “Only three more.”

      “Yeah, but it’s six drawings. Plus an overall site plan. The county is going to treat it like a subdivision.”

      “A subdivision? For real?”

      “Yep.”

      “But it’s private land.”

      “Granville called his crony at the Building and Zoning office.” I quoted the officialese reply, “Six new residential buildings in close proximity would constitute a subdivision.”

      “That complicates things.”

      I snorted. “Yeah, now it goes to eleven.”

      He laughed at the Spinal Tap reference.

      “Besides, this is just the first step,” I continued, serious again, “the zoning review, flood plain compliance, et cetera. At least we don’t have to get approval from the Historic Commission too.”

      He gestured at the array of drawings and paperwork. “All this? Just for a simple building permit?”

      “It isn’t so simple.”

      Our projects in the past had been remodeling jobs on single-family homes, and they hadn’t required permits. A few had, but they’d been for individual things, like the new septic system or new electrical service. We’d never done new construction, which required an order of magnitude more paperwork.

      “I didn’t realize,” Trip said. “You’ve just been handling all this, haven’t you?”

      “It’s my job. But the design was the easy part. I mean, they’re basically two-bedroom homes. The code requirements were a lot more complicated than I realized. Start with parking and go from there. The life safety details were a nightmare. But Granville’s been a lifesaver.”

      “For real?”

      “For real. He’s a bore when he gets to talking about the past, but he’s not so bad the rest of the time. He occasionally has a good idea, too. He isn’t as creative as Joska, but he has a lot more real-world experience.”

      “So do we.”

      “No, we don’t,” I said honestly. “I never would’ve agreed to this job if I’d known how much I don’t know about what we’re doing. ‘Babes in the woods’ doesn’t begin to cover it.”

      “The scheduling and subcontracting are the same,” he said. “There’s a lot more of it, but nothing really new. But all this…? I didn’t have a clue what you’d been dealing with. No wonder you’ve been stressed out lately.”

      “Uh-huh. And I’m ready to be done with it. I’m ready for a vacation. A real one.”

      “Yeah, I understand. Besides, Erin, Leah, and Mark are supposed be here Saturday.”

      “Mmm.”

      “And I want you to finish this stuff too,” he added. “For… um… personal reasons.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah. Wren wants to plan a party for Thursday, after you meet with Granville.”

      “Let’s do it Friday,” I suggested. “I still have a ton of work after he signs and seals everything. I have to assemble the drawing packets and make sure the paperwork’s in order.”

      “I’ll help,” Trip said immediately. “The girls too.”

      “I was going to ask. Thanks.”

      “What is it you say?” He grinned. “It’s what I do?”

      “Yep, it’s what you do. Anyway, we won’t have anything to celebrate until I— Sorry, we submit everything to the Building and Zoning office.”

      “Thanks.” He thought through the schedule and nodded. “I’ll tell Wren.”

      “Thanks. So, that’s the business side. What’re your personal reasons for wanting it done?”

      “Dude… isn’t it obvious? What do we do at parties?”

      “You want to have sex with Brooke. Yeah, I get it, but… why wait? Just do it.”

      He snorted a laugh.

      “What?”

      “Maybe you haven’t noticed,” he said, “but she has the hots for you, dude.”

      “She likes you too.”

      “She does, but she isn’t ready for an orgy. Not yet, at least. Yeah, we get along okay, and I think she’s up for it, but she’s a lot shyer than you realize.”

      I started to tell him that she hadn’t been shy the night before, or the one before that. She and Christy had worn me out. They’d done the same in the morning, to the point where I’d decided that Christy was horny enough by herself. She and Brooke in the same bed were like a firehose and a Slip ’N Slide. It was fun for a while, but sooner or later someone would get hurt.

      Then again, Brooke wasn’t the type to start things. She usually needed Christy’s encouragement, although a couple of drinks would do the same thing. A selfish part of me wanted to tell Trip to get her drunk and take advantage of her, but it sounded too much like date rape. He wasn’t likely to force himself on her, but it was still a Bad Idea.

      “Yeah, you’re right,” I said aloud. “A party sounds good. Wait till then.”

      “That’s what Wren thought. And… um…” He considered his next words carefully. “I don’t know how to say this without making you angry, but—”

      “Just say it.”

      “Christy isn’t helping.”

      I bristled automatically but then thought about it. “Yeah. I get it. She wants me to plan the swinging.”

      “Why? Your mom and Susan handle the arrangements for their group.”

      “Christy isn’t like them.”

      His mouth twisted with annoyance, although he tried to laugh it off. “No kidding.”

      I suppressed my own annoyance and said, “I’ll talk to her— talk to them.”

      “Cool. Thanks. In the meantime, let’s get back to business. Stay here tomorrow and finish everything. I’ll handle the demo and cleanup.” He ducked his head guiltily. “I should’ve done it today. The Bobcat was a good idea. And it’s a one-man job at this point.”

      “I feel guilty for letting you down.”

      “Don’t,” he said flatly. “Besides, I still feel bad about yesterday. So… let me make it up to you. You make sure we get the permits, and I’ll take care of the grunt work. Deal?”

      “Deal.”

      We shook hands, which was more camaraderie than anything.

      “Now, let’s head outside,” he said. “You have a couple of ladies waiting for you.” He grinned roguishly. “Help them, Pussy-Wan, you’re their only hope.”

      “Ugh! Not again.”

      “What? You gotta admit, it’s pretty funny. Besides, it fits. You get more pussy than anyone I know. Without trying!” He snorted a laugh. “It runs in the family. And no, you don’t wanna know.” He clapped me on the shoulder and propelled me toward the door. “Time to play ball, Pussy-Wan.”

      “You’re mixing metaphors.”

      “Whatever. Hustle up. I promised Christy I’d fetch you. And you don’t wanna disappoint your woman.”

      “Women,” I corrected. “Don’t forget Brooke.”

      “You just had to rub it in, didn’t you?”
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        * * *

      

      I spent all day Wednesday working on site plans and other last-minute drawings. I even worked through dinner, although I finished early enough to join the others in the pool for a while. Christy and Brooke understood that I was worn out, but they were drinking, which meant they were horny too. Fortunately, they were relaxed about it and waited until we went to bed.

      “You can watch,” Christy said.

      “Your own personal porn,” Brooke agreed.

      The little head was content to relax for a while, but then he wanted to join the fun. He convinced the big head, and the rest of me didn’t put up much of a fight. I’d been sitting on my drafting stool all day, and I needed the physical release as much as the workout. So the girls and I enjoyed ourselves until almost midnight.

      “Oh my gosh, that was exactly what we needed.” Christy stretched with one of her little squeaks. She followed with a deep, satisfied sigh. “I knew you’d see it our way.”

      “Did I have a choice?” I chuckled.

      “Not really,” Brooke said from my other side.

      “It’s your own fault,” Christy said. “If you weren’t so sexy…”

      Brooke snorted softly but didn’t disagree.

      I closed my eyes and lay in post-orgasmic silence. Part of me wanted to fall asleep then and there, but I needed to talk about the party first. Christy felt me make the mental adjustment. She caressed my chest and gave me a reassuring squeeze.

      “So, Brooke…,” I said at last. “What do you think about camp?”

      She tensed nervously. She knew I was leading up to something, but she answered the question I’d asked.

      “I like it. It took some getting used to, but it’s actually kinda cool. I thought people would stare, but—”

      “They will down in the main camp,” Christy said.

      “They won’t stare,” I disagreed. “But yeah, you’ll stand out more than you do here.”

      “I probably know why.”

      “It isn’t what you think,” I said. “Yeah, you look like a Playmate, but nudists are generally pretty cool about that. It’s mostly ’cause you shave. That’s still pretty rare.”

      “I can wear shorts. Or my bikini.” She shrugged. “I don’t mind.”

      “You don’t have to,” I said. “The owner of the camp—”

      “Susan,” Christy said. “I told you… You’ll love her.”

      “She’s shaved too,” I added. “Matter o’ fact, she started it all.”

      “Chris told me,” Brooke said. “She’s the ‘older woman’ who seduced you.”

      I heard the quotes and chuckled. “Something like that.”

      “Yeah,” Brooke agreed, “she’s always been strange about people older’n us. Well, strange about sex.”

      “It’s just… weird,” Christy said. “I think of Harry or my dad and… ew, gross.”

      “See what I mean?” Brooke said to me.

      “I like old people just fine,” Christy said. “Only, not for sex stuff.”

      “What about Mr. Hagen? Or Coach Solana? They were older—”

      “Oh, no fair!”

      “—and you totally liked them.”

      “They weren’t old,” Christy protested. “Besides,” she added primly, “I didn’t want to have sex with them.”

      “You wanted to suck them off. That’s oral sex, Chris.” She pushed herself up and propped her head on her fist. She added to me, “We’ve had this argument since we were sixteen.”

      “I can tell,” I chuckled. Christy started to say something in her defense, but I shushed her. “It’s fine, Little Bit. We know how you are…”

      “And we still love you,” Brooke finished.

      “I’m glad someone does,” Christy grumbled under her breath, but she wasn’t really upset.

      “Oh, don’t be so dramatic,” Brooke said. “You’ve always been the center of attention, and you know it.”

      “Have not.”

      “We’ve had this argument too,” Brooke said to me.

      “Then let’s change the subject. To you.”

      “Uh-oh.”

      “Yeah,” Christy agreed, play-spiteful. “Let’s see how you like it, being the center of attention.”

      “Be nice,” I told her.

      Brooke snorted a laugh. “Oh, Chris… You’ve met your match.”

      “She has. But you aren’t going to change the subject that easily.”

      “See?” Christy said. “I told you. He won’t let you get away with it either.”

      “Anyway…,” I said pointedly. “Let’s talk about you, Brooke. You like camp so far, right? Being a nudist? The lifestyle in general?”

      “So far.”

      “What about swinging?”

      “Oh, wow,” she said. “I didn’t think you’d come right out and ask.”

      “It’s what I do.”

      “He’s very direct,” Christy agreed.

      “Exactly. So… do you still want to try?”

      Brooke fell silent as she considered it.

      “You know you do,” Christy prompted.

      “I do, but… I don’t know why I’m nervous. It’s all I’ve been thinking about. For, like, six weeks.”

      “You’ll love it, I promise,” Christy said.

      “But… what if I don’t?”

      I shrugged. “Then you don’t have to do it. No one’s going to force you.”

      “Unless you want us to,” Christy piped up.

      “No,” I said immediately. “Being submissive isn’t the same as being forced to do something against your will.”

      “I want to,” Brooke said immediately. “But…” She thought about it and shrugged. “I guess I’ve been waiting for someone to make the first move.”

      “That isn’t how it works with us,” I said, “but that’s my fault. I should’ve explained.”

      “You’ve been busy,” Christy said.

      “And we haven’t really given you a chance,” Brooke added. “At least, not at night.”

      “Not in the morning, either,” I chuckled.

      “So sue us,” Christy said.

      “Sorry about that,” Brooke said.

      “It’s okay,” I told her. “I’m not complaining. But we do need to talk about it now. Wren’s planning a party—”

      “She told us,” Christy said.

      “—and that’d be a good time to see if you like it,” I finished.

      “I want to,” Brooke said, “but I’m still nervous.”

      “That’s okay, we’ll be drinking,” Christy said.

      “Thank God. I’m going to need it. I’m fine when it’s just us, but I get nervous with other guys. Trip’s been really cool, but…” She shrugged. “Most guys only care about my tits or ass or… whatever. He isn’t like that.”

      “Don’t let him fool you,” Christy said with obvious irritation. “He’s like all the other guys. Only, he hides it better.”

      “Isn’t that the point?” Brooke shot back.

      “No, he’s supposed to be different.”

      “He is different,” I interjected. “Yeah, he can be a little chauvinistic at times, but he isn’t so bad.”

      “At least he isn’t like Fletcher,” Brooke said about her ex. “Not at all.”

      “You can say that again,” Christy agreed. “You deserve better.”

      “I know. It’s just… It isn’t so easy, Chris. You don’t know how lucky you are.”

      “So? Besides, I’m willing to share.”

      “Thanks. But… that isn’t what I meant.” She fell silent and thought about it. “He is really cute.”

      “He has a nice dick, too,” Christy added. “Very suckable.”

      Brooke laughed, fond and slightly exasperated at the same time. “Some of us care about more than that.”

      “I care about more.”

      “I’m talking about sex, Chris.”

      “I care about sex.”

      “Yeah, but you have a ton of hangups.”

      Christy sat up and squawked, “Hangups? I don’t have any hangups! I like sex just fine!”

      “Yeah,” Brooke laughed, “as long as it’s with Paul.”

      “She’s got you there,” I said to Christy.

      “Fine, gang up on me.”

      “That’s my fantasy,” Brooke said with a laugh. “Remember?”

      “Of course I do,” Christy said. “I remember everything you tell me.”

      “Yeah, you do,” Brooke admitted. “It’s the one thing you’re never wrong about.”

      I chuckled to myself when I realized that she’d successfully changed the subject. I gave her a moment before I nudged it back on track.

      “So,” I said slowly, “you’d like to try swinging?”

      She sighed. “I guess.”

      “Sorry, that isn’t good enough.”

      “Annoying, isn’t it?” Christy said. “He does the same thing to me.”

      “Well, this isn’t something like trying on shoes,” I said.

      “You can say that again,” Brooke said with a sigh. Then she thought about it. She eventually nodded. “Yeah, I wanna try it.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “I’m sure,” she said. “But… I have a request.”

      I waited.

      “Will you start things? I don’t know why, but I think it’ll be easier if I’m doing something with you and he, like, joins us.”

      “Sure. I can do that.”

      “Paul’s very good at starting things,” Christy said, facetious and serious at the same time.

      “Oh, no,” I said quickly, “we’re not going for another round.”

      “Unh! Why not?”

      “Because I’m tired.”

      “Then… you can watch.”

      “Uh-uh. You know what happened last time. I have a big day tomorrow, and I need to get some sleep. It’s already one o’clock.”

      “You know she’s just going to wake you up in the middle of the night,” Brooke said. “She’s done it to me, like, a thousand times.”

      “You never complained before,” Christy shot back.

      “And I’m not complaining now,” Brooke said calmly. “But you know I’m right.”

      “So what if you are? I have needs too, you know.”

      “She isn’t the only one who’s met her match,” I said to Brooke, who conceded with a wry shrug. “Okay, one more,” I told Christy. “But then you have to let me sleep.”

      “Yes, sir. I promise.” She scooted down and kissed my limp penis. “Hello, Mr. Big. We meet again.”

      Brooke rolled her eyes, although she followed with a smile. I gestured for her to move closer, and she did. The alcohol from earlier had worn off, and she was completely sober. She thought I wanted to make out.

      “I want to,” I assured her, “but in a minute.”

      Her brow furrowed uncertainly.

      “Let’s talk first.”

      “Are you sure?” She glanced at Christy and the object of her affection. “Now?”

      “Yeah. She likes to take her time, and I don’t want to come too quickly. That’s easier when I have a distraction, especially an intelligent one. It doesn’t hurt that you’re attractive too.”

      Her cheeks turned pink. “Thank you.”

      “So, you and I can talk. For a few minutes, at least. Then I definitely wanna make out.”

      “Oh, okay. What do you want to talk about?”

      “What else? Swinging.”

      “I don’t know why I’m nervous about it,” she said. “I guess you’re right, though. It isn’t like trying on shoes.”

      “Nope. It’s a pretty big deal.”

      “It’s like trying on men,” she said with a laugh. “So I don’t wanna chicken out. I don’t know if I’m ready for three guys at once, but…” She grinned. “It’s fun to think about.”

      “I think you’ll enjoy it.”

      “What happens if I don’t?” she asked, serious again. “Will I have to leave?”

      “No. Absolutely not.”

      “Okay. I was a little worried. I like it here, especially with you. I don’t wanna give that up.”

      “You don’t have to.”

      She watched Christy for several moments. I did too, and the little blonde felt the attention. She smiled up at us without releasing my cock. Then she closed her eyes and went back to her obsession.

      Brooke stretched along my side and rested her head on my chest, relaxed and intimate at the same time.

      “You’re probably tired of us double-teaming you,” she ventured.

      “Nope.”

      “That’s good, ’cause we’ve had this fantasy forever. Both of us, with the same guy.”

      “She told me.”

      “She told you all our dirty little secrets, didn’t she?”

      “Some,” I admitted, “but don’t worry about it. I’m not going to tell anyone. And now that you’re here, just enjoy it.”

      She sighed disconsolately. “How? I’m still a big chicken.”

      “You don’t have to rush into anything. Like I said, it isn’t like trying on shoes.”

      “I guess.” She fell silent and eventually relaxed. “You make everything seem normal. Like now. Us.”

      “This is normal,” I chuckled.

      “You know what I mean. A guy and a girl, two girls, a threesome… it’s all the same, isn’t it?”

      “More or less. The emotions are different, but the physical stuff is mostly the same. It’s all just sex.”

      “Just sex,” she mused. “It’s strange to think of it like that. I mean, everyone makes a big deal about it. But… not you.”

      “Oh, I make a big deal about it,” I laughed. “Obviously. But I don’t think you’re a slut because you like it too.”

      “Thanks. That makes a huge difference.” She sighed and grew thoughtful. “I really like it here, with you.”

      I lifted her chin for a kiss. Then I moved my hand to the curve of her ass, and she shifted slightly to give me better access. I teased her pussy and began to spread her moisture.

      “Oh, that’s nice,” she sighed.

      “Mmm.”

      Christy was paying attention, and she decided to show her approval. She swallowed me deep. I groaned as the head of my cock squeezed past the muscles in the back of her throat.

      Oh, well, I thought with a wry sigh. I’m not gonna get any sleep tonight either.

      It’s overrated anyway, the little head said.
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        * * *

      

      To be continued…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 39

          

        

      

    

    
      The girls eventually let me sleep, but I woke up at the usual time. I skipped my run and spent a couple of hours at my drafting table instead. I still needed to review all the drawings and organize everything before my meeting. When I finished as much as I could do on my own, I showered, shaved, and dressed in slacks and a polo. The weather was still miserable, hot and humid, but Granville wasn’t the T-shirt-and-shorts type.

      Christy and Brooke were lounging by the pool when I emerged from the bungalow. Wren had left for the main camp already, but Trip was working in the clubhouse at the computer.

      He stood. “Anything I can help with?”

      “Moral support. You working here today?”

      “Yeah. I need to catch up.”

      I nodded and started to roll up drawings. They wouldn’t all fit in my carrying tube, so I rolled the extras and used some of Wren’s kitchen string to tie a makeshift sling.

      “Well,” I said at last, “I’m off.”

      “Good luck,” Trip said. “Any idea when you’ll be back?”

      “No clue. Mid-afternoon?”

      He nodded. “I’ll be here. The girls too. We’ll help with the paperwork.”

      “Thanks.”

      He glanced through the windows, and his eyes lingered on the pair by the pool. They were sitting up and chatting. Christy wore her aviator’s sunglasses and had her hair pulled back in a ponytail. Her skin was a rich, even tan, and she glistened with a light coating of oil.

      Brooke sported hot pink Oakley sunglasses, which made her look like a surfer more than an engineer, although they fit her style and matched her headband. She had a decent tan—her skin was like mine, only with more freckles—but she was several shades lighter than Christy. At least her bikini lines had started to disappear.

      I sensed Trip’s question before he asked it.

      “I talked to them last night,” I said. “Brooke definitely wants to try swinging.”

      “Awesome. Anything special she likes? Doesn’t like?”

      “The usual.” I shrugged and decided not to tell him that she liked anal. Wren liked it too, but only with him, and part of me wanted to keep Brooke’s ass to myself. I was being silly and selfish, but I couldn’t change how I felt. Besides, it didn’t matter anyway. It was her decision, not mine.

      I snorted, at myself as much as anything.

      “What?”

      “Nothing,” I lied. “Just thinking about Granville.”

      “Then you’d better get going.”

      “Yep. See you when I get back.”
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        * * *

      

      Granville and I worked at the long dining room table instead of the little one in the parlor. Beatrice kept us supplied with cold drinks. I’d never told her that I didn’t like tea, but she’d known since the second meeting. She brought me lemonade instead.

      “Fresh squeezed,” she said. “Like you like.”

      I smiled gratefully. “Thank you. As always.”

      “M’yessir.”

      “Bea here’s very fond of you, my boy,” Granville said. “She always remembers to buy lemons when you’re coming.”

      I suppressed the urge to roll my eyes. He treated her like a well-trained child and was proud when she remembered things, even ones as simple as this. No doubt he thought it was because of his influence. If he’d been born in the nineteenth century instead of the twentieth, he’d have bragged about how well he treated his slaves, and how much they loved him.

      You don’t get credit for being nice to them, I thought acidly. They’re people! You’re supposed to be nice to them. You aren’t supposed to own them.

      And slaves don’t love you, I sneered. You hold the power of life and death over them. They’ll tell you whatever they think you want to hear.

      I took a deep breath and tried to find an island of inner peace. I’d had an overdose of Granville lately, and I wasn’t dealing with it very well. I probably could have lived with his prejudices, if only he’d kept them to himself. But he was a clueless braggart instead. He honestly thought he was praising Beatrice, encouraging her, but his low expectations were just another form of racism.

      Unfortunately, he was a product of his upbringing more than anything, although white southern culture made it possible. Too many people romanticized the Old South and ignored the uglier parts of its history—our history.

      Slavery was a terrible thing that never should have happened. Period. End of discussion.

      The south bore most of the guilt, but we weren’t the only ones. Our pre-war economy couldn’t have existed without northern slave traders, merchants, and mill owners. So the north romanticized their past as much as we did, although they at least had been on the right side of history.

      The south hadn’t been—still wasn’t—and our myths couldn’t rewrite history. The Confederacy hadn’t been genteel plantation owners and “southern patriots.” Oh, no. The not-so-noble Confederacy had fought for a system that allowed them to own other human beings.

      But I digress, big time.

      Granville didn’t notice my frustration with him and the culture he represented. He was too preoccupied, bent over my drawings like Narcissus at his pool. He only saw his own greatness. Fortunately, his “greatness” didn’t have any problems, so he signed and sealed everything.

      Beatrice timed it perfectly and appeared with lunch. I was ready to leave, but she’d gone to the trouble of making fried chicken, so I thanked her and enjoyed it. And, of course, I listened to Granville’s story about his first big job. The world revolved around him, after all.

      “How’d it go?” Trip asked when I eventually returned to camp.

      “Don’t ask,” I snapped. Maybe I hadn’t calmed down as much as I’d thought. “Sorry,” I said immediately. “Granville.”

      “Uh-oh. What happened? Did he—?”

      “It’s fine,” I said. “Things went well. He signed everything.”

      “Thank God. I thought— Well, it doesn’t matter. Why’re you so upset?”

      “Long story,” I said. “Just… the way he is. And the way he treats people.”

      “Who? You?”

      “No,” I scoffed. “I’m white. And male.”

      “Then… what’s the problem?”

      “Nothing. As long as you’re white and male.”

      “Which you are,” Trip said slowly.

      I pursed my lips and thought of several snarky replies, although I rejected them just as quickly. Trip wasn’t the problem.

      “Listen, I get it,” he said. “Granville’s a pain. And maybe even a racist—”

      “No ‘maybe’ about it.”

      “Fine,” Trip agreed patiently. He was humoring me. “He’s a racist. So? The world’s full of ’em. We happen to need this one.”

      “Yeah, I know,” I said. “But that doesn’t make it any easier.” I took a deep breath and tried to be objective. “He has good qualities, too,” I said. “I mean, he’s been super-helpful, not only with the permits, but with the overall design as well. I couldn’t’ve done it without him.”

      “Then focus on that,” Trip said.

      “And ignore the rest?” I scoffed. “Whitewash it?”

      “Whatever you wanna call it. We need him. I can probably find another architect—”

      “No. Granville’s the best choice. He’s buddies with half the town, including the director of Building and Zoning. So our permits’ll be approved. They won’t be rubber-stamped, but we won’t have any problems. The good ol’ boy network.”

      The girls chose that moment to emerge from the forest on the other side of the clearing. They’d taken the same path so many times that they’d started to wear a trail.

      Christy saw me. She smiled and waved, and I immediately felt better about the world.

      “Are you gonna be okay?” Trip asked.

      “Yeah. I’ll live. Just… no more Granvilles. Please.”

      “I’ll do my best.”

      I inhaled a deep breath and exhaled through my nose. I did it again and stared at the sky. It was hazy from the humidity and filled with towering cumulus. Worse, it didn’t look like it was going to change any time soon.

      “I can’t do anything about that, either,” I said in mild disgust.

      “What? The sky? Yeah, it’s blue.”

      “No, the weather. But it’s all the same.”

      “I give up,” Trip said good-naturedly. “You’re determined to stay in a bad mood.”

      “Yeah, you’re right.” I sighed. “Don’t worry, the solution’ll be here in a minute.”

      He followed my gaze. “You two need some time alone?”

      “No, but thanks.”

      “I don’t mind.”

      “We can’t,” I argued. “We have too much work to do.”

      “It’ll keep.” He looked at his watch. “I’ll take Wren and Brooke. We can still make it to the liquor store if we leave now.”

      “You don’t have to.”

      He snorted, polite disagreement.

      “Seriously,” I said. “I’ll be fine.”

      “Uh-huh.” He’d acquired Wren’s habit of agreeing with me without listening. He waited until the girls drew within earshot. “Hey, babe, you wanna run to town? We can pick up the alcohol and then swing by the grocery store.”

      Wren frowned. “I thought you were going to do it tomorrow.”

      “Changed my mind,” he said.

      She glanced at me and knew me well enough to see the residual tension in my expression.

      Christy saw it too, and she grew concerned.

      “Thought we’d pick up something special for dinner,” Trip added. “Steaks, maybe. To celebrate.”

      “Sure,” Wren agreed. “So… Granville signed everything?”

      “Yep.” Trip gestured at the carrying tube and roll of drawings that I still held. “Signed, sealed, and almost delivered.”

      “Congratulations,” she said to me.

      “Thanks.”

      Trip said, “You wanna come with us, Brooke? We can listen to scores and highlights.”

      She wasn’t the least bit slow on the uptake. She didn’t know the reason, but she understood that Trip wanted to give Christy and me some time alone.

      “Yeah, I guess,” she said.

      “Awesome. Let’s get dressed and head out. The Padres are at the Reds tonight,” he said as they walked away. “We should be able to pick up the game on AM.”

      “For real?” Brooke said. “That’d be awesome! Hold on, how far is Cincinnati?”

      “No idea, but I used to do it all the time when I was a kid.”

      Christy didn’t even wait for them to get out of earshot.

      “What’s the matter?” she asked quietly. “Are you okay? Was it Granville? Bad?”

      “No worse than usual,” I said.

      She didn’t believe me.

      “I got worked up about something I can’t change.”

      “Do you wanna talk about it?”

      “Not really.”

      “That’s okay, you’ll tell me eventually.”

      I smiled sardonically. “True.”

      “So, do you want me to distract you instead?”

      “Yeah, I think that’s exactly what I need right now, the perfect Granville antidote.”

      “I knew you’d see it my way. Where do you want me, the pool or the bedroom?”

      “I have a better idea.”
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        * * *

      

      We left a note for the others and told them not to wait for us for dinner. Then we packed a picnic dinner of our own, along with a couple of bottles of wine. We gathered the rest of our things and threw them into the back of the pickup truck. The drive to the quarry still took twenty minutes, but it was better than a two-hour hike, especially with the heat and humidity in the upper eighties.

      We spent the rest of the afternoon relaxing and enjoying ourselves. We had sex, of course, but mostly we talked, about Granville, life after camp, and a million-billion other things. Finally, we lay together and simply gazed at the hazy sky in companionable silence.

      The sun slanted over the trees, and the temperature felt like it had fallen several degrees. We listened to the sound of the waterfall below and the rustling of pines as the breeze picked up. Trip’s little radio played softly in the background. (I’d kept it by right of conquest.) The local rock station started a three-song rock block with Boston, “Don’t Look Back.”

      Christy rolled toward me and rested her head on my chest. “I wish we could stay here forever.”

      I stroked her arm with a light touch.

      “I think this is my favorite place in the whole camp.”

      I silently agreed, and she hummed along until the song ended. The next one started, and she laughed.

      “Do you know what this one’s called? ‘Foreplay/Long Time.’ I think they’re trying to tell us something.” She moved her hand to my penis and fondled it. “What do you think, Mr. Big?”

      He enjoyed the attention, but I wasn’t in a hurry. We had the rest of our lives, after all.

      “I know what you just said,” Christy accused. “You get this sound in your voice. Well, not your voice, but you know what I mean. You sort of sigh happily.”

      I nodded.

      “I suppose we do,” she added. “Have the rest of our lives.”

      I kissed the top of her head.

      “I like when you’re like this. Quiet, I mean. I can hear you in my heart instead of my head.”

      I felt the same way.

      “I know, right?” She snuggled closer, and the breeze cooled our sun-warmed skin.

      The next song began, “More Than a Feeling.”

      Christy laughed again. “Now I know they’re trying to tell us something. You still aren’t in a hurry, are you? That’s okay. Neither am I.” She fell silent for a moment and then said, “I don’t know if I can explain it, but I don’t get scared anymore. Not when I’m with you. Sometimes I don’t know when things are going to happen, but they don’t seem as important as long as we’re together.”

      I squeezed her shoulder in reassurance.

      “Like now. We haven’t talked about the you-know-what, but I’m okay with that. I really, really don’t wanna mess this up.” She released my dick and hugged me instead. “Sorry, Mr. Big. I’ll take care of you later. I promise.”

      I made him twitch in agreement.

      “I love when you do that,” she sighed. “It makes me think there really are two of you.”

      Yep.

      “I love when you do that, too. Talk to me in your head, I mean.”

      Mmm.

      She lapsed into thought and then said, “Trip’s been really nice lately, a perfect gentleman. Although… he’s still annoyed that you’re sleeping with Brooke and he isn’t. He hasn’t said anything, but I can tell.”

      I shrugged in mild disagreement.

      “I suppose you’re right. At least he pretends he’s interested in more than her body. That’s better than most guys. Besides, she doesn’t really care. She thinks he’s cute, but he isn’t her type. It’s just sex.”

      I nodded.

      “She was asking about Mark, too. She really wants to try three guys at once.” Christy shivered in mock revulsion. “In the butt? No, thank you! Brooke says it feels really good, but… ugh, no. Just… no.”

      I chuckled at her vehemence.

      “Well, how would you like it?”

      I wouldn’t.

      “Exactly. For the record, I’d let you do it if you really wanted to, but—”

      I shook my head.

      “Thank you.”

      We fell silent and listened to the sounds of the wind and water. I was content to lie there, but she was still in a talkative mood.

      “What do you think they’re doing back at camp?” she asked.

      I shrugged, close enough to indifference that it didn’t matter.

      “Do you think they’re fooling around?”

      No way.

      “Yeah, you’re right. Brooke’s so funny about it. Sex, I mean. She talks a good game, but she always chickens out. Like today. She wanted to seduce Trip while he was working. She didn’t, of course.”

      Christy sighed. “Sometimes I think she watches too much porn. It was the same when we were younger and read all those letters in Penthouse. She wants to do that stuff, but she never does. And then she gets disappointed when guys in real life aren’t like the ones in movies and letters. That’s why she really wants to try swinging.

      “Oh, and please don’t tell her I told you all this,” Christy continued. “She doesn’t mind you knowing all her secrets, but she wants to tell you herself.”

      I nodded slowly.

      “You already know all my secrets, don’t you? Sometimes I can’t believe it. I never thought I’d meet someone as perverted as I am. Not a guy, at least. Brooke definitely is. I think maybe she’s more perverted, but only in her head. Mmm, speaking of ‘head.’” Christy walked her fingers down my stomach. “Hello, Mr. Big. Remember me? I told you I’d take care of you.”

      I guided her up for a kiss, and we made out as she stroked my dick. Then she swung her leg over my body and straddled my stomach. We continued kissing, although she nuzzled my neck and moaned when I cupped her ass. After a moment she began grinding her pussy against the underside of my cock.

      The song on the radio ended, and “Feel Like Makin’ Love” began.

      “Oh my gosh,” Christy laughed, “do you think they’re watching us?”

      “I doubt it. But we should probably do what they say.”

      “Mmm, yes, please.”
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        * * *

      

      We eventually packed up and returned to camp. The temperature had dropped nearly ten degrees after the sun had set, and the humidity was down as well. The air was still warm, but nothing like it had been all week. The breeze helped, although a solid layer of stratus clouds had arrived with it. They hid the stars, but the stellar scenery was a fair trade for an otherwise pleasant evening.

      Trip and the girls were drinking on the patio and listening to the ballgame on his boom box. I still had work to do, but he stopped me as I headed toward the clubhouse. They’d already organized the drawings and applications, he said, and everything was ready for our meeting in the morning.

      They should’ve been in a good mood, but they were morose instead. I found out why soon enough. The Padres were losing, 8–0.

      Trip finished the bottle of Jack Daniel’s about the same time the Reds finished the carnage in the ballgame. He and Wren said goodnight and disappeared into their bungalow. The game had put a damper on Brooke’s mood as well. She went to bed soon after.

      I surveyed the deserted patio. “Well… that was a bummer.”

      Christy shrugged philosophically. “There’s a lot of baseball left to play.”

      “I was talking about Brooke and the others,” I laughed. “I don’t care about the ballgame. Although… now we have the pool to ourselves. It’d be a shame to waste the opportunity.”

      “That’s what you said last time,” she accused playfully.

      “Can you blame me? Besides, I didn’t get enough earlier.”

      Her eyebrows rose, part question, part challenge.

      “I never get enough. Not where you’re concerned.” I stood and held out a hand. “C’mon, Little Bit, you have a date with a penis.”

      She grinned. “A date or a not-date?”

      “Does it matter?”

      “Of course it does.” She stood and took my hand, and we walked around the pool toward the stairs. “A date is where you seduce me and sweep me off my feet. A not-date is where you bend me over and fuck me.”

      “Ah, I see. Then I suppose it’s a not-date.”

      Her eyes flashed. “My favorite.”

      “Ha! You’d’ve said the same if it was a date.”

      “Of course!”

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

      “Now you sound like Brooke.”

      “What’s wrong with that?”

      “Nothing.”

      We walked down the steps and into the water.

      “Only, Brooke doesn’t have a penis.”

      “Lucky for you,” I chuckled, “I do.”

      “Mmm, I know. And it’s all mine. For the rest of our lives.” She smiled and moved close. “That’s still the worst line ever, you know.”

      “Maybe.” I kissed her. “But it’s starting to grow on you, isn’t it.”

      “It isn’t the only thing.” Her hand found my erection.

      “What’re you going to do about it?”

      “Put it in the back of my throat? And then bend over so you can fuck me?”

      “It’s like you read my mind.”
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        * * *

      

      Our visit to the Building and Zoning office was anticlimactic, especially after the weeks of work I’d done to get to that point. Granville met Trip and me at the county courthouse and tried to generate some pomp and circumstance. Unfortunately, his crony had gone to a conference in Myrtle Beach.

      We dealt with a bored and humorless functionary instead. He stamped the applications, took our money, and gave us a receipt. Granville tried to play it off as business as usual, but it was a perfect metaphor for his life.

      Part of me felt sorry for him. He’d been an important man once, a mover and shaker, with his finger on the pulse of the future. Now he was just a lonely old man with no legacy. No one needed him, and few would remember him when he was gone. I couldn’t imagine what it felt like, but it must have been bleak.

      “Let’s celebrate,” I said out of the blue.

      Trip gave me a look like I’d badmouthed John Lennon.

      “C’mon, Granville,” I said. “Since you won’t let us pay you, we’ll take you to lunch instead.”

      “Oh, no, my boy. It’s too early. But thank you. Besides, you have too much to do.”

      “Nonsense.”

      “We need to pick up your car from the mechanic,” Trip hinted selfishly. “And the girls are expecting us…”

      “Not until later,” I said. “We have time. C’mon, let’s head to the diner and see what kind of pie they have.”

      “It’s Friday,” Granville said. “Buttermilk and apple.”

      “Oh, God,” Trip retched, “that sounds disgusting.”

      Granville laughed, “Not together, my boy. Buttermilk pie and apple pie.”

      “Still…”

      “Apple pie sounds really good,” I said.

      “I’ve always been partial to buttermilk,” Granville said.

      “Whatever,” Trip said under his breath, low enough that Granville didn’t hear.

      I shot him a quick glare before I gave Granville an encouraging smile.

      “Let us thank you,” I said, “for giving us the benefit of your wisdom and experience.”

      “Well, if you insist.”
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        * * *

      

      We parted company with Granville a couple of hours later. He’d shaken off his funk and rambled about his favorite subject through lunch and then dessert.

      “What the hell did you do that for?” Trip griped in the parking lot.

      I ignored him and climbed into the car.

      He slid behind the wheel, slammed the door, and kept it up. “I thought you didn’t like him.”

      “I don’t,” I said calmly. “He’s a narcissistic windbag, a racist, sexist, sad old man. But he’s still a person.”

      “Whatever.” Trip pulled onto Main Street and headed toward the mechanic’s at the edge of town.

      “The pie was good,” I said hopefully.

      “It was. But not two hours’ worth.”

      I shrugged. “We need Granville, remember?”

      “How could I forget? I just sat through a two-hour seminar on the Greatness of Granville. Two. Hours.”

      “Quit complaining. You’ll live. Besides, you’re just in a hurry to get back to camp for the party.”

      “Yeah? So?”

      “Dude, relax,” I said. “We told the girls we didn’t know how long it would take. Besides, they aren’t going to start without us.”

      “They might,” he said sullenly.

      I cocked a skeptical eyebrow.

      “Yeah, all right,” he conceded, “they won’t start without us.”

      “How can they? We’re the stars of the show, the main event, the studs!”

      He snorted. “You’re so full of it. You don’t care.”

      “Of course I do.”

      “Why? You’re already sleeping with her, so it’s no big deal to you.”

      I didn’t know what to say.

      “You still don’t get it, do you?” he said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I’ve always been the best. At everything. That is, until I met you.”

      “You’re still the best,” I said. “At lots of things.”

      “Not architecture.”

      “No.”

      “And not with women.”

      “Oh, please,” I said. “You weren’t a ladies’ man even before. You’ve had… what? Three serious girlfriends?” I ticked them off, “Lori in high school, Abby in college, and now Wren. That’s it.”

      “So? I’ve slept with plenty of women since. Dozens!”

      “Casual sex and swingers,” I said dismissively. “I’m talking about the ones you’ve made happy. Long-term!” I added, before he could claim that he’d made the others happy too. “You have serious relationships and don’t mess ’em up.”

      He scoffed.

      “Fine, I’m better with women,” I said, and tried another tack. “It’s a double-edged sword. It almost cost me the one I want.”

      “What? How?”

      “Christy didn’t want anything to do with me. Not at first.” That wasn’t the whole truth, but it was close enough for the sake of argument. “She didn’t want to be another notch on my bedpost.” I paused to let that sink in. “Has any woman ever said that to you? That she didn’t want to be a notch on your bedpost?”

      “No, of course not.”

      “Because you don’t have a reputation for sleeping around.”

      “So?” he shot back. “Neither do you.”

      “Not anymore,” I said earnestly. “I used to. And it almost cost me. So… yeah, I’m better with women. So what? Besides, you aren’t exactly hurting in that department.”

      “But that’s mostly Wren’s doing.”

      “Who cares! You’re getting laid, aren’t you? Does it matter who sets it up?”

      “I’m still the man,” he said mulishly.

      “Of course you’re the man! You’re the one with the penis! But it doesn’t mean you have to think with the damn thing. You don’t have to be the one to seduce the women, either. It isn’t a competition. No one’s keeping score.”

      “I am.”

      “And what do you get if you win?”

      That stopped him mid-comeback.

      “Well?” I pressed. “What do you get if you sleep with more women than I do? MVP of the Lothario League? Is there a pennant race or something? A World Series of one-night stands?”

      “No.”

      “Then who cares?”

      He glared, but he knew I had a point.

      “Dude, relax,” I said again, with real compassion this time. “You’re better at most things. You’re arguably better with women. You keep them. I’ve managed to run off… more than I care to admit. Some really nice ones, too.”

      “No kidding.”

      “So, if this is any kind of ‘competition’ in the first place, it’s about the women you keep. The ones you lose should count against you.”

      He thought about it and sighed heavily. “Yeah, you’re right.”

      He pulled into the mechanic’s yard and parked beside a pile of discarded tires. Then he stared through the windshield and thought about what I’d said.

      “For what it’s worth,” I added, “I get it. About Brooke. You have the hots for her. And if it makes you feel any better, it’s mutual.”

      He brightened immediately.

      “She wanted to seduce you,” I went on. “Yesterday. She chickened out, though.”

      “That’s too bad.”

      “Yeah. She has lots of wild ideas, but she never starts things. She needs the right guy for that. Know anyone?”

      “I might,” he said with a laugh. Then he grew thoughtful. “Thanks. For… you know.”

      I nodded.

      “You… um… you’re a good friend. That… uh…” He blinked and looked away to hide the sudden emotion. “That means a lot.”

      “It does. To me too.”
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        * * *

      

      The girls hadn’t waited for us after all. They hadn’t been fooling around, but they’d decided to start drinking. They’d been enjoying themselves for a couple of hours by the time we returned from town. At the moment they were relaxing on the patio with a pitcher of something pale, fruity, and alcoholic. They stood when Trip and I rounded the corner of the clubhouse.

      “All hail!” Wren cheered. She and the others broke into applause. “The returning heroes!”

      “Thanks,” Trip said. “I dunno about heroes, though. It was just a zoning review.”

      “But you’re real developers now,” she insisted.

      “We are,” I said, more for his benefit than hers.

      “It’s still early,” he cautioned. “We don’t have the permits yet.”

      “Oh, brother.” Wren gave him a trademark eye-roll and then turned her glare on me. “This is all your fault.”

      “Me? What’d I do?”

      “He wasn’t so dark and brooding before he met you.”

      “Hey!” Christy protested. “I happen to like dark and brooding.”

      I shot her a look of thanks and said to Wren, “How would you know? I knew him before you. As a matter of fact, I’m the one who introduced you. Look how well that turned out.”

      Christy arched an eyebrow.

      “Beautifully!”

      “Oh, good save,” Wren chuckled. “For a second I thought you were going to blow it.”

      “I almost did,” I admitted. “Then a little birdy reminded me how lucky I am.”

      “Uh-huh,” the little birdy said, unconvinced.

      “I’m the luckiest guy in the world.”

      “The second luckiest,” Wren said. She moved to Trip’s side, and he automatically put an arm around her. She stood on tiptoe and he bent for a kiss. “How’d it go?” she asked.

      “Well,” he said. “We submitted everything. Now we wait. Granville is friends with the director, so we shouldn’t have any problems.”

      “Did he ask a bunch of questions? I’m sure you knew all the answers.”

      “What? No. It was actually pretty quick. But we had lunch afterward and talked business.”

      I didn’t feel the need to contradict him, especially since his version sounded more professional than the truth.

      “Oh, okay,” Wren said. “I hope you don’t mind that we started without you.”

      “We didn’t know how long you were going to be,” Christy said. “Besides, Wren made white peach sangria. Yum!”

      The girls weren’t drunk, but they were definitely headed that direction.

      “C’mon, Trip,” I said, “let’s get out of these clothes.”

      “And slip into something more comfortable?” Wren teased.

      “Are you volunteering?” I shot back.

      “If you play your cards right.” She looked up at Trip. “Are you okay with that?” She glanced at Christy and Brooke before he could reply. “We worked it out. I hope you don’t mind.”

      “No, of course not.”

      Christy gave me a nod that said she was okay with it. I glanced at Brooke and raised an eyebrow. She swallowed nervously but then nodded as well.

      “Well, then,” I said, “let’s get this party started. Ladies, we’ll be right back.”
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        * * *

      

      On a whim, I checked my hiding place to see if Christy’s ring was where I’d left it. The girls didn’t have any reason to get into the closet, but I wanted to be sure.

      My heart rate spiked when I saw the breast of my sports coat and it was smooth. I yanked it open and immediately felt a wave of relief. The inside pocket bulged right where it should’ve. I withdrew the maroon leather box, opened the lid, and stepped back so the ring caught the light. Twin diamonds sparkled.

      “Is that it?”

      I nearly jumped out of my skin.

      “Let me see,” Wren said. She took the box, and her eyes widened. “Wow, it’s bigger than I thought it’d be.”

      My heart was still pounding, but I couldn’t resist the straight line. “Yeah, I hear that a lot.”

      She rolled her eyes and ignored it. “I knew her grandmother was rich, but still… this was her engagement ring?”

      “Hold on, how’d you know it was hers?”

      “Seriously? We talked about it. She knows you went to San Diego. Trip and his stupid ‘sewer float.’ I told him she’d figure it out, but he didn’t believe me. Men. You always underestimate us.”

      “Who? Women? I don’t,” I said.

      “Most of the time,” she conceded. “Trip does, though. All the time.” She sighed and admitted, “Sometimes I wish he was more like you. Well, a bit more, not too much. I kinda like him a little old-fashioned.”

      I decided to tease her. “You want a guy you can control, but one who isn’t a complete pushover.”

      “That’s exactly what I want,” she said without a trace of sarcasm. “And it’s why you and I wouldn’t’ve worked. You’re too much of a control freak. Besides, your pussy-eating skills are only so-so.”

      “I’m not that bad.”

      She gave me a flat look.

      “It isn’t a competition,” I said, a bit stiffly.

      “It is when you’re on the receiving end. Trust me. Would you rather get a blowjob from me or Christy?” She waited but already knew the answer. “Uh-huh. That’s what I thought.” She shrugged and handed me the box. “I’m glad things worked out the way they did. For a while, I thought I’d have to beat you over the head.”

      “I’m stubborn.”

      “No shit, Sherlock,” she laughed. “Almost as stubborn as she is. On a different subject, I like Brooke. I think we’d’ve been friends if the circumstances had been different.”

      “Seriously? What changed your mind?”

      “Little things. But mostly the way she is with Christy. She doesn’t let her get away with anything.”

      “No,” I agreed.

      “Christy’s always had this narrative about herself that doesn’t match reality. You totally bought into it, too. Remember? You used to think she was a goody-goody? I tried to tell you,” she finished in a sing-song.

      “Yeah, I know. You were right.”

      “I’m sorry… what was that?”

      I summoned my own flat look.

      “Whatever. Anyway, Brooke totally calls her on it. And… she really loves her. I thought it was puppy love, but it’s for real.”

      I nodded.

      “As far as that goes, you should watch out. She has a pretty serious crush on you.”

      “Who? Brooke?”

      “Duh! Who else?”

      “I don’t think so. I’d’ve noticed.”

      “Uh-huh,” Wren said insincerely. “Think what you want, but I know I’m right.”

      “Not this time. But it isn’t worth arguing about. Besides, she knows Christy and I are serious.”

      “Oh, she knows. But that doesn’t change things.”

      “We’re friends. That’s all.”

      “Whatever. I’m just saying… Be careful.”

      “I will.”

      “I like her,” she repeated after a moment, “but I’m glad she lives on the other side of the country! She knows exactly how hot she is, and she totally uses it to her advantage.”

      “Not really,” I said, “but that isn’t worth arguing about either.”

      Wren let it go and nodded at the box in my hand. “Have you decided when you’re going to ask her?”

      “No.”

      “Hurry up. You only have a few days to figure it out. Erin and Leah will be here tomorrow. They leave Thursday.”

      “How do you know?” I challenged. “When they leave, I mean.”

      She blessed me with a look of disbelief.

      “Oh, right! You’re the camp manager now.”

      “Uh-huh. So…” She snapped her fingers and channeled Trip. “Hustle up. Time’s a wastin’.”

      “I don’t know who’s worse,” I laughed, “you or him.”

      “I am. He’s basically a nice guy. I’m a scheming bitch who gets what she wants.”

      “I wouldn’t say ‘bitch,’ but the rest is about right.”

      “Yeah. So, figure it out. And you know how she is. She’s gonna want something romantic. So, don’t just roll off her and ask if she wants to ‘get hitched.’”

      “Why?” I teased. “Is that what Trip did?”

      “No! He planned a nice romantic evening. He got down on one knee and everything.” She gave me a pointed look. “You could do a lot worse.”

      “Thank you, Dear Abby.”

      “Whatever,” she said dismissively. “In the meantime, I’m supposed to be thanking you.”

      “For what?”

      “Working with me for a change, being Trip’s friend, nudging Brooke in the right direction, that sort of thing.”

      “It’s what I do.”

      “I know. Now, put that back in its hiding place.” She reached into the closet, opened my sports coat, and scoffed, “Very original. She’d never think to look in there.” Then she laughed. “Actually, you need to thank Brooke that she didn’t.”

      “For real?”

      “Yeah. Christy was talking about snooping. After she figured out you’d been to San Diego. She was only kidding, but Brooke told her to leave it alone. She said she’d tell you if she even thought Christy had been snooping for real.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Seriously. That’s when I really started to like her. She put Christy in her place.” Wren nodded at the coat. “Speaking of which, in you go.”

      I dropped the box into the inside pocket, and Wren let the coat fall closed. Then she pushed it to the back of the closet and moved the other hanging clothes to cover it.

      “There you go,” she said. “Like we were never here.” She closed the door, caught my hand, and tugged me toward the front room. “Come on, I owe you a blowjob.” She fluttered a wave over her shoulder without looking back. “Don’t bother. I know… my wish is your command.”
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        * * *

      

      Trip and the girls were looking through his case of cassette tapes when we emerged from the bungalow. He glanced at me before he looked at Wren to make sure she was happy.

      “See why I love him?” she said to me in an aside.

      “What’s not to love?”

      She huffed at the sarcasm but didn’t reply.

      “What took y’all so long?” Trip asked when we joined them.

      “I had to go to the bathroom,” Wren lied smoothly. “And then we were talking.”

      “Oh, okay.” He dropped a tape into the boom box. “Party mix, spring ’83, number two.”

      “Ooh, my favorite,” I mocked. He’d probably made fifty mix tapes since I’d met him, and I didn’t know spring ’83 from Spring Session M.

      Be nice, Christy said with a look.

      Wren was more direct. She pinched me.

      “Ow!” I shot her a glare, which she met with a cool challenge.

      Do it again, her expression said, and see what you get.

      Serves you right, Christy added.

      Yes, dear. Sorry.

      Better.

      “Just for that,” Trip said loftily, “you can’t listen.” He turned the boom box toward the pool and extended his hands to Christy and Brooke. “Ladies? Would you care to join me?”

      “We’d be delighted,” Christy said.

      David Bowie’s “Let’s Dance” started as he escorted them around the pool. Christy recognized the song and twirled away from him. She danced into the pool, while Trip and Brooke walked down the stairs like normal people. Wren slid under my arm and drew my attention.

      “What’s the matter with you?” she said, exasperated more than angry.

      “What? The mix tape comment?”

      “Duh. And the one before it.” She waited with eyebrows raised. “Well?”

      “I don’t know what to tell you. Sometimes he just annoys me.”

      “He annoys me too, you big butthead, but that doesn’t mean I make fun of him.”

      “Yeah, you’re right. Sorry.”

      “Real people? Real feelings?”

      “You don’t have to rub it in,” I grumbled. “I said I was sorry.”

      “Yeah, well, don’t do it again.”

      I sighed. “I won’t.”

      “Good. Now, I promised you a blowjob…”

      “Seriously? You’re still in the mood?”

      “I will be. Besides, I promised. Now, kiss me before I change my mind.”

      I did. She leaned into me, and the kiss heated up. Then the little head decided to see what all the commotion was about.

      “You’re so easy,” she laughed. Her amusement lingered and then softened into affection. “I do love you.”

      “I know. I love you too.”

      We fell silent and enjoyed the moment, until her eyes flashed playfully.

      “Are you ready?” she said. “I’m not as good as Christy, but I’ve never had any complaints.”

      I snorted to myself. Only a self-centered prick would complain about a blowjob.

      “Where do you want me?” I said aloud.

      “Right here’s fine.”

      She guided me toward a chair, grabbed a cushion from another, and tossed it to the ground. I slouched in the chair, and she sank to her knees between my feet. She smiled up at me and caressed my inner thighs. Then she wrapped both hands around my semi-hard dick. All of a sudden she laughed and had to explain.

      “I think I’m finally used to you shaving down here. I still prefer the natural look, but smooth isn’t so weird anymore.”

      “Uh… I’m glad?”

      “Yeah. Anyway…” She rose on her knees, rested her breasts on my thighs, and stroked my cock.

      I took the opportunity to glance at the pool. Trip and Brooke were talking in the shallow end. Christy was still dancing and enjoying herself, which gave Trip and Brooke time to flirt and work up to more. Wren turned and followed my gaze.

      Trip said something funny to Brooke, who laughed and twisted a strand of coppery hair around her finger. Christy noticed Wren and me watching, and her smile lit up like the sun.

      “God, I love her,” Wren said, almost absently.

      “No kidding.”

      The two girls exchanged a long look before Christy grinned and spun toward the deep end.

      Wren returned her attention to me. “Where were we? Less talking, more sucking?”

      “You said it, not me.”

      She rolled her eyes but suited actions to words. I casually rested my hand on her head. Then I closed my eyes to enjoy the feeling as her lips and tongue caressed my cock. When I opened them again, Christy was watching. She absently moistened her lips. Then she said something to Trip, who looked our direction.

      “Hey,” I called to him, “d’you mind helpin’ me out?”

      “Uh, yeah, sure. How?”

      “Brooke wanted me to start things so you could join in.”

      “You’re a little preoccupied,” he laughed.

      “Exactly. So, if you don’t mind…?”

      He grinned and said something to Brooke that I didn’t catch. She lowered her eyes demurely, although her cheeks glowed.

      Trip moved in for a kiss, and Brooke looked up. She swallowed hard but then surrendered. She was hesitant at first, and Trip didn’t press her. That was exactly the right move. He’d just started to pull back when she leaned forward and kissed him.

      “Yesss!” I hissed in triumph.

      Wren stopped sucking long enough to steal a glance over her shoulder. She turned back and stroked my cock. “About time,” she added in an undertone.

      “This is her first time,” I said, equally quiet. “Remember how long it took Christy.”

      “Yeah, and she still won’t go all the way.”

      “Her body, her choice.”

      Wren knew better than to argue. “Brooke isn’t her,” she said instead.

      “Fair enough. But it’s still Brooke’s body.”

      “And her choice. Yeah, I know. But she’s had all week to figure it out.”

      “And now she’s ready.”

      Almost on cue, Trip lifted Brooke to the side of the pool. He parted her knees and moved between them. He kissed her again, but it was only a quick stop on the way to her pussy. Wren glanced over her shoulder, nodded in satisfaction, and returned her attention to me.

      “Maybe he could give you lessons,” she said.

      “Why? To improve my pussy-eating skills?”

      “Duh.”

      “I’ll check my calendar,” I laughed.

      Wren rolled her eyes and started sucking again. I flicked her right nipple, and she moaned around my cock.

      “You like that, huh?”

      “You ’ow I ’o.”

      “Don’t talk with your mouth full,” I teased. Then I tweaked both nipples. I rolled them gently, and she moaned again. “Less talking,” I said, “more moaning.”

      “God, yes,” she panted. “Keep doing that, and I’ll keep doing this.”

      “Your wish— Ah! Okay, okay!”

      She relaxed her bite.

      “Note to self,” I added, “don’t annoy the woman with your dick in her mouth.”

      “Withe dethision,” she said around the dick in question.

      I spared a quick glance at the others. Brooke was on her back, and Trip was doing his best to impress her with his pussy-eating skills. Christy sat next to her and watched, although her fingers were busy on her own pussy. She noticed me watching, and we shared a quick smile before we returned our attention to the people in front of us.

      Wren didn’t give head like Christy, but I wasn’t about to complain. I wasn’t a self-centered prick, after all. So I enjoyed myself instead, and played with her breasts while she sucked and stroked. I also enjoyed the show across the pool. Christy was sucking Brooke’s nipples, while Trip worked his magic between her thighs.

      My own climax wasn’t far away, so I focused on it and Wren. She knew I was getting close, and she began stroking in earnest. I still managed to surprise her when the first spurt flooded her mouth. She swallowed gamely and pumped until I stopped shooting.

      She sat back to catch her breath, while I did the same.

      “Ready for me to return the favor?”

      She didn’t answer immediately. Instead, she played with my cock. It was still fairly hard, and I didn’t need to be a mind reader to know what she was thinking.

      “Yeah, that’s better,” I said. “Hop up. Ride me instead.”

      She smirked. Then she stood, turned around, and backed toward me. I’d been expecting her to face me, but I kept my mouth shut about it. She couldn’t read my mind like Christy could, but she still shot me a grin over her shoulder before she steadied my cock. Then she sat back, and her smooth pussy caressed my shaft. I guided her down, until her ass rested on my hips.

      “God, that’s nice,” she said.

      “No kidding.” I held her hips and began rocking my own.

      My dick moved inside her, and she groaned in pleasure. I kept it up for several minutes, until she wanted more. She braced her hands on my thighs and began bouncing on my lap. We picked up the tempo, until our bodies made gentle slapping sounds. I wasn’t in danger of coming any time soon, so I glanced across the pool.

      Trip and the girls had switched places. He sat on the side and leaned back, while they took turns sucking him. Then Brooke stood and sandwiched his dick between her breasts. I conjured images from when I’d been on the receiving end of that particular experience, and I chuckled at Trip’s expression.

      Wren stopped fucking me and caught her breath. “What’s so funny?”

      “Sorry, I was just…”

      She looked across the pool. “Yeah, he’s kinda goofy about tits. Can’t say I blame him, though. Hers are nice. Nicer’n mine, for sure.”

      “Beauty is in the hand of the B-holder.” I sat forward and cupped Wren’s breasts.

      She didn’t laugh.

      “Get it?” I prompted. “B-holder?”

      “I get it, but mine’re C’s.”

      “No, B for breast. Not— Ugh, never mind. My puns are wasted on you.” I pulled her toward me, until her shoulders touched my chest. Her head rested on my shoulder, so I whispered in her ear, “Shut up and fuck me.”

      “All right,” she laughed, “if that’s how you wanna play it. Your wish is my command.”

      “Ha! Good one.”

      She began rocking her hips. I didn’t think it was enough to make her come, so I found the bead of her clit and started teasing it. She panted and arched her back as her pleasure mounted.

      She didn’t last long after that. Her soft moans rose in pitch until she stiffened and cried out. I twisted her nipple and rocked my hips. A fresh wave of heat and moisture flooded her pussy. Her climax peaked and then slowly receded, and she sagged against me. I caught my own breath and gazed across the pool.

      Trip and Brooke were both in the water. He was fucking her slowly from behind, while she licked Christy’s pussy. He squeezed Brooke’s breast, and she gave him a quick, encouraging smile over her shoulder. He took the hint, gripped her hips, and started fucking her for real.

      I watched until Wren stirred and sat forward. She stood slowly, and her pussy released my hard-on. It slapped my abdomen. I shivered automatically, but the chill had barely registered before she turned and pushed my knees together. Then she straddled my hips, steadied my cock, and returned it to the warmth of her pussy.

      “God, I like dick,” she sighed.

      “He likes you, too.”

      “Your alter-ego?”

      “Something like that.”

      “Do you really talk to it?”

      “Yeah, sometimes.”

      She rolled her eyes. Then she glanced over her shoulder and watched the others for a moment. Trip was still fucking Brooke, although Christy had joined him in the water. She urged him on while she played with Brooke’s breasts.

      “Thanks again,” Wren said to me. “For everything.”

      I nodded.

      “You wanna come inside me?”

      “What about Trip?”

      “He won’t care. He’s too busy with Copper Top Barbie.” Wren rolled her eyes. “Yeah, I like her, but she’s still too perfect.”

      “She isn’t perfect.”

      “As far as looks are concerned…”

      “It’s what’s on the inside that counts.”

      “Whatever.”

      I glanced down, to where our bodies joined.

      “Yeah, all right,” Wren admitted, “it’s what’s on the inside. And she’s actually pretty nice, even if she is too hot for comfort. My comfort,” she admitted.

      “Fair enough. But…” I glanced down again. “Do you really wanna have this conversation now?”

      “You’re the one who usually talks too much!”

      “Whatever.”

      She grinned. “Less talking, more fucking?”

      “Yes, please.”
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        * * *

      

      Wren made a double batch of white peach sangria and brought out a tray of hors d’oeuvre sandwiches. She made a second trip to the clubhouse and returned with a tray of carrots, celery, and radishes, along with a small bowl of ranch dip for us non-bunny types.

      “Well, what do you think?” I asked Brooke. “About swinging?”

      She blushed and looked shy all of a sudden.

      “She loves it,” Christy said for her.

      “I do,” Brooke agreed, somewhat surprised. “I thought it’d be more of an orgy, though.”

      “That comes later,” Trip said.

      “You have to give us time to recover,” I added.

      “But there are still only five of us,” Wren said, the voice of reason. “That’s not enough for an orgy.”

      “Oh, okay,” Brooke said. “That makes sense.”

      “Even when there are,” Wren continued, “we usually break into couples and threesomes.”

      “I’ve seen them in the movies, where there are, like, a dozen people doing it in the same room.”

      “Yeah, but orgies like that only happen in porn,” I said. “Real life is different.”

      “I know, but—”

      “He’s right,” Wren said. “We don’t have a lot of porn-sex.”

      “Speak for yourself,” I laughed. “I have porn-sex all the time. Just… not many orgies.”

      “We might have one before everyone leaves for the summer,” Wren said. Then she shrugged. “It depends on the timing.”

      No one actually looked at me, but I still felt the weight of their attention.

      “I could do it now,” I suggested flippantly.

      “Oh, no,” Christy warned. “Don’t you dare. I told you, I want a real—” She glanced at Brooke and finished meekly, “A real… um… you know.”

      I suppressed a grin and pretended to be suitably chastened. “Yes, dear.”

      “Well,” Trip joked, “now we know who wears the pants in the family.”

      Christy stiffened with annoyance. “Paul does.”

      “Oh, of course,” he said dismissively, “but we know who really calls the shots.”

      “Paul does,” she repeated with a smile that didn’t reach her icy blue eyes.

      “I know. I’m just kidding.”

      Christy wasn’t ready to let it go, so I gave her a warning look. She backed down, albeit reluctantly.

      “Well, I know how to kill a buzz,” Trip said into the silence. “I know how to fix it, though. We bought another bottle of that bourbon you like. It costs a fortune, but you’re worth it.”

      “I’m glad you think so,” Christy said, still frosty.

      Be nice, I warned her.

      Her smile turned genuine, at least as far as the others were concerned. I could still see the lingering annoyance, but only because I knew her better.

      “I’m just kidding,” she said in a near perfect imitation of Trip.

      Brooke arched a coppery eyebrow but didn’t say anything.

      Trip decided to laugh it off. “It’s so cool how you do that. I’ll get the bourbon. And… maybe my guitar?”

      It was a peace offering, and Christy considered it. She looked so much like her brother Rich that I nearly hurt myself trying not to laugh. He didn’t back down either. But Christy was her mother’s daughter, and Anne had a rule about being polite. The fight slowly went out of her. Brooke saw it too, and she hid a smile behind her hand.

      “That’d be nice,” Christy said. She smiled for real, and the sun chose that moment to appear from behind the clouds.

      Brooke’s amusement turned to disbelief. “Seriously? You really are the center of the universe, aren’t you?”

      “Of course!”

      Trip rolled his eyes before he could stop himself. My annoyance flared at that point, and he decided to make himself scarce.

      “Be right back,” he said.

      Brooke stood. “I’ll come with you.”

      Wren watched the whole exchange with muted amusement. “That… was interesting,” she said when they’d gone. Then she touched a knuckle to her lips and lowered her head in thought. “My love…?”

      “I know,” Christy said. “I’m sorry. I promised to be nice.”

      “Oh, he deserved it,” Wren said. “But… maybe next time…?”

      “I know. He’s the man. He has a fragile ego.”

      “Not exactly fragile…” Wren glanced at me before she continued, “But he isn’t like you and me.”

      “I know,” Christy repeated. “I’ll be nice, I promise.”

      Wren nodded and then said to me, “It’s exhausting, isn’t it?”

      “What?”

      “Trying to keep two people happy. I don’t know how you did it.”

      “When? Before?” I opted for tact and didn’t mention Gina and Kendall by name. I didn’t admit the truth, either, that I’d made a huge mess of things. I shrugged instead. “Yeah, it’s a lot of work. But it’s worth it.”

      “It is.” She smiled at Christy.

      The clubhouse door swung open. Brooke emerged with the Van Winkle and a stack of fresh Solo cups. Trip carried his guitar case. He set it on the nearest table and opened it.

      “Okay, let’s get this party started for real. Brooke, will you do the honors?”

      “Sure.”

      “Christy, do you mind…?” He sat with one leg on the table, rested the guitar on his knee, and strummed a chord. “Start with low E?”

      “Of course.” She sang a clear, pure note.

      “That’s still impressive,” Trip said.

      “Thank you.”

      Brooke poured the bourbon and passed the cups around. Wren accepted hers with a genuine smile before she returned her attention to Christy and Trip. Brooke slid into her chair, and I scooted mine closer.

      “Are you really okay?” I asked in a low voice.

      “I guess.” She glanced at Christy and sighed. “Sorry. I get frustrated sometimes. She’s so lucky, but she doesn’t even realize it.”

      “Yeah, I know, but we love her anyway.”

      “Yeah, you’re right.”

      “Are you okay with everything else?” I asked. “Swinging? For real?”

      She nodded.

      “It’s a lot more complicated than the movies, isn’t it?”

      “You can say that again.” She glanced at Trip and added, “I dunno why Chris’s being such a pill.”

      “Long story.”

      “Yeah, I know. She told me.” Her eyes returned to Trip. “I think he’s nice.”

      “He is. He’s just a bit of a chauvinist sometimes.”

      “Aren’t all guys?”

      I shrugged and didn’t have a good answer.

      “I guess that’s why we like ’em.” She sat back, sipped her bourbon, and listened as Trip finished tuning his guitar.

      He began playing a Joni Mitchell song, “Big Yellow Taxi,” a sure sign that he wanted to make Christy happy. Brooke liked the song too, and she closed her eyes to listen. He played the Mamas and the Papas next, “California Dreamin’.” He sang the melody and Christy harmonized, and the tension from earlier faded entirely.

      I patted Brooke’s thigh, and she smiled at the friendly gesture. Then she leaned toward me and rested her head on my shoulder. She sighed happily.

      The breeze picked up and the sun disappeared behind the clouds, but none of us really cared. The weather was mild, the bourbon was smooth, and the music was relaxing. Life was very, very good.
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        * * *

      

      Trip and Christy wrapped up their concert and decided to talk about music instead. Wren listened contentedly, while Brooke and I talked about camp and the weather. The clouds had moved in for good, and the sky to the west had grown noticeably darker. We weren’t in danger from an immediate downpour, but it was headed our way.

      I couldn’t do anything about it, so I finished my sangria and refilled it. I hovered the pitcher over Brooke’s, waited for an objection that wasn’t coming, and refilled it too. The drink was fruity and too sweet for my taste, but I drank it all the same. It was also a lot stronger than I realized, and I already felt a warm glow.

      Brooke sipped hers and sighed aloud. The alcohol made her flirty and more confident. She was ready for round two, although she hadn’t worked up the nerve to ask. The little head agreed, and he was bold enough. The big head was happy to go along with the majority.

      My dick began to swell as I thought about fucking Brooke. She didn’t notice immediately, so I shifted in my seat and casually adjusted myself. I was half-hard already, and her copper eyebrows rose in surprise. Then she unconsciously moistened her lips. I made my dick twitch in response, which made her laugh. She covered it quickly, although her blue eyes smiled over her hand.

      “Rain coming,” I said to no one in particular.

      She frowned at the non sequitur, while the others stopped talking and seemed to notice the sky for the first time.

      “Not for a couple of hours,” I added. “But still… we should probably think about moving the party inside.”

      Brooke’s expression relaxed when she realized what I was up to. I shot her a grin, caught Trip’s eye, and sent a wave of telepathy at him, Threesome!

      “Paul’s right,” he said. “We should probably head inside.”

      “But it’s so nice out,” Christy complained. She dismissed the clouds with a wave. “A little rain never hurt anyone.”

      Wren suppressed a grin. “Looks like Paul isn’t the only one…”

      Christy frowned. She’d been drinking bourbon while she sang, and she hadn’t switched to sangria like we had. She wasn’t drunk, but she was further along than the rest of us.

      “What do you mean?” she asked uncertainly.

      “He isn’t the only one… who’s slow on the uptake,” Wren finished.

      “I am not slow on the uptake.”

      “Oh, my love…” Wren smiled affectionately. Then she glanced at Trip and turned serious. “Why don’t you all head in. We’ll join you in a while.”

      “I’m not slow,” Christy grumbled under her breath.

      I stood and bent to kiss the top of her head. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine.” She sighed. “I suppose you’re right. Only, I wanted to go for a swim.”

      “Go,” I said. “Swim. Have fun. Join us in a while.”

      “No, but thank you.” She sighed and forced a smile. Some part of her didn’t like when she wasn’t the center of attention. She wasn’t ungracious about it, but she couldn’t hide her feelings from me.

      “Are you sure?” Brooke asked her.

      “Of course. I wanna go for a swim. Besides, I… um… might be a little drunk after all.” It was a little white lie, a convenient way to pass the baton. “I should probably sober up a bit.”

      “We’ll be fine,” Wren said to us. “We’ll come inside if it starts to rain.”

      I surveyed the sky. “At least an hour. Probably two.”

      Wren nodded and then smiled at Trip and me. “Have fun.”

      “Thanks, babe.”

      “Your place or mine?” I quipped, only half-serious.

      “Mine.” He grinned. “Home field advantage.”

      I rolled my eyes but extended a hand to Brooke. She took it and stood, and I felt a surge of desire at the sight of her body. The little head began making plans in earnest. She noticed and smiled shyly.

      “Lay on, MacDuff,” I said to Trip, and suddenly remembered the last time I’d heard that phrase. I’d been about to have a threesome then, too. I chuckled at how my memory worked.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “Long story,” I said. “Some other time.” Like, never. I gestured for Brooke to precede me. “After you, my lady.”
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        * * *

      

      Trip turned on the light as he led us into the bedroom. Brooke was excited but nervous, so I decided to make the first move. I turned her toward me and kissed her. She sighed and leaned into me as the kiss heated up. Then I pulled back and nodded at Trip.

      Brooke stretched up for a kiss, and he obliged. I pressed my erection into her hip. She reached back and stroked it. Then she caught Trip’s dick with her other hand.

      “God,” she panted, “I can’t believe it’s really happening.”

      Trip didn’t answer with words. Instead, he cupped her face and kissed her again. She leaned into him and moaned softly. He pulled her closer, and she steadied herself with a firm grip on my hard-on. Then she turned and kissed me. I squeezed her breast and tweaked the nipple, while Trip did the same on his side.

      Brooke kissed us and stroked our cocks and grew more excited with every passing moment. Then she gasped, and I realized that Trip had started playing with her pussy.

      “Let’s move to the bed,” he suggested.

      “Uh-uh, not yet.” She grinned and sank to her knees.

      She grabbed my cock and then his. She took turns sucking one and stroking the other. She was enjoying herself, acting out a fantasy, and I wasn’t about to stop her.

      Trip had other plans, and he eventually lifted Brooke to her feet. He guided her onto the bed and told her to lie back. She grinned and scooted toward the headboard.

      He began by kissing her feet. Then he slowly moved toward her pussy, so I crawled up beside her. I kissed her again and squeezed her breast. Her breathing quickened as Trip spread her legs. He settled between them and began licking her pussy.

      I took the opportunity to watch, although he wasn’t doing anything special. Then again, what did I know? I wasn’t on the receiving end, after all. Besides, it was probably a combination of things. I told myself to relax, that I didn’t have to be the best at everything.

      Instead, I spent a couple of minutes kissing Brooke and sucking her stiff nipples. She reached for my hard-on and stroked insistently, so I rose to my knees and scooted closer. She smiled up at me and kissed the underside of my shaft. Then she closed her eyes and began sucking slowly.

      “Switch places with me,” Trip said a few minutes later.

      I started to move before I realized he was talking to Brooke. I sat back on my heels, and she sat up. Trip spun and lay on his back, with his head toward the foot of the bed.

      “Sit on my face.”

      Brooke’s eyes flashed with eagerness as she climbed into position. He latched onto her pussy like a limpet. She moaned softly and closed her eyes to enjoy it.

      I stood on the mattress and moved to her side. I thrust my cock toward her, and she began sucking again. Trip stroked himself with one hand and used the other to guide Brooke’s hips where he wanted them.

      We changed position a couple of minutes later. He turned toward the headboard, leaned against the pillows, and stroked his erection.

      “Climb on,” he said. “No, the other way, facing Paul.”

      She swung her leg over his stomach, braced her hands on his thighs, and scooted forward. Then she sat up and reached between her legs. She gripped his cock, steadied it, and groaned as he palmed her ass and guided her down.

      I let them get situated before I stepped forward. Brooke started stroking my cock instead of sucking. She closed her eyes and concentrated on the sensations in her pussy as she moved her hips. I gave her another moment. Then I put my hand on the back of her head. I guided my dick to her mouth, and she started sucking again.

      We kept it up for several minutes, until Trip asked if I was ready to switch.

      “What?”

      He chuckled. “Earth to Paul.”

      “Sorry. I was in my own little world.”

      “I could tell.” He grinned and patted Brooke’s flank. “Turn around. Suck me while Paul fucks you.”

      He’d grown a lot more confident in the years since we’d had our first threesome. He’d never been a shrinking violet, but he’d always been happy to follow my lead, at least when it came to sex. He had his own script now, and he wasn’t shy about directing things.

      Brooke moved between his legs and thrust her ass toward me. She started by kissing his cock and tasting her own juices. Then she began sucking, and he rested his hand on her head. I teased her pussy for a moment. She moaned and sucked Trip deeper, so I kept it up.

      Eventually, I scooted forward, lubricated the head of my cock, and slid into her. I steadied her hips and began fucking. She released Trip’s dick and used it as a handhold. He gave her a moment before he brushed her hair out of the way and gently guided her to his dick again.

      “Nice, isn’t it?” I said.

      “No kidding. She sucks a mean dick.”

      “Don’t be so hard on yourself,” I joked. “You have a nice dick.”

      “Uh-huh,” he said dryly. “Are you sure you aren’t a fag?”

      I really didn’t like that word, but I hid my annoyance and shrugged instead.

      “I’ll just have to take your word for it,” he said.

      “Yep, I guess so.” I gestured at Brooke, nude and impaled between us. “After all, who needs evidence?”

      He smirked and didn’t have a comeback. Instead, he returned his attention to her, so I did the same. I fucked her steadily for several minutes before he suggested another change. I peevishly wondered if he was angling for Best Director in a Porn Movie, but I kept the thought to myself.

      “Sure, whatever,” I said.

      “How about missionary?”

      I pulled out and playfully swatted Brooke’s ass. Trip scooted out from under her and rose to his knees. She rolled to her back and spread her legs for me.

      “You doing okay?” I asked her.

      She smiled and nodded.

      “Don’t believe Wren,” Trip added. “We have porn-sex all the time.”

      I suppressed an eye-roll and scooted forward on my knees. A snarky part of me wanted to play to Trip’s imaginary camera, but I decided to focus on Brooke and her pleasure instead. I rubbed the head of my cock along her channel and then teased her clit. She exhaled slowly and closed her eyes to enjoy it.

      “I still wish she’d left a little grass on the field,” Trip said.

      ’Cause it’s all about you and what you want, I thought sarcastically. Then I reminded myself that he wasn’t the worst chauvinist in the world. Besides, I’d asked her to shave in the first place because I liked it, so I didn’t have a lot of room to criticize.

      “Eh, it’s all pink on the inside,” he said.

      “Haven’t we had this conversation before?”

      “Chill out, dude,” he laughed. “I’m just kidding.”

      “I know,” I said, although I didn’t believe it.

      “Besides,” he added, “we have better things to talk about.” He gestured at Brooke and squeezed her breast to emphasize his point.

      “Exactly. So, what’s next?” I suppressed the urge to call him “O Great Porn Director.”

      “Switch places with me,” he said, and I obliged.

      He buried his cock and began fucking her, while I gave her my dick to suck.

      Brooke was still enjoying herself, but her excitement had begun to wane. All the porn positions and scene changes had taken their toll. They’d certainly taken a toll on my patience. Trip didn’t show any signs of slowing down, so I decided to move things along.

      “Roll over,” I said. “Let her ride you.”

      He blinked and stopped thrusting. “What?”

      “Let her get on top.”

      “Why? What’re you thinking?”

      “Do you have any lube?”

      His attitude changed abruptly. “Oh, yeah, now we’re talkin’. Nightstand. Top drawer.”

      I leaned toward it and opened the drawer. It was full of the usual things, including a regular vibrator and a handheld massager-thing with a couple of different heads.

      “Did you find it?” Trip asked.

      I grabbed the tube of K-Y and closed the drawer.

      He held out his hand.

      “Oh, no,” I laughed. “Her ass is mine.”

      He raised an eyebrow, but I didn’t back down.

      “No problem,” he said. Then he grinned at Brooke. “Have you ever been fucked by two guys at the same time?”

      “No, I—”

      “Then you’re in for a treat. Just relax,” he added. “We’ve done this before.”
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        * * *

      

      I woke up sometime in the middle of the night and suffered a moment of confusion. I was in bed with Christy and Brooke, but I hadn’t been a moment before. Then I realized I’d been dreaming. Most of the details were hazy, and the clear ones were simply unbelievable. We’d been having a massive orgy, all the adults in camp, young and old, swingers and non-swingers alike. Everyone had been involved, including Granville.

      Wait! What?

      Yes, Granville. I had a vivid and slightly disturbing memory of him directing things like a movie, complete with a folding director’s chair and an old-fashioned megaphone. He was nude, but that wasn’t the disturbing part. Oh, no. He had the body of a Greek hero and a satyr’s massive erection. “Surreal” didn’t even begin to describe it.

      I’d been in the middle of it all, surrounded by my personal harem, at least a dozen women. Unfortunately, I couldn’t remember who they were, because I’d been too preoccupied. Doing what? Eating pie, of course—peach pie, to be exact—whatever that meant.

      Fortunately, the rest of the dream had already begun to fade, so I shook it off and focused on the real world instead. Christy lay on her side, close but not quite touching. Her breathing was slow and regular. Brooke was sound asleep on the far side of the bed.

      The window flashed with actinic light, followed by the crack-boom of nearby thunder, and I realized what had woken me. Then the storm ramped up its fury, and rain drummed on the roof. Another rumble of thunder sounded in the distance.

      Christy slept on, so I decided to wake her for a change. My erection had begun to soften, but it swelled almost painfully when I gave it some attention. I scooted toward her and was about to prod her when she reached back and unerringly found my cock.

      I chuckled to myself and waited for her to roll toward me. She still didn’t move, so I hinted that I was ready with a gentle thrust. She simply tightened her grip. I began rocking my hips, but that didn’t work either.

      Incredibly, she was still asleep, so I changed tactics. I slid the sheet down and kissed her bare shoulder. Then I cupped her breast and planted kisses toward her neck. She began to stir. I thrust my dick against her hand and nuzzled her ear.

      She eventually woke up and tightened her fingers around my rock-hard shaft. She began stroking, while I continued kissing her neck and kneading her breast. After a moment I scooted lower and teased her pussy from behind.

      She was already wet, and she moaned softly as I set my cock at her opening. I entered her slowly, lifted her leg, and thrust deeper. Then I began rocking my hips, and she thrust back against me.

      We made love slowly, almost cautiously. The rain and occasional thunder covered the sounds, but the bed still rocked gently as we moved. We stopped once, when Brooke rolled toward us, but we started again when she didn’t wake up.

      Christy eventually stiffened with one of her mini-orgasms. I let her catch her breath before I started thrusting again, although I didn’t last long after that. Her pussy was warm and wet after her climax, and I added my own heat and moisture to the mix.

      We held each other afterward, and our breathing slowly returned to normal. My dick hadn’t softened much, and I was wide awake. I was ready for another round, although I didn’t want a threesome. Brooke still hadn’t moved, but Christy must have read my mind. She pushed my hips away and whimpered as my dick slid free.

      I climbed out of bed and pulled her with me. Then I led her to the living room, where I picked her up and backed her against the wall. She automatically spread her legs, and my dick nudged her slick opening. I thrust hard. She gasped but then sighed when my hips met hers.

      I pinned her against the wall, and she held on to my shoulders as I reversed my grip on her legs. I spread them wide and began thrusting. I didn’t hold back, either.

      She buried her face in my chest and held on for dear life. I didn’t even try to prolong things. I simply fucked her, hard and fast, driven by a primal urge to fill her with seed.

      The thunderstorm covered the moans, gasps, bumps, and slapping sounds as I fucked her. She cried out softly and then stiffened with a real orgasm, a big one. Her pussy clamped down, and that pushed me over the edge. I slammed into her, and every muscle in my body strained as my balls contracted and my cock swelled.

      Waves of pleasure mingled and then merged—hers, mine, ours—all in a span of a shared heartbeat. We rode them together, our bodies connected and complete.

      My orgasm eventually subsided and my brain started working again. Her climax lasted longer. She clung to me until it passed. I moistened my mouth, shifted my weight, and relaxed my grip on her thighs. She rested her forehead on my chest and let out a long breath.

      “Wow.”

      It was the first word that either of us had spoken since the thunder had woken me from the dream, and I wasn’t entirely sure who’d said it, her or me.

      “No kidding,” I agreed.

      “You can wake me like that any time. Oh my gosh, I’m still tingling.”

      The window strobed with a flash of lightning, and thunder rolled over the camp. Christy looked at the unseen heavens.

      “Do you think He’s trying to tell us something?”

      “Yeah.” I grinned. “You rock my world.”

      “No, I’m serious.”

      I thought about it. “Maybe He is. Into each life some rain must fall.”

      “You don’t think it’s something else?”

      “Are you having second thoughts?” I asked. “About us?”

      “No!” she said quickly. Too quickly.

      I paused for a moment and decided that holding her by the legs was a lousy position for a longer conversation. Her back against the wall was even worse, literally and figuratively.

      “Hold on,” I said, and she knew what I meant. She wrapped her arms around my neck, and I carried her to the couch.

      “Can I go to the bathroom first?” she asked.

      I set her on her feet and patted her bottom. “Off you go.”

      She returned a minute later. “Much better, thank you.”

      “Right.” I waited for her to sit on my lap and get settled before I picked up where we’d left off. “Now, are you having second thoughts?”

      She gave me a rueful grimace. “I was kinda hoping you’d forgotten.”

      “Nope, sorry. Do you think God is trying to tell us something?”

      “Maybe.” She glanced up. The rain had slowed a bit, but we could still hear it on the roof. “Like, maybe we have stormy weather in our future.”

      I started to call her “Little Bit” but stopped abruptly. Another nickname popped into my head, and I smiled. She resisted the urge to fidget. Instead, she folded her hands in her lap and waited as I put my thoughts into words.

      “I don’t care if we have stormy weather ahead,” I said at last. “As a matter of fact, I know we will. But I’ll always have you, my Sunshine.”

      Her brow relaxed, and she let out the breath she’d been holding. She smiled instead. “You and your words,” she said fondly.

      “They’re the best way to tell you what’s in my heart.”

      “No, you do that every time you look at me.”

      “I do,” I admitted, although she surprised me with a laugh. “What?”

      “You. Even when you don’t mean to, you say exactly what I need to hear.”

      I replayed my answer and then smiled. I’d only meant to reassure her, but I’d said the magic words anyway.

      “Mmm hmm.” She inhaled a deep breath, held it pensively, and then exhaled in a long sigh. “I suppose you’re right. I don’t know why I’m scared all of a sudden. Only, I sort of do. It’s for real, isn’t it? Till death do us part.”

      I nodded.

      “And… I’m scared.”

      “I’m not.”

      “Nothing scares you,” she accused, both teasing and serious.

      “I get scared,” I said, “all the time, especially when I think of losing you. Or that I might not be good enough.” I paused and offered a wry admission, “I was definitely scared when I had to ask your father’s permission to marry you.” I waited a beat. “He said yes, by the way.”

      She rolled her eyes but smiled affectionately. “You aren’t supposed to tell me. It’s supposed to be a surprise.”

      “Why?”

      “Because.”

      “Well, you figured it out.”

      “I know. Only…”

      I ducked and looked into her eyes. “Only… what?”

      “I’m just being silly.”

      “A little, but this is a big decision.”

      “The biggest. Bigger than the big kahuna.” She thought of something and smiled. “That word, ‘kahuna.’ It’s Hawaiian. It really means a priest. And I suppose that’s what we’re talking about.”

      I followed the Christy-logic and nodded. “A Catholic priest. And the rest of our lives. For real.”

      “You can say that again,” she said under her breath. In a normal voice, “You really aren’t scared?”

      “Of course I am. But I’m excited too. I’ve never felt this way before. About anyone.”

      “I know. Me neither. I thought I did, but… I was wrong.”

      “Does it feel right this time?”

      “It does.” She smiled at a memory. “Marianne used to tell me what it was like, when she fell in love with Harry. She’s a total romantic. She talked about ‘walking on air’ and how she thought she might burst with love.” Her smile turned wry. “Lynne only said, ‘when it happens, you just know.’ I thought she was just being herself. You’ve met her; you know what she’s like. But she was right. When it happens, you just know. That’s how I feel. I just know.”

      “I’m glad. Me too.”

      Christy started to say something but then stopped.

      I furrowed my brow. “What?”

      “Listen.”

      “I am.” I still didn’t hear anything. “Okay, what’m I listening for?”

      “The rain. It’s stopped.” She smiled. “See? He was trying to tell us something after all.”

      “Oh? What?”

      “That we might have stormy weather ahead, but we’ll get through it… together.”

      “We will.” I fell silent and had a thought, but Christy grinned before I could say anything.

      “Yes, please.”

      “You don’t even know what I was going to ask!” I laughed.

      “Of course I do.” She stood and gestured. “Come on.”

      I levered myself off the couch. “I should probably worry—”

      “That I can read your mind? Yes, probably. Now… are you coming?”

      I took her hand, and she led me to the front door and then outside.

      The air was thick with moisture in the wake of the storm. A yellow halo limned the light over the clubhouse, and the ballast buzzed softly. The pool pump whirred in the background, but it was the only other sound that broke the silence. The night chorus had all sought shelter from the storm.

      Then a whippoorwill called, and another answered from across the clearing.

      Christy turned and beamed. “See? They’re a couple. He is trying to tell us something.”

      I only heard two birds, but she was looking for signs and portents.

      “Maybe He is,” I allowed.

      “We’re meant to be together.” She slipped into my arms and looked up at me, her face alight with the glow of faith. “He wants us to be happy.”

      “Do you think He wants us to be happy in the pool?” I wondered.

      “Please be serious. You know how important this is to me. I want God to be part of our lives. I know you don’t believe—not like I do—but I don’t think He’d’ve brought us together if He didn’t have plans for you too.”

      I started to say something flippant but thought better of it. “Yes, dear.”

      She frowned.

      “I am being serious,” I said. “No, I don’t share your beliefs, but I want us to be happy. So I put my faith in you and me.” I didn’t think God had much to do with it, but I knew better than to say it aloud.

      Christy probably heard my thoughts, but she accepted my words at face value. Then she pressed her cheek to my chest. She exhaled slowly, while I held her and waited for the moment to pass. I didn’t want to seem irreverent (again!), but I wasn’t in the mood for a long discussion about God and the nature of faith. I simply wanted to go for a swim and maybe get my rocks off. Yes, again. So sue me.

      “I know what you’re thinking,” Christy laughed softly. “Mr. Big just told me.”

      “Treacherous organ,” I muttered, only half joking.

      “No! He’s very nice. He always tells me what you’re thinking.” She looked up. “Speaking of which… why are you so horny all of a sudden? Didn’t you get enough earlier? And last night?”

      “I never get enough,” I said, but it was my default answer.

      “You were having a dream, weren’t you? I thought so. You have them a lot, you know. You poke me awake.”

      I chuckled. “Is that why you grabbed my dick? Earlier?”

      “Probably. I might’ve been having a dream of my own.”

      “Oh?”

      “I don’t remember what it was, but I’m sure it involved a certain penis.”

      “So… the usual.”

      “I can’t help it,” she play-griped. “I like penis. Yours especially, but others too.”

      “Trip’s?”

      “I suppose. But I was really thinking about Mark. I… um… was talking to Erin about him. Before she left, I mean.”

      I waited expectantly.

      “She says he comes a lot. Not like you,” she added quickly. “You shoot a lot each time, but he comes more often. Does that make sense?”

      “Of course.”

      “You’ve seen him do it, haven’t you? Last year, for Leah’s birthday.” Christy laughed when she felt my surprise. “Of course I know. You told me some of it, remember? And Erin filled in the rest, with plenty of details. Hot, steamy ones.”

      I felt a moment of panic, but it was automatic, a reaction to the taboo more than anything. Christy knew all about my history with Erin, so I relaxed almost as quickly.

      “She still wants to go all the way,” Christy added.

      “I know.” Unfortunately, I wasn’t sure how I felt about it.

      “Don’t worry, she won’t try anything with other people around. Only, she likes to tease you.”

      “No kidding.”

      “She gets it from your mother.”

      “And Susan,” I added.

      Christy looked up, studied my expression, and turned serious. “Are you okay? About Susan, I mean, and the way things have changed?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “That you only have sex with her occasionally. I know you used to do it all the time when you were here. Erin told me,” she said before I could ask. “But now you’re with me, and you’re here.” She looked around, at the bungalows and the clearing as a whole—in other words, the Retreat. “Do you miss it?”

      “What? Being down in the main camp? Sex with Susan?” I struggled to put my thoughts into words, but Christy had learned enough patience not to worry.

      “Yes and no,” I said at last. “Yes, I miss the constant sex and learning new things. And I guess I miss the carefree days, when I didn’t have to worry about work and schedules and building permits and everything else. But I was a teenager back then. A kid, really. I didn’t have a lot of control over my life. I don’t miss that at all, not one bit.”

      Christy nodded, and I continued to work through my feelings.

      “As far as Susan goes,” I said, “I miss having sex with her, but not like you think. I know you don’t mind—”

      She immediately shook her head.

      “—but I guess I’ve moved on. Yeah, it’s still fun—duh, it’s sex—but I want something different now.” I searched my feelings and tried to explain. “Susan was never ‘just sex,’ but she wasn’t my girlfriend. And she definitely wasn’t someone I could marry. I couldn’t have a family with her, either. She wasn’t looking for that, and neither was I. Not at the time, at least.”

      I hesitated a moment and then added, “Things have changed. I still want to have sex with her—and other women, too, for that matter—but I want someone permanent. I want a wife, a partner. I want you.”

      Christy laughed softly, mostly to herself. “Never in a million years…,” she said at last. She didn’t elaborate, so I prompted her with a look.

      “Hey, I gave you time,” she groused playfully.

      “Fair enough. Take all the time you need. We have the rest of our lives.”

      She rewarded me with a familiar wry grimace but then smiled. “I never thought I’d hear my boyfriend— Excuse me, my future husband say he wants to have sex with other women. Not and react the way I did.”

      “Oh?”

      “Do you need to ask?”

      “No, I guess not.”

      “Mmm. I like being a swinger,” she said. “And I suppose that’s why I asked about Susan. I know how you feel about her. Only, I don’t want to come between you.”

      “You won’t.”

      “I know. But I still had to ask.”

      I nodded.

      “It’s weird, though… I don’t want to do anything with her, but I get excited about watching. The same with your mother, I suppose. I wouldn’t mind watching…,” she hinted.

      “What?” I chuckled. “A repeat of spring break? More ‘best laid plans’?” I gave it some serious thought but then shook my head. “That was a one-time thing, an itch we needed to scratch.”

      “I suppose,” Christy said with polite doubt.

      “I don’t think it’ll happen again,” I said, more firmly. “I don’t get that vibe from her. Not anymore.”

      “If you say so. For the record, it was just a thought, not a suggestion.” She paused before she dropped the real bomb, “It’s different with Erin.”

      I held very still. “Different how?”

      “You know,” she said, cryptic and obvious at the same time. “It might not happen this week, but it’s going to happen.”

      “And you know this… how?”

      “A little birdy told me,” she said whimsically. “A little birdy who’s going to make it happen. Oh my gosh, Paul, I get all hot and slippery when I think about it.”

      “Like now?” I teased.

      “Do you need to ask?” she repeated coyly.

      “Nope.”

      “I’ve been thinking about other things, too.”

      “Like Leah?”

      “Oh my gosh, yes! She’s so beautiful and exotic. But that isn’t what I was talking about. Well, it sort of is, but not really. Erin was telling me about this game. Blindfold Blowjob Bingo…?”
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