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      Pierce Me is a full length, 50,000+ word novel. Please note it ends at 33%.

      I’ve also included two complete 50,000+ word bonus books for your enjoyment.

      Carny also features a genital piercing, though on the hero. It’s also my personal favorite of all my books I’ve written.

      The last book is bestselling Lip Service. Knox is an oh so sexy mechanic next door and I’m sure you’ll love it too!

      Happy reading

      Simone xoxo
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      She's never had an Orgasm, and I’m going to make up for that.

      

      When Eloise walks into my tattoo parlor, she thinks she knows what she’s after - a piercing to help take her where no man can.

      
      But I don’t want to help her the way she thinks.

      
      I had a crush on her all the way through grade school.
      

      The last time I saw her was seventh grade, when my life was falling apart.

      
      Now she has the same cute pony tail as always but the rest of her grown up body makes me hard just looking at it.
      

      I’ll give her a piercing alright, and it will be the deepest one of her life.
      

      Never had an O, welcome to Oh My God!

      
        *** A steamy STANDALONE contemporary romance with a sizzling hot hero. No cliffhanger, no cheating, and a guaranteed happily-ever-after.***
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      Trouble having orgasms? You need to read this!

      The headline on the magazine cover catches my eye. It certainly applies to me. But I have no time to read it now.

      I carry on laying out the new magazines in the waiting room. We’re about to open. My first patient will be here soon and I still have to go over his notes.

      “Hey, sweetie,” my mom says as I pass her in the hallway. Her hair is the same almost-black color as mine. Like every day, it’s pulled back in a neat bun, and her glasses sit on the end of her nose.

      “Morning, Mom,” I say, smiling at her.

      “Are you coming for dinner tomorrow?”

      “Don’t I always come for dinner every Saturday night?”

      “I didn’t know if you had a better offer.”

      “Unfortunately not. I have to settle for you and Dad.”

      I haven’t had a date in months. After I broke up with Chet, my last boyfriend, I lost interest in dating and men in general. Probably because none of my ex-boyfriends ever satisfied me.

      Marcy, our nosy receptionist, pokes her head around the corner and says, “Eloise, your first patient is here.”

      “Okay, thanks. Send him to my room. Talk to you later, Mom.”

      I quickly re-tie my ponytail and review his notes while he’s in the room. It’s not a complex case. He broke his shoulder two months ago and is now rebuilding the strength in his muscles. This is the third time I’ve seen him and I hope he’s been doing his exercises.

      The most frustrating thing about being a physiotherapist is that half the time the people never do their exercises. There’s not much I can do to help them if they don’t.

      My parents are both doctors, with their own medical practice. After I finished school, I joined the medical practice as an in-house physiotherapist.

      It’s great that the three of us get along well and can work together. We are a close family, and I’m good friends with both my parents and my sister, Sophie.

      Sophie’s currently studying medicine at the University of Rochester and plans on joining the practice when she finishes school. She still lives at home with them. I have my own apartment, but we all have dinner together once a week.

      No matter how close we are, I still can’t discuss my inability to have an orgasm with them. I don’t know if it’s a medical issue or not anyway. I doubt it.

      I don’t know what my problem is.

      No boyfriend has ever been able to get me off. And I can hardly get myself off. It doesn’t matter what type of vibrator or sex toy I buy, nothing seems to help.

      On rare occasions, I think I have an orgasm. Maybe. I’m not sure. It feels good, but not this mind-blowing experience our society makes an orgasm out to be.

      For the rest of the day, I focus on my patients. Half of them have done their exercises, mostly the ones who’ve had broken bones or sprains.

      After I finish, I casually walk into the waiting room, and slip the magazine that promises new information on orgasms into my backpack.

      “Good night, Marcy,” I say, hoping she didn’t notice me take the magazine. She’s a stickler for the rules, and she’d probably tell my mother on me. I’ll bring it back first thing Monday.

      “See you Monday,” Marcy says.

      When I get home, I flop down on my couch and pull the magazine out of my backpack. I doubt it’s going to offer me any real solutions, but you never know.

      I flip past umpteen glossy perfume and fashion ads until I come to the article.

      Can a genital piercing solve your orgasm woes?

      Genital piercing? I clench at the very idea.

      Clitoral hood piercings are reported to dramatically improve a woman’s ability to climax because they stimulate the clitoris. We’ve talked to three women who have them to find out their experiences.

      I read through the interviews, and all three women talk about how their piercings changed their lives.

      “I’d never had an orgasm before my piercing, but now my boyfriend is able to give me at least one every time we have sex. It’s life-changing.”

      “I didn’t know what I was missing before — now I encourage all my friends to get one!”

      “Before I got my piercing I had small orgasms, but now the intensity is unreal.”

      I sit up straight, my heart speeding. I’ve never heard of this before. It sounds too good to be true, and I’m always skeptical about these things. But I have to know more. Is there any truth to it?

      Grabbing my laptop, I Google genital piercings. I spend the next hour reading and researching them. Everything I find backs up the magazine article. There are countless testimonials from women who’ve had them done and describe them as being life-changing.

      There are three types of clitoral hood piercings. The most effective for increasing orgasms is something called a triangle. But apparently only a few women have the right shape of lips to get it.

      Could I really get one? I start to wonder more and more. How much would it hurt? There are a lot of testimonials, but no one claims it works in one hundred percent of women. Would it work for me?

      After eating a western omelet with toast for dinner, I flick on my Kindle and get back into the book I’m reading. Normally any book engrosses me. But this time when I get to the sexy bit, and it’s talking about mind-blowing waves overcoming her, my mind keeps wandering to the idea of a genital piercing.

      I want mind-blowing waves.

      Like every night, I go to bed at ten. I’m probably the only twenty-seven-year-old in the country who goes to bed so early, but I need my sleep.

      Normally I’m out as soon as my head hits the pillow. Not tonight. I can’t stop thinking about the piercings, and if it really would mean having mind-blowing orgasms.

      I flick on my phone, blink from the sudden brightness and Google more.

      It says it’s also important to make sure you use a person who knows what they’re doing. No kidding.

      Apparently it’s something you get done at a tattoo parlor. I’ve never been to a tattoo parlor. I don’t even think I know anyone with a tattoo. I turn off my phone, and roll the idea around in my head.

      By two am, I’m convinced I have to do this. I have to try. The potential payoff is too high not to.

      After an hour of tossing and turning I grab my phone and Google ‘Where to get a genital piercing in Rochester.’

      There are two options — Hell in a Needle and Incredible Ink.

      If I’m really going to go through with this, I don’t think it’s going to be in a place called Hell in a Needle. Besides, Incredible Ink is near the art galleries and studios in the Village Gate Square. I can maybe handle that, it makes it arty. Somehow, I’ll find the courage to phone Incredible Ink in the morning, before I have time to change my mind about going through with this.

      Satisfied, I fall into a deep sleep and don’t wake up until nine-thirty. Normally I’m up every day at seven, even if it is a Saturday.

      The first thought in my head is about the piercing. I’m just as determined as before to go through with it.

      I Google the phone number for Incredible Ink. They open at ten. I have thirty minutes to work up the nerve.

      Over two cups of coffee and a bowl of Cheerios, I get more and more excited by the idea. I want it now. I hope they can fit me in today.

      At one minute after ten I hit dial.
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      “Incredible Ink. Kaylee speaking,” a woman’s voice says.

      Hearing another female on the line helps ease the tension in my body.

      “Hello, I am interested in a piercing. A genital piercing.” I can’t freaking believe I just said that out loud. My heart pounds in my chest.

      “Sure. What kind?”

      “A clitoral hood?” My voice goes sky high as I say the words. I don’t know what’s more embarrassing, that I’m asking about this, or that it’s so obvious I’m out of my comfort zone.

      “Do you have any other piercings?”

      “My ears,” I say, my voice rising as if it’s a question.

      There’s a pause at the other end of the phone before she says, “Do you mind if I ask why you’re interested in one?”

      I swallow, working up the nerve to say it out loud. Finally, I say, “I heard it makes sex more satisfying.”

      She chuckles, and says, “More satisfying is an understatement. Trust me.”

      “Oh, you have one?”

      “I have all three types that rub against your clit. Trust me, you want at least one. Your mind will be blown.”

      “I could do with having my mind blown.”

      “You know, before I had my first piercing, I’d never even had one before,” she says in a hushed tone.

      “Me too,” I say, excited at this newfound sisterhood.

      “Trust me, this’ll be the best thing you ever do.”

      “Do you do them?” I ask, thinking it’s fate that Kaylee answered the phone.

      “Absolutely. I have time at one o’clock.”

      “Today?”

      She laughs and says, “Yes, today.”

      “Does it hurt?”

      “It’s quick. A little pain for a lifetime of pleasure.”

      “Really?”

      “Yep. Would you like to come in then? I can see which type of piercing you’re suitable for. If you’re lucky, you can get the triangle. But don’t worry if you’re not, the vertical hood is good too.”

      My heart hammers against my ribs. Can I do this? I need to do this. And now, before I chicken out.

      I clear my throat and say, “Yes.”

      “Great. I’ll see you at one.”

      I give her my name and number and then I sit there for a few moments stunned that I did it. My hands are trembling so much it’s a struggle to hang up the phone. At the same time, heat blooms between my legs at the thought of my issue being solved. And today.

      Rushing into my bedroom, I select my favorite vibrators and put in brand new batteries. I wonder how long it will be before the piercing will be okay to test out.

      I spend far too long deciding what outfit to wear for my appointment with Kaylee. In the end I select a long peasant skirt because it’s loose fitting. I figure if it’s really sore, I can do a cowboy walk out of the tattoo parlor.

      For the next three hours, I alternate pacing around my apartment with futile attempts at reading my book.

      By the time I get in my car and drive to the tattoo parlor, I’m so nervous that even my toes are filled with butterflies.

      I manage to park my Ford Focus right in front of the door. As I turn off the engine, I stare up at the Incredible Ink sign. I don’t know what to expect inside.

      Part of me wishes I’d brought Sophie with me. But I could never explain why I’m here to her. At least not while keeping any of my dignity.

      It’s okay, I keep telling myself. The person who works here is another woman. One who’s experienced my problem. I have nothing to feel scared or awkward about.

      I take a deep breath, and step out of my car. Without breaking my stride, I push open the tattoo parlor door and step inside.

      It’s empty.

      The walls are covered with what I assume are tattoo designs. A black counter juts into the room. An opening is in the center of the back wall through to another room.

      “Hello?” I call, moving towards the counter.

      No one answers and I stand awkwardly, wondering what to do. On the counter is a small case of jewelry for piercings, and I stare into it.

      Most of the jewelry is heavy and manly, but there are few pieces with jewels and pretty shapes.

      “Coming,” a man says from the other room, his low voice gravelly.

      I look up to see him emerging from the opening in the back wall. He’s pulling a T-shirt on over his head, and the first thing I see are his washboard abs, framed by a deep V. My eyes flick around taking in the rest of him while his T-shirt covers his face. Tattoos cover his strong chest and arms. Both of his nipples are pierced.

      I don’t know whether to be scared or turned on.

      My breath quickens and heat blooms through me, but my brain tries to calm my anxiety.

      He’s definitely got the best body I’ve ever seen, and I say that as a physiotherapist who deals with bodies for a living. But all those heavy tattoos that coat his muscles make me wonder what kind of person he is.

      As he pulls his shirt down and reveals his face, he catches me staring at him and smirks. My cheeks burn, but I can’t look away from his scruff-covered jaw and piercing brown eyes.

      “I’m looking for Kaylee,” I say.

      “You’re Eloise Hutchinson and you’re here for the genital piercing to help you orgasm.”

      My heart stops and my eyes widen in horror. How did he say that so casually?

      “Yes, I’m looking for Kaylee.”

      “Kaylee’s gone. I’m Gabe, and I’m going to do it for you.”

      My body freezes and I can’t speak. He holds my eyes in his, and I’m filled with a mix of fear and amazement.

      No, not fear. Uncertainty and discomfort. Intimidation at being alone with a heavily tattooed, pierced man. In a tattoo parlor, of all places. Even though he’s the sexiest man I’ve ever seen, and my body is betraying my brain.

      “Don’t worry, I’m very professional,” Gabe says, his voice somehow deeper and more gravelly than before.

      “I can come back when Kaylee’s here.”

      “Kaylee isn’t coming back.”

      “What happened to Kaylee?”

      “Does it matter? I said she wasn’t coming back.”

      “Oh,” I say, confused. “Do you have any other female piercers?”

      “Nope.”

      “I think I’ll feel more comfortable going somewhere with a female piercer.”

      “Not in this town. There aren’t any.”

      “Maybe I’ll have to drive somewhere then. Buffalo?”

      “Could be a sore drive back.”

      “I don’t think I can do this. Is it even safe for me to be here with you? Alone?”

      “I told you, I’m a professional. This is my job, and I’d never do anything to risk the business I’ve humped my ass to build. You don’t need to feel awkward. I’ve done tons of clitoral hood piercings.” Gabe’s eyes bore into mine as he says the word clitoral, and I flinch.

      Turning my head, I look at the jewelry case. I don’t know what to do. Can I go through with taking off my panties and letting a strange man touch me, pierce me, in my most intimate place?

      “I need more time to think about this,” I say.

      Before he has the chance to say anything else, I turn and move towards the door. I grab the handle and open the door.

      “Just promise me you won’t go to that jackass at Hell in a Needle,” he says. “I’d hate for him to do a botch job on a nice girl like you.”

      I turn back to him. Once again my heart pauses at the sight of him. “Don’t worry. There is no chance of me going someplace called Hell in a Needle.”

      He smirks, and says, “I can do it with my eyes closed, if you prefer.”

      My brow knits together. “Huh? How would that work?”

      “It wouldn’t. But if it makes you feel any better, I can pretend I never saw anything.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Gabe

        

      

    
    
      Close my eyes like hell. When I heard Eloise Hutchinson was coming to my parlor for a genital piercing I had to be damn sure I was the one to do it.

      At first, I didn’t think it would be the Eloise Hutchinson, the one I crushed on the entire way through grade school. She was so straight laced I thought there must be another Eloise Hutchinson in Rochester.

      It’s definitely her. Her hair and big eyes are almost black, a sharp contrast to her porcelain skin. I used to think she looked like the doll my mother had in a display cabinet in our living room.

      Her dark hair is pulled back in the same ponytail she wore every day when we were kids. I wonder if she’s worn it that way every day since I last saw her.

      In seventh grade, I used to sit behind her and I’d tickle the end of her ponytail with my fingers and pencils and pens every chance I could.

      I hated her guts the last time I saw her. It was my last day of school before we moved away. And as far as I was concerned, it was all her fault I had to move. Everything in my life was her fault.

      I wasn’t sure how I’d feel when I saw her. But damn, she’s grown up even better than I’d imagined she would. One look at her, and the feelings of a childhood crush came right back.

      Along with more grown-up feelings. I’d like to wrap my hands around her tight waist and back her up against the wall.

      Hell, I don’t even know where I’d start with her. I’d wrap her ponytail around my hand and tug it, just to hear her squeal the way I used to make her squeal when I pulled it. Then I’d silence her with my mouth, and taste those delicate pink lips I’ve always loved.

      Most of all, I want to show her what it’s really like to be fucked right. I want to turn her into a quivering mess, and make her brown eyes roll so far back into her head she’ll see her brain. Is she doing this for a mind-blowing orgasm? I’ll give her one so intense it’ll blow her head off.

      I wonder if she remembers me.

      Eloise stands in the doorway, clearly torn.

      “You’ll be glad you did it afterwards. It’ll give you a lifetime of feelings you never knew existed.”

      Every inch of her exposed skin turns red. She’s so pale, it was always so easy to make her turn red. But even now bright red, she holds her ground. She’d always held her ground. That’s one of the things I liked most about her. She was fun to toy with.

      I figure she’ll walk out the door, but maybe come back another day when she’s had time to think it over.

      She closes the door and says, “Okay, fine. Let’s get this over with.”

      I’m shocked. My dick twitches at the knowledge Eloise Hutchinson is about to drop her panties for me.

      “I’ll have to see which type of piercing suits you. Ideally, you want the triangle.”

      “Right. Of course.” Her eyes avoid mine.

      “You won’t regret it. See what jewelry you like while I prepare,” I say, pointing to the jewelry case.

      Eloise gives a slight nod and shuffles to the case. I hurry into the back and lay a towel over my barber-style chair. Back at the front of the parlor, Eloise stands stiff in front of the counter.

      “See anything you like?” I ask.

      “Yeah, I like these ones, with the pretty blue jewels.”

      Of course she does. Opening the drawer underneath, I pull out a few sample styles of the ones with the pretty blue jewels and a few boxes of new, sterilized ones.

      “Okay, Jewel, I’m ready for you.”

      She follows me into the back room, and I lead her to the chair at my station. She freezes and her eyes take in the four tattoo stations, each with its own barber-style chair. I motion for her to sit. Her breathing is heavy as she stands beside the chair in my station.

      “What should I do?” she asks.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Should I take my panties off?” Her cheeks blaze red.

      I can’t help the massive smile that spreads across my face.

      “It’d be helpful.”

      “What about my skirt?”

      “Nah, you can leave it on, just bunch it up around your waist.” It kills me to say that. Maybe I can talk her into a nipple piercing to get her top off.

      She discreetly slips her hands under the waistband of her skirt and wiggles around. Taking her hands out of her waistband, she moves them under the hem of her skirt. A moment later, her panties are in her hand.

      I watch in amazement throughout the whole thing.

      “Ready,” she says.

      “Take a seat.”

      She backs into the chair, and flicks the back of her skirt up. Her ass plants on the towel, and she leans into the backrest. The front of her long skirt falls over her legs to her shins.

      “Put your feet there and there,” I say as I raise the footrest.

      Eloise does as I say, and I take a seat to begin my assessment. I squirt some hand sanitizer onto my palm and massage it in. Opening my bottom drawer, I pull out a new pair of latex gloves.

      “I hate wearing latex gloves,” Eloise says.

      I look up, and her dark eyes are wide, staring at me.

      “Me too, but gotta follow protocol.”

      She has no idea how much I hate these gloves right now. I want to feel her skin against mine. Why did I pull them out of the drawer?

      While I pull them on, her eyes are fixated on my right hand. The back of it is covered in a roaring lion tattoo.

      “I like your tattoo,” she says.

      “Yeah? I didn’t figure you for much of a tattoo person.”

      She shrugs, “I’m not really, but I love animals.”

      “Yeah, you like lions?”

      “Love them, but I prefer tigers.”

      “Are they your favorite animal?”

      “No, rabbits are my favorite.”

      I chuckle. Of course she’d like bunnies best, look at her.

      “I can always design you a fluffy little bunny to tattoo on your thigh.”

      “Oh, no. I definitely don’t want a tattoo,” she says, her eyes wide and her head recoiled into the chair.

      “Right, just the pussy piercing then.”

      Eloise’s body shifts, and I regret saying the word pussy. It just slipped out. I hope she doesn’t run out of here.

      “Well, I haven’t decided for sure yet. I need to know what I can have first. And some more information.”

      “Information? Like what? The healing time? I thought Kaylee went over all that with you.” I drop my hands to my thighs, and continue. “It can take up to six months. It’s best if you clean the area with a saline solution several times a day. You can have sex while it heals, but you have to be careful. Gentle. No swinging from chandeliers. And you have to keep it clean so it doesn’t get infected. So no oral sex without a dental dam.”

      Her eyes widen and then squeeze shut as I speak, and she looks more and more confused.

      “Just tell your boyfriend to be cautious,” I say.

      “I don’t have a boyfriend.”

      That’s music to my ears. Not that I want to be her boyfriend in any way. I just want to fuck her.

      “Okay, so the next guy you pick up in a bar has to go easy with you.”

      “I don’t pick up men in bars,” she snaps, and moves to stand.

      I block her escape route with my body, and say, “Sorry, I’m just joking around.”

      “What happened to you being a professional?”

      “I am professional. I’m trying to relax my nervous client.”

      “I’m not nervous.”

      “No?” I quirk an eyebrow at her.

      “Fine. Wouldn’t everyone be in this situation?”

      Without thinking, I put my hands on her thighs and rub them.
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      Even with his gloves and my skirt separating our skin, something electric flies between us. I try to ignore it and focus on why I’m here.

      “What about with just me?” I ask, my cheeks blazing.

      Gabe furrows his brow for a moment before a look of understanding washes over his face.

      “You mean solo play?” he grins.

      Rolling my eyes, I say, “Yes.”

      “I guess that depends on how hard you like to go at yourself.”

      “Somehow I imagine it’s less vigorous than you go at yourself.”

      He laughs, his shoulders jiggling. The rich sound cuts through the tension in the air, and I can’t help but laugh as well.

      “You’ll be able to feel when it’s too much, but try not to rub the piercing. The most important thing while it heals is to keep the area clean. So if you use lube, be sure to wash when you’re done.”

      I mentally picture my favorite vibrator sitting on my bedside table, waiting for me with fresh batteries. If I go through with this, will it be too sore to use today?

      The thought of laying back on my bed in bliss fuels me with the need to carry through with this. Out of nowhere, the image of Gabe running his hands up my body and planting his lips on mine flashes through my mind. Heat rushes through my body at the thought.

      “Do you have the same problem by yourself as you do when you’re with a guy?” Gabe asks, snapping me out of my daydream.

      His hands are heavy on my thighs, grounding me to the chair. His intense eyes blaze into mine, and I’m unable to lie to him.

      “Usually,” I admit.

      “Well, a piercing will certainly help.”

      “You really think so?” I ask, hopeful.

      “You won’t know until you have it, but in my experience it will make a difference.”

      I manage a weak smile. Gabe’s done a good job at relaxing me, but there’s still something about him that intimidates me.

      “I hope so.”

      “Are you ready for me to look?”

      My chest explodes with butterflies, and my entire body trembles but I force myself to nod.

      Gabe tilts his head, his eyes examining me. It’s as though he can tell how I feel on the inside.

      “Did I tell you about the different jewelry options?” he asks, letting go of my thighs. The heat from his hands disappears and I realize how badly I want them back on my body.

      Twisting in his chair, he picks up two of the boxes that he took from under the counter. He passes me them one at a time.

      “You can go for the ring or the barbell. For the vertical piercing it’s probably better for your goal if you use the barbell. Same with the horizontal piercing. But most women who get the triangle go for the ring. We can hold these up and you can look in the mirror to see which you like best.”

      “I don’t think I need to look in the mirror,” I say, shaking my head.

      Gabe laughs again, and says, “Okay, but you’re going to be wearing these all the time. Are you sure you don’t want to know what they will look like?”

      “I’m not doing this for aesthetics. Straight or curved makes no difference to me. These ones have pretty jewels on them, that’s good enough.”

      “Suit yourself, Jewel,” he says, shrugging.

      “If I have a choice, I like the ring best.”

      “What would be best is if you can have the ring as a triangle piercing. Do you want me to have a look now?”

      “Yes,” I say, more confident than before.

      Gabe takes the jewelry samples from my hands and sets them back on his table.

      He turns back in his chair to face me. My heart feels like it’s about to burst out of my ribs. I don’t know whether to lift my skirt. Does he do that? Maybe he can use it as a tent so I don’t have to see him while he’s looking at me.

      The hem of my skirt reaches my shins, and I can’t reach it gracefully.

      Without saying anything, Gabe places his gloved hands on my exposed calves. My heart leaps at his touch. I take a deep breath to try to calm myself.

      His hands glide up my legs, pushing my skirt higher as they go. The pressure is gentle but firm, and leaves a trail of tingles in its wake.

      His eyes follow his hands as they travel up my legs. The hem of my skirt flips over my knees. Inch by inch, my thighs are exposed.

      The skirt hem reaches the tops of my thighs, and I’m sure he can see everything from where he’s sitting.

      “Slide your ass down a bit,” he says.

      I do as Gabe instructs, and the motion causes my knees to lift. He nudges my legs further apart, and I feel like I’m about to have an examination from the baddest doctor ever.

      Gabe flicks his eyes up to mine, and for a moment we simply stare into each other. When the intensity of his gaze becomes too much, I chew on my bottom lip.

      He gives my thighs a squeeze and lets go. Breaking our eye contact, he angles his head down and pushes the hem of my skirt up around my waist.

      Leaning my head back into the chair, I look up at the ceiling and pretend I’m elsewhere. I want to think about reading a book on a beach. Instead, all I can think of is the feel of Gabe’s hands on my thighs.

      Taking a deep breath, I wait for him to touch me again.

      “Nice,” he says, though it seems he’s talking to himself and not to me.

      His fingers make contact with my lips, and a thousand volts of electricity blast through me. My breath grows heavy.

      This is ridiculous. I have to calm myself. Gabe’s being a professional, and I need to be as well. It’s absurd that my body is reacting this way.

      Gabe gently pokes at me. His index finger runs up between my lips until he reaches the skin around my clit. With two fingers, he pulls back my hood, exposing my clit.

      As he touches it, my walls flood and I inwardly thank him for putting down the towel. I tell myself this is a normal reaction, and it must happen every time he does this.

      “So a vertical piercing would sit this way over your clit,” he says, tracing a vertical line with his finger. “And a horizontal like this.”

      Unexpectedly, a deep moan escapes my throat, and I immediately blaze scarlet from head to toe. Other than my redness, I struggle to care about anything other than Gabe’s fingers.

      “Eloise,” Gabe says, his voice sharp, and I realize he’s been talking to me.

      “Yeah?” I say, my voice far too breathy to retain any dignity.

      “Good news, it looks like you should be able to get the triangle piercing, but I’m going to make sure. Are you ready?”

      I nod.

      With his thumb and index finger, he pinches the skin underneath my clit.

      “The triangle sits behind the clit, at its base. The piercing will rub up against it from behind, like this.” Gabe rubs his fingers together, simulating where the piercing would rub.

      I clench my teeth together to stop from crying out. No one has ever touched me like that. I can’t believe how good it feels.å

      Why did my ex-boyfriend, Chet, only ever rub me like a genie’s lantern?

      “You have the right anatomy. You could get all three, but you probably want to start with one. For your goal of sexual stimulation, the triangle’s the one you want,” he says, still holding the spot between his fingers.

      I look down at the heavily tattooed man with pierced nipples. Ordinarily I would never let anyone like him touch me. Right now all I want to do is sit in his chair forever.

      “Well?” he asks.

      “Well what?”

      A silence falls between us. He keeps moving his fingers, and my entire body hums and buzzes. My breathing is quick, and I’ve given up caring that I’m the color of a tomato.

      After a few moments, Gabe says, “I’m not sure a piercing is what you need.”
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      My dick is rock hard and hurts like a bitch in my jeans. I lean forward so she doesn’t notice.

      The way Eloise is squirming under my touch makes it pretty clear that she doesn’t need a piercing to have an orgasm.

      “What do you mean?” she asks. Her voice is a breathy gasp.

      “I mean that I don’t think physical stimulation is your problem here.”

      Eloise says nothing, and I keep my fingers where they are. I’d love to make her come right now, but not if she doesn’t want me to.

      “Why do you say that?”

      With my free hand, I lift up the edge of the towel and wipe some of the dripping wet from her pussy.

      “It didn’t take much to make it all wet down here.”

      “Doesn’t that happen to everyone?”

      I look up at her and smirk. “Not usually.”

      She’s already the brightest red I’ve ever seen anyone but I swear she just went redder.

      “Oh God, how embarrassing.”

      I would definitely like to hear her say oh God a few more times, right before she screams my name.

      Holding her eyes in mine, I say, “I can show you right here.”

      “Huh?”

      “I can get you off right now if you want.”

      Eloise straightens her body, though I still haven’t let go.

      “What happened to being professional?”

      With a slight shrug, I say, “I’d just be doing a favor for an old friend.”

      She shuts her eyes, breaking our gaze. Without opening them, she says, “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “Didn’t Mrs. Singleton always tell us to help our friends whenever we could?”

      Once again I start squeezing and rolling my fingertips. My face is a mere foot from her pussy and it takes all my self-control not to have one sweet taste.

      Her eyes shoot open, and she studies me, searching her memory.

      “Mrs. Singleton? What do you mean?”

      “You don’t remember me? I’m hurt,” I say, teasing her.

      “Did we go to school together? What did you say your name was?”

      “Gabe.”

      She thinks for a moment, and says, “Gabriel Irwin?”

      “You got it.”

      A huge smile spreads across her face, and she says, “You used to sit behind me in seventh grade.”

      “Yep, in Mrs. Singleton’s class.”

      “I thought you moved away,” she says, her brow furrowed.

      “I did and then I moved back.”

      “Well, this is awkward.”

      “Why? It shouldn’t be,” I say.

      “I’ve got a strange man’s fingers between my legs, and it turns out I went to grade school with him. Not awkward at all,” she says sarcastically.

      “I always wondered what became of you.”

      “I’m a physiotherapist. I work at my parents’ practice. Did you know they’re doctors?”

      The mention of them wrenches my gut. “Yeah, I knew.”

      “You used to get in trouble all the time because all you did was draw.”

      The memories of Mrs. Singleton telling me I’d never amount to anything if I didn’t work on my English come flooding back and I laugh. All that drawing is what made me a success in the tattoo industry.

      “Good thing I never listened to her.”

      “One time you drew me a picture of an elephant. I taped it to the inside of my science binder and it stayed there all year. I even transferred it to my eighth grade science binder.”

      I remember drawing that for her. I was too nervous to ask her to be my little girlfriend and I came up with a plan that I would draw her a picture she loved so much that she would automatically say I was her boyfriend. She took the picture but she never called me her boyfriend.

      “You kept that after I left?”

      “It was a good picture,” Eloise says, and smiles.

      “I can draw you another picture if you like, and put it right here on your thigh,” I say, rubbing her upper thigh with my free hand.

      “I already told you I don’t want a tattoo.”

      “Do you still want the piercing?”

      As much as I’d love to pierce this pussy, I want to make her come and I want all the credit for it. I don’t want her thinking it was because of the piercing. I need her to know it was all me, and have her begging me for more.

      “Do you think it would help me?”

      “I’m sure it would feel good, but I think your problem is you’re dating the wrong guys. You need someone who knows what they’re doing.”

      She bursts out laughing, and says, “And let me guess, you know what you’re doing.”

      Without saying anything, I start rolling my fingers again. Eloise swallows, and looks up at the ceiling. She’s not gonna stop me if I carry on now. She’s probably never felt this good before.

      Her breathing quickens, and I realize she’s gonna let me do this. But suddenly I don’t know if I want to. I want to do it right with her, I want to feel her bare skin against mine. Not this latex glove bullshit.

      I want her writhing underneath me.

      Plus if I pierce her now, I won’t be able to taste her until she’s healed. Fuck dental dams.

      “How about I buy you dinner first?”

      Eloise shifts her eyes from the ceiling to me. “Dinner?”

      “It’d just be two old friends having dinner. Followed by getting your mind blown.”

      She doesn’t react, and it’s impossible to read her face.

      “What about my piercing?”

      “I want to make sure you’re serious and that you’ve had time to think it over, especially since it will affect your sex life for the next six months.”

      “Why do you care so much all of a sudden?”

      “Since I realized your problem may not be what you think it is. And that the piercing wouldn’t actually solve it.”

      “So what’s my problem then? That I’ve never been with a man who knew what he was doing?”

      “That too, but that doesn’t explain your solo problems.”

      “So what is my problem then? In your clearly expert medical opinion.”

      “You want the truth?”

      “Yes, I want the truth. Of course I want the truth.”

      “Well, judging from the way you were in grade school, you’re too worried all the time about everything being perfect. And that overthinking is getting in the way of your enjoyment.”

      “Is that so?”

      I flash her my biggest smile, and say, “It’s obvious. Haven’t you noticed how you started breathing easier ever since I brought this up? And I haven’t had to dry you off again.”

      “Is that your excuse now? Because you’ve realized you won’t be able to do what you claim you can do?”

      “Do you want to find out if I’m telling the truth or not? I’ll put some money on it, if you want. What do you say? Make things interesting?”
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      This is insane. It doesn’t seem like it could possibly be real.

      Yet here I am. In a tattoo parlor with my legs spread, and a heavily tattooed man is trying to get me off. A guy who, it turns out, I used to go to school with.

      I remember Gabriel Irwin as being the kid who never paid attention, and was always in trouble for it. He used to try to distract me, pulling my ponytail and poking me in the back with his pencils.

      It used to annoy me since I always wanted to do well at school and be the best student in the class.

      Never in a million years did I ever think I’d find myself with him like this.

      But the way he’s touching me is unreal. It’s actually the most unreal element of what is happening. Because no one has ever made my body feel so incredible before.

      What do I do?

      He actually bet me he could make me have an orgasm. And a mind-blowing one. Just like in the books I read.

      “Fine, get me off,” I say, huffing.

      “You’re taking my bet?” Gabe sounds surprised.

      Choosing to ignore the bet comment altogether, I say, “Just do it, if you’re going to.”

      “Well I don’t know if I can right now.”

      “What?” I exclaim, my back filling with tension.

      “You’re overthinking it again. You need to be relaxed.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “You need to clear your head.”

      “See, you’re full of it. You can’t get me off.”

      “Only one way to find out.” His mouth forms a half smile.

      “So do it, already.” My foot raises and drops in frustration.

      “It’s not going to happen now, you’re too worked up.”

      I roll my eyes and say, “You can’t just say you’ll do it one second, and then back out the next.”

      “I’m not backing out. I’m discussing the timing,” he says, chuckling.

      “Is this your way of getting me to go for dinner?”

      “It’s my way of making your body feel things you’ve never felt before.”

      “That’s what the piercing is supposed to do.”

      The piercing was the entire reason I came here. It’s the thing that’s supposed to make me orgasm. Not to be fingered by some random guy who works in a tattoo parlor.

      “The piercing is great, but I’m telling you that in your case it’s probably not going to make you get where you want to go.”

      “Because I’m uptight,” I snap.

      “Your words, not mine.”

      If my body wasn’t on fire right now, I’d storm out of here. I’d run away, offended, and forget today ever happened. But Gabe’s fingers still have my clit between them, and there’s no way my body will let me go anywhere.

      Even if I did know him when we were kids.

      The longer I sit here and let the whole thing run through my mind, the more and more uncomfortable I get. It would be easier if we hadn’t known each other when we were kids.

      I wish he hadn’t told me.

      Gabe leaves his fingers where they are, and places his other hand on the very top of my thigh. Maybe he’s going to finger me. Shifting my gaze to the ceiling, I brace for it.

      There’s a watermark on the ceiling, just to the left of where I’m sitting. I can’t remember if this is a two-story building or not. It must be. I think all the ones around here are.

      Whatever’s above here had a leak. I wonder what’s up there. An apartment?

      “Jewel, this isn’t going to work.” Gabe’s voice is loud, and I flinch.

      “It isn’t?”

      “If you really want me to get you off, I’m going to need you to look at me. That way I know you aren’t going off into your daydreams.”

      “You had a leak,” I say, pointing up.

      Gabe’s eyes follow my hand. “It was my dishwasher.”

      “You live upstairs?”

      “Yeah, I own the whole building.”

      “That’s an easy commute—” Gabe tugs gently on my clit, silencing me.

      My head rolls against the chair, loosening my ponytail. Gabe’s looking straight at me. When our eyes connect, his eyes bore into mine, electrifying me.

      This is wrong.

      This is naughty.

      But years of desperation wanting to know what the heroines in my books are feeling keeps me where I am. Though I’m starting to think Gabe’s all talk. Even if my body is buzzing.

      “I’ll be honest with you,” Gabe says. “It’ll feel a lot better for you if I use my mouth. My tongue is a lot better than my fingers.”

      “I don’t know, your fingers seem pretty competent to me.” As I say the words, my mind races over the possibility of letting him use his mouth on me and the thought makes my heart race.

      How far am I willing to go to feel waves of pleasure wash over me?

      “I promise you, you’ll be thanking me for the rest of your life.”

      The door to the outside bangs and footsteps drag over the tiled floor. Gabe doesn’t react. I remain in place, though I fix my eyes on the entrance to the room.

      “That’s Ryan, my business partner. He never picks his fucking feet up when he walks,” Gabe says.

      I stiffen, but Gabe continues to roll my clit in his fingers.

      A scary-looking bald man with tattoos across the side of his head walks into the back room, and says, “Now that’s what I call working through lunch.”

      Gabe yanks his hand away and pulls my skirt down in one quick movement. “Dude, go have another coffee.”

      “Can’t. A client’s due in ten minutes, I have to prepare,” Ryan says casually.

      “So tell him to fucking wait,” Gabe says.

      “Just do the fucking piercing already,” Ryan says.

      “Oh God, don’t tell me he knows why I want the piercing,” I say under my breath.

      Gabe smirks and I want to wipe the look off his face. “He only knows what you’re getting, not why you want it.”

      “I’m getting it again, am I?”

      “You were always getting it,” he says, massaging the sides of my calves.

      “For fuck’s sake, can’t you two get a room? This is a workplace, I don’t want to see that.”

      “Fuck off, I’ve never complained about anything you do,” Gabe says, glaring at him.

      “This is too weird, I’m sorry. I have to go.”

      I force myself past Gabe and out of the chair.

      “No need to rush off,” he says and I ram my feet into my shoes.

      “What’s the matter, darling? Did I scare you away?” Ryan says to me.

      If I thought Gabe was intimidating, Ryan is downright scary, and I scurry out of the backroom and straight out of the main door. Fumbling for my keys, I open my car and get in.

      The situation turned so fast, but maybe it was a blessing in disguise. I got carried away, and Ryan’s arrival brought me back to my senses. Back to the person I actually am instead of the one I was pretending to be for the afternoon.

      The entire drive home, all that goes through my brain is what on earth were you thinking?
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      By the time I reach my apartment, I’m cursing myself in shame. I can only hope Gabe and Ryan never breathe a word of what happened to anyone. I’d like to think I can forget the whole thing ever happened, but I know that’s impossible.

      Not after the way Gabe made me feel. Somehow I’m sure he’ll be filling my fantasies for the foreseeable future.

      Slipping my key in the lock, I open my front door. Hurrying to my fridge, I crack open a cold Diet Coke. After several gulps, I hold the can to my cheek and let the coolness radiate throughout my body.

      Only then do I realize I left my panties at the tattoo parlor.

      Great.

      Clearly I’m not going back for them. I can only hope Gabe throws them out instead of hanging them on his wall like some kind of trophy.

      God, I hope he doesn’t use them as some sort of masturbation aid. The idea makes me feel sick to my stomach.

      With my drink in hand, I head to the living room and plunk myself on the couch.

      I take another gulp of my drink. The bubbles fizzle down my throat and chest, reminding me of the way Gabe’s touch caused tingling in my chest. My legs. My entire body.

      As much as I try to ignore the urge, I can’t help myself any longer. Pulling my skirt up around my waist, the same way it was at the tattoo parlor, I reach my hand between my legs.

      My fingers skim over my mound, which is still sensitive. In an attempt to recreate Gabe’s touch, I pinch the area behind my clit with my finger and thumb.

      Somehow it doesn’t feel as good. I close my eyes, and remember the heat of his eyes as he touched me.

      My walls contract at the memory. His fingertip was so close to my entrance and I was desperate for him to go further. Now I’m relieved he didn’t. It’s a leap too far from my regular life.

      At the same time, I wonder how he could have made me feel. Would he have been able to make me orgasm?

      I churn the question over and over in my mind, and realize I’m doing exactly what he said my issue is. Overthinking.

      In a rash movement, I stand and rush into my bedroom. Without slowing, I grab my favorite vibrator and flop onto the bed.

      My walls are slick, and I insert it into me on full speed. With my other hand, I grab my clit again. But it still doesn’t feel as good as the way Gabe made me feel.

      I picture the way he looked when he first emerged from the back room, when he was putting on his shirt. His physique was unreal. His tattoo-coated muscles and pierced nipples were somehow so forbidden and naughty.

      I remember the way he made me feel when he touched me, which was even more forbidden and naughty.

      I imagine him with my panties, running his fingers along the blue lace while he thinks about me.

      My body buzzes and builds, the way it had when I was sitting in his chair. Thoughts pop into my mind, wondering if this is actually about to happen, but I’m able to push them away with the memory of Gabe’s gravelly voice telling me to stop overthinking things.

      Then one word pops into my head. Dinner.

      It’s one word I can’t push away, no matter how hard I try. Everything fizzles out. I can’t get involved with Gabe. We’re too different. Even if we did know each other as kids.

      The buzzing noise of the vibrator becomes deafening. I switch it off and toss it onto the floor in frustration.

      I’m more upset than I should be. At least that’s what I tried to reason. The last twenty-four hours have been a crazy blip in my incredibly normal life. And it’s all the fault of that magazine article.

      Overwhelmed, and exhausted from not sleeping well last night, I let myself fall asleep and nap.

      I wake up feeling groggy and disoriented two whole hours later. My parents are expecting me for our weekly dinner in less than thirty minutes.

      After a quick shower, I blow dry my hair and tie it back in a ponytail. I throw on some chinos and a navy blouse and head out the door.

      I park my Focus behind my mother’s Range Rover and beside my father’s BMW 6 Series. Sophie’s little Mazda is parked closest to their front door.

      It’s the house I grew up in and I’m always overcome with the feeling of nostalgia when I come back. I love knowing there’s somewhere I’m always welcomed and wanted. Not to mention loved.

      “Hey Mom, hey Dad,” I call as I enter the house.

      “Hi sweetie, you’re late. Done anything exciting today?” my mother asks.

      My cheeks flush, and I curse myself for going red so easily.

      “No, just a relaxing day at home.”

      She scrunches her mouth up as she looks at me, no doubt wondering why I turned red.

      My dad enters the room just in time. He walks straight up to me, leans over and kisses my cheek. The soft sleeve of his cashmere sweater brushes over my arm in the motion.

      He and Sophie are both blue-eyed blonds. I was always jealous of Sophie’s hair when I was younger. I hated having such dark hair, especially since I’m as pale as her. Naturally, as my sister, she took advantage of this and always teased me.

      “Dinner will be about forty-five minutes,” my mother says.

      “What are we having today?” I ask.

      “Your favorite, lasagna.”

      “With a Caesar salad?” I ask, my stomach rumbling at the idea.

      “Of course,” my dad says, and winks.

      The three of us sit on the living room couches. My parents had the room done up by an interior decorator three months ago, and everything still new and pristine. The room is perfect, and I’m afraid of damaging anything.

      The conversation between us flows easily, as always. I lose track of the time as we chat.

      “Hey you,” Sophie says, bounding into the room. She’s twenty-four and has too much energy for her own good.

      She flops onto the couch beside me, not sharing my concerns about how to treat the new furniture.

      “You’re just in time to get the lasagna out of the oven,” my mother says to her.

      “I’ll help,” my father says.

      “The table’s already set,” my mother says.

      The four of us sit down to eat at their big, oak dining table. The food is delicious and I concentrate on eating it rather than keeping up with the conversation.

      When we’re finished, I say, “I’ll do the dishes.”

      “I’ll help,” Sophie says, standing.

      Together, we stack the dishes, piling the cutlery on top. Sophie carries them to the kitchen while I get the lasagna pan.

      In the kitchen, I set the remaining lasagna on the island, intending to cover it and put it in the fridge for leftovers. Sophie sets the dirty dishes beside the sink and gets herself a beer from the fridge.

      “Okay, spill,” Sophie says, cracking open her drink.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Give me a break, I’m your sister and best friend. I think I can tell when something’s on your mind. And by the way you were zoned out the whole way through dinner, I’m guessing it’s a big something.”

      “It’s nothing big,” I say, shrugging.

      “If that’s the case then what is it?”

      “I told you, it’s nothing.”

      “You need to tell me what it is, and you need to tell me now.”

      “Or else what?”

      “Or else I’ll tell Mom I’m worried about you because you’re hiding a secret from us all. She’ll be on your case ‘til the end of time.” Sophie smirks, and takes a big swig of her beer.

      “Fine. I accidentally left my panties in a tattoo parlor.”

      Sophie spits out her beer and quickly reaches for some paper towels. In her rush, she knocks the four stacked plates onto the floor, shattering them.

      “Girls?” my mother calls.

      “It’s fine, Mom. We just knocked the plates off the counter,” Sophie says.

      “We?” I quirk an eyebrow at her.

      “You’d better start spilling and fast.”

      “Can’t, I have to get the broom. Butterfingers.”

      “Fine, just don’t expect me to tell you what I do with my panties every night.”

      Her comment halts me in my tracks.

      “What do you do with your panties every night?”

      “You first.”

      “I don’t think I’m ready to talk about it. It’s too soon.”

      “Well, you know where to find me when you’re ready. But you’d better be ready by dinner next week.”

      I stick my tongue out at her and walked to the broom closet. We clean up the mess together as well as all the dishes. Sophie doesn’t bring up the panties comment again. And I love her for it. Too bad I can’t find the courage to confide in her. Yet.

      On the drive home, I wonder if I really can discuss my problem with Sophie. We’re incredibly close, but it’s an incredibly personal issue. Not to mention embarrassing that I let some random guy in a tattoo parlor do that to me.
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      “For fuck’s sake, Kaylee, I am not paying you today,” I growl into the phone.

      “But it’s only one day early. Please, I need the money,” Kaylee says, pleading.

      “No way in hell. You’ve already caused me enough problems.”

      “Bullshit, you just wanted me out of the way.”

      I don’t feel the need to respond to her comment.

      “You’ll get your money tomorrow, end of story,” I say.

      “Hope you had fun piercing that chick you were so interested in.”

      I ignore her again.

      “Anything else?” I ask.

      “You know, now that I think about it, the timing of when you fired me sure is interesting.”

      “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “What I mean is, would I still have a job if someone named Eloise Hutchinson hadn’t decided she wanted a piercing?”

      “Tomorrow,” I say, and hit end call.

      Kaylee was always a pain in the ass. I only kept her around as long as I did because some people prefer having a female work on them. And she’s a damn good artist. But I’d never tell her that.

      I glance at the time on my phone. Two o’clock, almost time for me to go. Wednesdays and Thursdays are my days off. Ryan is in control of the parlor today.

      Yesterday, Wednesday, I spent the day fucking around doing nothing. I was supposed to see a redhead I met a couple weeks ago, but I canceled. I’ve lost interest in her.

      But I did finally get around to doing something I’ve needed done for ages. Make an appointment to get my stiff shoulder looked at.

      My right shoulder tenses when I’m working on a tattoo, and now it’s always stiff and sore.

      From the pile in my bedroom, I grab a pair of black jeans and pull them on, followed by a white T-shirt from the light colored pile of clothes.

      It’s a beautiful day, and I take my Harley.

      The medical center is the same as I remember it, and my gut wrenches.

      I snarl as I enter the building but push my feelings aside with the memory of Eloise’s pussy. She was crazy responsive to my fingers, and I want more. I want to give her more, and see just how incredible I can make her feel.

      The inside is different. It looks brand new. The floors are oak and the walls are hung with what looks like original artwork. I stop in front of a few of the pictures, the ones that catch my eye.

      One is of a street scene, in what looks like New York City. I like the way there are trees in an otherwise urban setting. Another painting that catches my eye is of a woman. She’s at a lake, and sitting with her feet dangling off a dock. It’s the look on her face that’s most intriguing. She looks haunted despite being in a beautiful place, and I wonder what’s on her mind.

      I arrive at the imposing oak reception desk. A woman sits behind it, working on a computer. She’s wearing a name tag. Marcy. She doesn’t look like a Marcy. I don’t expect a Marcy to wear glasses and have curly hair.

      I don’t say anything, instead I look around at the waiting room, trying to suppress my memories.

      “Oh!” Marcy exclaims, putting her hand to her chest. “I didn’t realize you were standing there.”

      “I have an appointment at three o’clock for physiotherapy.”

      Marcy doesn’t reply. Her eyes are stuck on my arms. Her hand is still on her chest, and it’s visibly moving up and down with her heavy breath.

      I’m used to this reaction and wait patiently for her to say something.

      She squeezes her eyes shut and opens them again, shaking her head.

      “And your name is?”

      “Gabe Irwin.”

      “Have a seat. I’ll let her know you’re here.”

      “Sure. Do me a favor, don’t tell her my name.” I smile and wink.

      Marcy’s hand stops moving altogether. At some point she’ll remember to breathe. I turn away from her, and find a seat.

      I glance over the magazines on the table. One catches my eye. It’s half hidden under three other magazines but it’s impossible to miss the word orgasm.

      Moving the other magazines off it, I pick it up, revealing the full sentence.

      Trouble having orgasms? You need to read this!

      A smirk plastered on my face, I flip open the magazine to find the article. But I already know what it’s going to say. Now I know where good, sweet Eloise learned about genital piercings.

      “I’m ready...” Eloise’s voice trails off.

      I look up from the magazine. She looks even better than the way I’ve been picturing her all week with my cock in my hand. She’s in black pants that are tight and a black blouse that shows off the swell of her tits. My dick twitches at the sight of her.

      Standing, I toss the magazine on the table, and walk over to her.

      “Ready for me?”

      “What are you doing here?” Her eyes are wide. She looks at Marcy, who is staring at us, and quickly says, “Come with me.”

      In a flash, Eloise turns on her heels and rushes off. I follow her, thinking how much I would like to come with her.

      We enter a small room with the massage table in the center of it. Eloise closes the door behind us.

      “Why are you here?” she asks, her eyes wild.

      “My shoulder’s fucked up. Plus I had to bring you back your panties.” I pull her panties out of my pocket and dangle them from my index finger.

      Eloise lunges and snatches them from my hand. She turns beet red, just like I knew she would.

      “You should’ve thrown them away,” she says as she crams them in the nearby drawer. “Why did you come here?”

      “I told you, my shoulder’s fucked up.”

      “I can’t believe you came to my work. Saturday was something I want to forget ever happened.” Eloise squares her body in front of me, her eyes fierce.

      Resisting the urge to lift my hand and brush my fingers down her cheek, I say, “You’re the only one talking about Saturday.”

      “You’re here for physiotherapy? You can’t be serious.”

      “I keep telling you, my shoulder’s fucked up. I don’t know how many more times I can say it.”

      She screws up her mouth, her eyes searching mine. Without blinking, I hold her gaze, daring her. She’s going to treat my shoulder, run her hands over my muscles, massaging me. I can’t fucking wait.

      “Lift your arms over your head,” she commands. I follow her order. “Now hold them out at your side. And to the front. Now circle them.”

      Eloise watches intently as I do everything she says. She falls silent, and I cross my arms in front of me.

      “Well?” I ask.

      “You definitely have less range on your right side. Is there pain?”

      “It gets sore, yeah.”

      “What is that on a scale of one to ten?”

      “I don’t fucking know.”

      She rolls her eyes and says, “Like, does it hurt a little bit? A lot? When you use it? In bed at night?”

      “I know one way to make the pain stop at night.”

      “Are you here for treatment, or to pick me up?”

      “Maybe a little of both.”

      “If you really want treatment, you’re going to have to behave.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Take your shirt off.”

      My dick twitches from her order. I clear my throat and tug my shirt off over my head. Even while my shirt is still covering my face, I can feel the heat of her eyes burning into me.

      She closes the distance between us, and asks, “Is it okay if I touch you?”

      There’s no way of answering that without pissing her off, so I just nod.
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      My panties are on fire. It’s a good thing Gabe brought my other panties back because I’m going to have to change into them when he leaves.

      Gabe had his shirt off when I first saw him at the tattoo parlor, but I wasn’t standing this close to him. Intricate tattoos coat his body, and I could stand here for ages looking at them.

      Except it’s difficult to know where to look, at the tattoos or the chiseled body they coat. I try my hardest not to stare at the piercings in his nipples.

      Somehow, without him even touching me, my body buzzes the way he made it feel on Saturday. I am overcome with the urge to nestle against him.

      Blinking, I gather some self-control and step back.

      “Lay face down on the bed,” I say, pointing.

      Without saying anything, Gabe lies on the bed and I break apart the thin paper over the face hole so he can rest comfortably.

      I shift my eyes from his head, down his body. Tattoos cover his back. I’ve had patients with lots of tattoos before, but never anyone with near as many as this. His back is thick with muscles. At least there are no piercings.

      Trying to ignore my sopping wet panties, I focus on his shoulder.

      I ball my hands into fists a few times to get them to stop trembling so much.

      Positioning my body near his right shoulder, I hover my fingers over him. I swallow hard, and drop my hands on to Gabe. A zap of electricity hits me, and I pull my hands away.

      Gabe flinched too, I think.

      “Everything okay?” he asks, his gravelly voice doing nothing to help my situation.

      “Fine, yes. Just assessing you.”

      “I hope you like what see.”

      “You know, I don’t remember you having nearly as much confidence when we were in school.”

      “I was a kid.”

      “And now?”

      “Now I’m a man.”

      “All man,” I say before my brain can stop me.

      Gabe chuckles, his muscles rippling as he laughs. I have to control myself. Why does he make me lose my mind?

      “You like it, do you?”

      “We’re being professional now, remember?”

      “Right, I forgot. Because you’re the one not being professional.”

      “Enough,” I say, planting my hands on his back without thinking.

      His warmth radiates from my hands and throughout my body. Even my toes heat from the feel of him under my fingers.

      Focus. This man is here for a stiff shoulder.

      I massage my hand along the line of his shoulder blade. The muscle fibers are very tight.

      “You’re really stiff,” I say.

      “You have no idea,” Gabe says, and adjusts his hips.

      “I meant your shoulder.”

      “Of course you did.”

      “I did,” I protest.

      “Remember Mrs. Singleton’s sayings?”

      I smile. “She used to have a saying for everything.”

      “Right now she’d tell you your focus needs more focus.”

      “Isn’t that what she always said to you?”

      “I’m surprised you remember. You were always too busy looking at the blackboard to notice me.”

      When we were kids, Gabe always tried to distract me from my work. He almost always sat behind me, because most of our teachers arrange the students alphabetically by last name.

      “I remember you pulling my hair.”

      His shoulder really needs loosening up, and I squirt some oil onto my hands. I resume working on his shoulder, fighting the urge to run my hands over the rest of his hard body.

      “It was fun making you scream.”

      “It was annoying is what it was.”

      “Not for me it wasn’t.”

      We fall into a silence while I knead my thumbs into his muscles. I try my hardest not to think of his offer of dinner, knowing how hard it would be to resist him if he asked again.

      I’ve never had a one-night stand. I’ve never hooked up with a guy on a sex-only basis. I’ve never even had a friend with benefits.

      Gabe is the furthest thing from boyfriend material I can imagine, but I can’t see myself having meaningless sex.

      Even if he has already had his fingers down there. And made me feel better than any boyfriend I’ve had.

      Why is he here, anyway? Sure, his shoulder is genuinely tight. But me? Now? He must expect more.

      This seriously can’t happen. I need to put that at the front of my mind.

      “Sit up,” I say.

      Gabe sits, his legs hanging over the side of the bed. His jeans are tight and ripped, and show off his leg muscles. I make a point not to look.

      I also make a resolution to wipe Saturday from my mind, even when I’m in bed at night with my vibrator.

      “Hold your arm out, I’m going to loosen it more.”

      He lifts his right arm, and I wrap it around my back. Moving my entire body, I rock back and forth to get into his tight muscles.

      It’s definitely getting looser.

      Just like my earlier resolution that is all of sixty seconds old.

      Our bodies are close, and each inward rock brings our torsos an inch apart before the cruel outward rock separates us again.

      Heat from his eyes burn into my cheeks, and I fix my eyes on the floor.

      At least I try to.

      It’s impossible not to notice the bulge in his jeans, and I struggle to keep my eyes from it.

      “Is this a real physio thing?”

      “What?”

      “This, having my arm around you while you jiggle around.”

      “Of course it is.”

      “It seems very,” he pauses, “intimate.”

      “I’m loosening your shoulder. It’s kind of hard to do that from across the room.”

      “Now that I think about it, my hip’s been pretty stiff as well.”

      Exhaling strongly, I let go of his arm and step away from him.

      “Okay, I think that’s good for now. Let me give you some stretches to do at home.”

      “I prefer massages to stretches.”

      “You want your shoulder to get better?”

      “It’s feeling better already. It seems you’re all it needs.”

      “You can put your shirt back on now.” It kills me to say that.

      “If you’re sure,” he says, smirking.

      I shrug, trying to seem like I don’t care. Gabe slips his hands to the armholes and pulls the shirt over his head, shoulders and washboard abs. I watch, mesmerized. When the last speck of his chest is covered, I sigh.

      He plays along as I show him a few stretches but it’s obvious he’s never going to do them.

      “Same time next week?” he asks.

      Good question, I think. I busy myself making notes in his file while I contemplate the question.

      “Unless you want to have dinner before that,” he says, with a coy smile on his face.

      Even though I’ve been bracing for it since his arrival, the question stops my heart.

      “Not going to happen,” I say, shaking my head and chewing on the end of my pen.

      “It’s going to happen, it’s just a question of when. How long do you want to torture yourself before you give in and let me blow your mind?”

      I swallow hard, unable to say a thing and hating the fact that I’m so red I’m glowing.

      Gabe steps close to me, puts his mouth to my ear and says, “Whenever you’re ready, I’ll be waiting for you.”

      My knees threaten to buckle, and I fight to keep from it being noticeable. Gabe pulls back from me and moves to the door.

      As he crosses the threshold, I say, “You might be waiting a long time.”

      Without breaking stride, he turns his head and says, “Worth it,” before vanishing from my view.
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      “Two more margaritas coming up,” the waitress says, tapping the table with her fingers.

      Good. Maybe after another drink I’ll be able to tell Sophie everything I need to get off my chest. I thought two would be enough, but evidently I need a third.

      It’s Saturday, and I haven’t been able to get Gabe out of my head since the physio session. Neither has Marcy. All day yesterday I had to listen to her talk about him.

      Today was even worse. Being home alone in my apartment meant my brain spent every single second of the day thinking about him.

      I broke down and called Sophie just after lunch. I told her I needed to talk about the panties I’d left in the tattoo parlor, but that there was no way I could do it sober.

      Thankfully she came up with the plan of sending our parents to dinner and a movie. Sophie made a big deal about it, saying they deserved a date night because they never go out, and that it would be our treat.

      At first, Mom protested, saying she’d miss us and that we all should go but Sophie put her foot down and demanded they go and promised we’d both be there for lunch tomorrow.

      “Start spilling,” Sophie says, licking the rim of her empty margarita glass.

      I try to work out where to begin. My eyes search the bottom of my glass for answers. I lift the glass up and toss my head back, coaxing the last drop out of it.

      Plunking the glass back on the table, I say, “The tattoo guy showed up for a physio session, and brought back my panties.”

      “No fucking way,” Sophie says, her mouth hanging open. Alcohol turns her into a potty-mouthed sailor.

      Our waitress arrives at the table carrying two fresh drinks. She sets them on the table in front of us, and says, “Here you go, enjoy.”

      I lift mine and take a massive gulp, trying to find the courage I need.

      “Turns out he’s got a stiff shoulder,” I say.

      Sophie’s eyes pop open, and she says, “You actually treated him?”

      “I did. I had my hands all over his muscles.”

      “So he’s hot?”

      “Marcy hasn’t stopped talking about him. It’s annoying the hell out of me.”

      “What does he look like? Tell me what he looks like!”

      “He’s got brown hair and brown eyes,” I say, smirking.

      “And is muscular.”

      “Yep.”

      “That’s it?”

      “Pretty much.”

      “Fuck off. Give me the details. Maybe I can call Marcy, invite her here now. She never goes out. I’m sure she’d love to come tell me all about him.”

      I take another gulp of my drink. And this is the easy part, I haven’t gotten to the juicy bits yet. The waitress walks past our table and I flick my hand out.

      “Two more, please,” I tell her.

      She laughs, and says, “No problem. Here’s to a good night.”

      “You need to be that drunk to tell me what he looks like?”

      “He’s tall and built like a Greek god with the intense stare to match. His chest, arms, hands and back are covered in tattoos. And both his nipples are pierced.”

      “Oh my God, Marcy must’ve shit herself.”

      “Yeah, she told Mom and Dad that we have a scary new patient. She even said he might be a criminal.”

      Sophie throws herself back against her chair and cackles. “She’s such a tit.”

      “I had to step in and defend him, explaining he’s a tattoo artist. At which point Marcy fell against the wall, fanning herself.”

      “What did Mom and Dad say?”

      “They gave her their sternest look of disapproval and said they hoped she behaved professionally around him.”

      Sophie sits up straight again, still laughing. She’s never liked Marcy and always loves hearing stories about her. “And did they tell you to be professional with him?”

      “No, why would they?”

      “Because he had your panties. Obviously you’ve got something unprofessional going on with him.”

      Holding my head high, I say, “I am always professional.”

      “Then why did he have your panties? And why the hell were you at a tattoo parlor anyway?”

      I down the rest of my drink, still not sure how to say what I need to say.

      “Tell me,” she barks, “these drinks are on me if you spill it.”

      “You can’t afford these overpriced cocktails.”

      “Oh, but I can,” she says, grinning from ear to ear.

      I’ve never understood how a med student always has so much cash. She’d better not be sucking money from Mom and Dad.

      “How?”

      “Since it will make you feel better, I’ll tell you my panties story now. But you can’t think less of me,” she says, pointing at me.

      “Don’t worry, I already think very lowly of you.”

      “You want to know how I get all my extra money?”

      “Yes, it’s always been a mystery to me.”

      “Every night, I sell the panties I wore that day in an online auction. Now I have this big following, and guys pay a fortune for them. It’s hysterical.”

      “And creepy.” What is she thinking? It’s so gross. Mom and Dad would freak if they knew.

      “I know, they’re real pervs. But it keeps me in the lifestyle I have become accustomed to.”

      I roll my eyes, and it makes me feel dizzy from the booze. “You’re nuts.”

      She raises an eyebrow, and says, “Yeah, your turn.”

      “Fine. I went to the tattoo parlor to get a genital piercing,” I blurt.

      Sophie chokes on her drink and has a coughing fit. I wait patiently for her to compose herself, still wondering why she sells her panties. The waitress rushes over with a glass of water, and Sophie calms herself enough to take a drink.

      “You got a genital piercing?” she asks, her voice raspy.

      “No,” I shake my head. “I was going to, but he, Gabe, didn’t want to give me one.”

      “Why?”

      I hold my drink up in front of me, and lick some of the salt from the rim. Hiding behind it, I say, “I wanted the piercing so I could have an orgasm, but he says he can give me one without the piercing. So now I don’t know what to do.” I take two big gulps of the drink.

      Sophie says nothing while I drink. She stares at me, her eyes in disbelief. Setting the drink back on the table, she still says nothing, so I take another sip.

      “What you do mean, Eloise? Are you saying you’ve never had an orgasm?”

      I nod.

      “Okay. I mean, I tell you this as a medical student. Studies have shown men are selfish shits in bed. Did you know that most lesbians have orgasms every time they have sex, but straight women don’t? What does that tell you?”

      “Are you saying I should sleep with a woman?”

      “No. Unless you want to,” Sophie shrugs. “What I’m saying is you need a man who isn’t a selfish little shit.”

      “So you think I should let Gabe try?”

      “Well, if he can do what he says he can, you sure as hell won’t regret it. Because let me tell you, you’re really missing out.” Sophie points her finger at me with each word.

      “I’ve never had meaningless sex before.”

      “No time like the present to start.”

      Sometimes I wonder how we’re related.

      “There’s something else I didn’t tell you.”

      “What? That he fingered you at the tattoo parlor?”

      My face flushes, and I hope she won’t notice.

      “Not quite, he offered to.”

      “I think you’re full of shit, but whatever. What is the thing you’re not telling me?”

      “We went to grade school with him!”

      “Shut the fuck up.”

      “Gabriel Irwin, you probably don’t remember him because he left when I was in seventh grade.”

      “Did he have a younger sister? There was a Melanie Irwin in my class who left halfway through the year.”

      “Yes, that was his sister. Why did they leave?”

      “I don’t know, she wasn’t my friend. The only reason I remember her is because she used to cry all the time in class. Something about her mother being sick. And then she moved away. That’s all I remember about her.”

      “Interesting.”

      “I don’t see how knowing him in school changes anything. If you’re attracted to him, and he’s actually interested in your sexual pleasure instead of his own, I don’t see a single reason not to fuck him.”

      “I’ve never done anything like that before. His nipples are pierced!”

      “Even better.”

      “I don’t know, he’s so different from anyone I’ve ever had a relationship with.”

      “Stop thinking about a relationship. This is meaningless sex. It doesn’t matter if you don’t want to spend forever with him. All that matters is that he’s good in the sack.” Sophie’s shoulders drop, and she reaches her hand across to mine and takes hold of it. “It makes me sad that my sister had never had an orgasm. We need to fix that.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Gabe

        

      

    
    
      I hold my arm along the wall behind me, stretching the way Eloise showed me. Since my physio session with her, I’ve religiously done all my stretches three times as often as she said to do them.

      It’s paying off. My shoulder hasn’t felt this good in months. I have another session with her today. It’s only Wednesday, but I changed my appointment from Thursday because I couldn’t wait another day to see her again. Actually, I didn’t cancel the Thursday appointment. I figure two physio sessions with her is even better than one.

      My phone rings, and I step away from the wall to get it from the coffee table. It’s Kaylee. I hit ignore, and set the phone back on the table. She can fuck off. I paid her, there’s no need for me to ever talk to her again.

      Going back to the wall, I do some more stretches. The text message notification dings a minute later, and I pick up the phone to read it.

      I’m working for Marshall now. Thought you’d want to know.

      No, Kaylee, I don’t need to know that you work for Marshall. I don’t care that you’ve joined Hell in a Needle. I don’t care about you at all. I don’t feel the need to tell her that.

      Setting the phone back on the table, I head to the bathroom for a quick shower before my appointment with Eloise.

      As the water runs over my head, a thought strikes me. Should I warn Marshall about Kaylee? Even if he is the biggest cocksucker on the planet? Fuck him.

      My mind turns to Eloise, and my dick springs to life. If I take care of it now, it might behave itself during physio. Wrapping my hand around it, I stroke it, picturing myself pulling Eloise’s ponytail.

      The fantasy morphs into the feel of her hands on my back and then I laugh. I can’t stop thinking about how much I enjoy being with her.

      I don’t know what I want more, to fuck her or an actual relationship.

      The longer I tug on my cock, the more I realize that it’s Eloise I want, all of her. She will be mine in every sense of the word.

      Her pussy, spread for me that first day, takes over my brain, and tingles coat my skin. Another stroke and cum erupts from my cock, giving me the release I need before I see her.

      Maybe I can get through today’s session without having a painfully hard erection.

      After drying off and dressing, I pick up my keys and phone, ready to go to Eloise.

      There is another text from Kaylee.

      Did you see my text about me working for Marshall at Hell in a Needle?

      Rolling my eyes, I type a quick message back.

      Good luck to you. Now leave me alone. I’m blocking your number.

      She’s lucky that’s all I’m doing. I should be reporting her to the cops. Once again I wonder if I should be warning Marshall about her or not.

      Fiddling around on the phone, I figure out how to block her number. Good riddance to her.

      I hop on my bike and make my way to sweet Eloise, my Jewel.

      When I arrive at the office, the chick behind the counter, Marcy, drops the papers she was holding.

      “Back again?” she asks, her voice half breathy and half nervous.

      I don’t know if she’s flirting with me or not. She flicks her hair. It’s definitely flirting. In her dreams.

      “I’ll take a seat,” I say, winking.

      Eloise appears a few minutes later, smiling. My heart thuds at the sight of her. It’s going to be a struggle to control myself.

      “Follow me,” she says.

      I want to tell her that I liked it better when she said ‘come with me’, but I vowed to be on my best behavior today.

      “How’s the shoulder?” she asks, shutting the door to the room behind us.

      “Much better. Those stretches are really helping.”

      “You’ve been doing the stretches?” she asks, her eyebrows raised in surprise.

      “That surprises you?”

      She shrugs. “Most people don’t.”

      “I’m not most people.”

      “Let’s check your range.”

      I follow her instructions as she tells me to move my arms around. Her face is serious with concentration the entire time, her soft lips moving left and right while she thinks. I struggle to stop from pulling her against me and kissing her.

      “Take your shirt off and lie face down,” she says.

      A massive grin pushes across my face. They’re words straight from my fantasies. I’ve been thinking about them all week. Thank fuck I took care of my dick in the shower, or it’d be rock hard right now. Instead, it’s only semi.

      Eloise ignores her notes and watches me as I grab the hem of my shirt. I try to grab her eyes, but her gaze is fixed on my stomach. I lift my shirt a little, exposing my abs, and her mouth quivers with a smile.

      I open my mouth to crack a comment, but bite my tongue. Today is all about making her comfortable with me.

      She watches intently as I pull off my shirt the rest of the way. With my shirt in my hand, I lock my eyes on hers, and we stand motionless for a moment.

      My dick stiffens, and I break the gaze and lie down before she notices the massive bulge in my pants.

      Through the face hole in the table, I watch her feet. She moves to the wall shelf, then back to me. Positioning herself at the top of the table, the toes of her shoes are directly under my eyes.

      I wait, ready for her to run her hands over me the way she did last week, but she remains motionless. What is she thinking? Is she chickening out of touching me again?

      The air in the small room charges, getting more electric with each passing moment.

      And then she lays her hands on me.

      My body jolts from head to toe. The thin paper under me rips under my sudden movement.

      Her hands don’t move from my back. It’s as though they’re stuck to me, unable to pull away.

      Eloise adjusts her feet, and begins the deep tissue massage along my shoulder blade. I fight to keep my mind off of her. From all the ways I’d like her to touch me, and for me to touch her.

      No matter how hard I try, I can’t help the raging hard-on in my pants.

      “Thought any more about how to fix your problem?” I ask, all attempt at keeping control gone with her touch on my body.

      “As a matter of fact, I have.”

      “Really?” I ask, genuinely surprised.

      “Yes. I’ve been thinking a lot about it since I last saw you, and I think you’re right.”

      “By right, you mean you want my help?”

      Her hands stop moving, and she pauses. “Yeah, I think maybe I do.”

      Holy fucking hell. I can’t believe she just said that. If I was hard a second ago, now my dick is so hard it hurts like a son of a bitch. I can’t even adjust myself, as any movement near it is likely to end up as a mess in my pants.

      Neither of us says anything else as she works on my shoulder. Even though I knew she wouldn’t be able to resist me for long, her words just changed everything.

      My mind races through the possibilities.

      “Okay, sit up,” she says, tapping my back.

      I sit up, unconcerned about my raging erection.

      Eloise wraps my arm around her back, the same way she did last week. My exposed skin prickles from her nearness. But there’s one resolution of mine I won’t forget – this isn’t just going to be about sex.

      Our eyes lock as she rocks her body back and forth, teasing me with her lips.

      As much as I’d like to rip off her clothes right here, I’m good. I behave myself. But I can’t hold off for much longer.

      On an inward rock, I squeeze my arm around her, and bring her head close to mine. My nostrils fill with her fruity shampoo, and I’m overcome with the urge to rip out her ponytail holder. I want to see her hair wild around her face, not the carefully tied back way it always is.

      Our noses are close, our lips within contact distance. Eloise’s breathing is rapid against my arm.

      I’ve never wanted anything as much as I want Eloise Hutchinson right now.
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      Our lips are close. I brace myself for Gabe’s kiss but one doesn’t come. My panties have been a sopping mess since he walked in the door. Now, every inch of my body is buzzing from his nearness.

      I’ve spent every day since Saturday psyching myself up for today. Building the courage to tell Gabe I’d take him up on his offer.

      With Sophie’s insistence of meaningless sex being exactly what I need. Over and over, in texts, phone calls and even emails, I’ve given into the idea.

      Like she said, ‘If he can do what he says he can, you won’t regret it.’

      It’s Wednesday, but I imagined myself inviting him back to my place tonight. Where he can show me the good time he promised, in the comfort of my home.

      “Dinner first,” he says.

      My brow creases, processing his words.

      “I thought you were joking about dinner before.”

      “No, I’m taking you to dinner first.”

      “Isn’t the girl the one who’s supposed to demand dinner first? Why do I feel like we’re in a role reversal?”

      Gabe smirks, and says, “This ain’t no role reversal. That’ll all be clear when I get your clothes off.”

      The sureness of his voice sends a fresh blast of heat through me. I try to move away, but he holds me tight.

      “I’m not going to object to you buying me dinner,” I say. But my mind races over the possibility of someone I know seeing me with him.

      My friends would freak at the sight of me with a guy with so many tattoos. I wish it were winter, so he’d at least wear a sweater.

      What if my parents saw us? They’d freak, not just at him but at the fact that he’s a client here at the practice. They’d lose all respect for me. Every morning I’d have to be greeted by their looks of disapproval.

      “How about Friday?” he asks.

      My face drops, and I can’t hide my disappointment. To try to cover it, I bite my cheeks and look away.

      Gabe chuckles, “Can’t wait that long? I’m free tonight, if you’re ready for it.”

      “Yes, I’m ready,” I snap, pulling myself away from him and moving across the room.

      “That’s cool. Tonight it is.”

      “Fine,” I say, my voice sharp.

      “I’ll pick you up at seven.”

      “Fine.”

      Gabe smirks, and says, “You’re going to have to give me your address.”

      I scribble it down and shove the paper at him. He snatches it from my hand, grabs his T-shirt with his other hand, and walks out of the room.

      Collapsing in the chair, I try to calm myself and figure out what just happened.

      He’s taking me out tonight, followed by the promise of mind-blowing sex, is what just happened.

      Sophie will be pleased, but I’m not breathing a word of it to her until at least tomorrow.

      “Holy cow, that guy just walked through reception with no shirt on!” Marcy yells as her footsteps rush down the hallway. She appears in my doorway, her eyes wide and her mouth hanging open. “He has the best body I’ve ever seen! Did you touch him?”

      “Control yourself, Marcy. Remember what my parents said about being professional.” I use my most clinical voice.

      She huffs and walks away, no doubt looking for someone else to tell. I cannot believe Gabe didn’t put his shirt back on and walked through the reception area like that.

      The rest of the day is a blur. Autopilot takes over as I see the rest of my patients, my mind whirling over seeing Gabe tonight.

      I get home just before six, giving me an hour to get ready. After spending far too long in the shower, I face my closet, wondering what to wear.

      What do you wear in a situation like this? I still don’t know how I let Sophie talk me into doing this.

      It’s a warm evening. After trying on several outfits, I settle on a dark pink sundress with a halter top.

      Chet, my ex-boyfriend, always liked my hair tied back, which was good because I almost always tie my hair back.

      But tonight is different. It’s all about sex, nothing more. This is about being as far away from my normal self as possible. Tying my hair back the way I always do somehow doesn’t seem right.

      Digging around in my bottom drawer, I locate the automatic hair curler Sophie gave me for Christmas a couple of years ago. I’ve only ever used it a few times, and it takes me a while to get the hang of it. But once I do, it’s easy to get my hair looking like Selena Gomez’s.

      This gives me just enough time to brush my teeth and do my makeup before Gabe is due to arrive.

      At six-fifty-nine, my door buzzes. A million butterflies take off inside of me, and I shake my hands to calm them down. Here comes my first night of meaningless, hook-up sex.

      I open my door to reveal Gabe standing on my doorstep. My jaw drops. He’s wearing black jeans and a tight black T-shirt that forms to his muscles. Somehow he looks better than I’ve ever seen him look.

      His eyes rake over me, from my feet up, setting off the butterflies again. When his eyes reach my head, he bites his bottom lip and shakes his head.

      We stand frozen for a minute, taking each other in.

      “You look incredible. I’ve never seen you with your hair down before. I thought you were beautiful before but this is a whole new level.”

      I blush and curse myself for turning red so easily.

      “Thank you,” I mouth. I want to return the compliment and tell him how good he looks but I can’t find the words.

      “I brought you this,” Gabe says, revealing a single red rose from behind his back.

      “That’s so sweet. Thank you.”

      I take the rose, and reach my lips up to kiss his cheek. Gabe rests his hand on my back, enveloping me in his warmth. I breathe in his clean, masculine scent, and could happily stand here all night.

      He shifts his head, and brushes his lips on my lips. Without thinking, my lips part. Gabe growls, and presses his mouth against mine. He holds me tighter. Holding the rose, I wrap my arms around his strong body.

      Tingles coat my skin and heat pools between my legs. Why are we bothering with dinner? This isn’t a date, and right now I’m feeling ready for everything he promised.

      Gabe pulls his head away, breaking the kiss. I gaze up at him, my breathing rapid.

      “We should get going,” he says.

      “Do we have to? We could ditch dinner and go straight to the mind-blowing part.”

      “No way,” he says with a sly smile, “The deal was dinner first. Besides, you’re not ready for it yet.”

      I fall onto my heels, and pull away from him. I feel like yelling I am ready, but decide maybe he’s right.

      “Let me put this in water,” I say, holding up the rose.

      He follows me into the kitchen. I dig a thin vase from the back of a rarely used cupboard, and fill it with water.

      “You really like roses,” I say with a smile, knowing roses are tattooed all across his chest.

      “Yeah, they have sentimental value for me,” he says, his voice more gravelly than usual.

      “Well, I love roses. They’re my favorite flower.”

      A grin springs across Gabe’s face. He holds his hand out and says, “A good sign for the night. Let’s go.”
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      With Eloise’s hand in mine, I lead her to my pickup truck. As she climbs in, I worry that I didn’t clean my truck thoroughly enough for her. At least I got all the junk out of it and she has a place to put her feet.

      I get in the driver seat and start the engine. Before I pull away, I pause to look at Eloise. I was speechless when I first saw her with her hair down. She’s the most stunning woman I’ve ever seen.

      It’s going to be a struggle to stick to my plan making her realize this evening is more than about sex. Tonight is all about us becoming an item.

      I don’t know why she makes me feel the way she does. No other woman has ever done this to me. Hell, normally women are in and out of my life and any who do stick around do so out of their own persistence.

      But there’s something about her that I can’t get enough of.

      Putting the truck in gear, we head off.

      “Do you feel like a burger?” I ask.

      “I’m always up for a burger.”

      “Perfect.”

      Eloise says nothing else, and I get the sense she’s nervous. I guess that’s understandable. She’s probably never been out with a guy like me before, and on the promise of sex she’ll actually enjoy.

      “We could always go to Nick Tahou Hots for a garbage plate,” I joke.

      She laughs immediately, and says, “I haven’t had one since I finished college. It’s tempting, but maybe kind of heavy.”

      “Don’t worry, I was teasing. I wouldn’t take you there on a first date.”

      “Oh,” she says, her voice constricted. The nerves are back. Maybe I shouldn’t have called this a date.

      Reaching across the seats, I find her hand and lace my fingers through it. She doesn’t pull away, and I squeeze her hand, trying to reassure her.

      “What’s your sentimental reason?” she asks.

      “For what?”

      “For roses. I mean, you have a lot of them tattooed on you.”

      I don’t want to get into that now. “They were a family favorite. When I was a kid, our backyard was full of them. When they were in bloom, my mom used to bring bunches of them into the house,” I say.

      “Nostalgia, then.”

      “Something like that.”

      “Did they hurt?” she pauses, then adds, “Getting all the tattoos.”

      “It didn’t bother me, obviously.”

      “I’d be too scared of the pain.”

      “Pain is only in your mind. Besides, you were about to pierce your most sensitive area.”

      “But that’s only one quick thing, not all the hours that it must’ve taken for all your tattoos.”

      Smirking, I look across at her, and ask, “Do you like my tattoos?”

      Eloise shrugs, and says, “They’re growing on me.”

      I burst out laughing, and so does she.

      “I’ll make a bad girl out of you yet.”

      “Never in a million years.”

      We joke around the rest of the drive. I pull the truck into the classiest burger joint in town. At least as classy as a burger joint can get.

      Eloise hops out of the truck, and I drape my arm over her shoulders. She feels perfect against me, like she’s exactly where she belongs. At least she’s loosening up around me and doesn’t seem nervous anymore.

      When we reach the entrance, I hold the door open for her. She steps inside and I follow behind. We stand at the hostess station, waiting to be seated.

      While we wait for a hostess to appear, I look around the restaurant. It’s nicer than my usual spots. It’s mostly tables and chairs instead of booths. And they even have real tablecloths, and they don’t store the ketchup on the tables.

      Fuck.

      Marshall is eating at one of the tables on the far side of the room. We’re going to have to leave. But there is no way I am telling Eloise the reason.

      Somehow I don’t think she could handle the news that someone has a restraining order against me. Even if I took out the restraining order against him first.

      “Jewel, let’s go. I don’t want to eat here anymore,” I say, and pull her hand.

      “Why? We just got here.”

      “I don’t like that guy over there,” I say, nodding my head toward him.

      “So we’ll just sit away from him. It’s not like we’ll be at the same table or anything.”

      “No, we’re leaving.”

      I head to the door, taking her with me. As my hand makes contact with the handle, guilt hits me. I should warn Marshall about Kaylee. I’d want him to do the same for me.

      Except I’m not allowed to even be this close to him, or to contact him in any way. But his clients deserve protection, even if they do use my competition instead of me.

      I glance over my shoulder, Marshall spotted me and is shooting daggers with his eyes. Fuck him. I open the door, and we walk back to my truck.

      “What was that about?” Eloise asks, her brow creased.

      “Nothing. Let’s go someplace nicer. You deserve it.”

      Her brow creases even more, and she mutters, “Okay, whatever.”

      “It’s like Mrs. Singleton used to say, if something’s worth doing, it’s worth doing right.”

      She laughs so I think I’ve convinced her. Or at least made her stop asking questions. We get back in the truck, and drive to a nice Italian place just down the road.

      “What happened to burgers?” she asks.

      “Next time,” I say, flashing her a massive smile.

      Eloise doesn’t say anything, and I know she’s contemplating the idea of there being a next time.

      I lead her into the restaurant, and we’re greeted right away.

      “Good evening, table for two?” the hostess asks. She’s smiling but she’s looking me up and down, like I don’t belong in her restaurant.

      “Yes,” I say, my eyes boring into her.

      “Follow me.”

      She grabs two menus, and we follow her to a table by an ornate fountain.

      “This is much nicer, isn’t it?” I wink.

      We order dinner. I have chicken linguine and Eloise has pumpkin ravioli.

      As we eat, we laugh and reminisce about school. Since I moved back to Rochester, I haven’t seen anyone I went to grade school with. It’s nice to think about my childhood, when it was still happy. And it’s especially nice that it’s with Eloise.

      “Where did you move to when you left Rochester?” Eloise asks.

      “Pittsburgh.” I don’t want to have this discussion, especially not now.

      “Did you like it there?”

      “Hated it,” I say and shove a heaping forkful of food in my mouth so I don’t have to say anything else.

      Eloise watches me chew, her eyes searching my face. She’s not getting anything out of me. This is about me and her, and nothing else.

      “I think my sister was in the same grade as your sister,” she says, her eyes fixed on mine.

      Seeing a way to change the subject, I swallow, and ask, “What’s your sister doing now?”

      “She’s in med school. She’s planning to join my parents’ practice when she finishes.”

      The last thing I want to talk or even think about right now is her parents’ medical practice. Just hearing her say the words tenses my shoulders. I exhale sharply, my eyes raking over Eloise. I love seeing her without her ponytail, and her cleavage in that flimsy dress is making me hard.

      “I’d planned to yank on your ponytail as I made you come,” I say, eager to change the subject.

      Her eyes bulge, and I smirk at her.

      “That’s if you can, and a big if.”

      “It’s a promise. I’m going to start by kissing those soft lips of yours, and teasing you with my tongue. Then I’m going to take my fingers, and find that same spot I had you by in my chair, and I’m going to massage it until you’re so wet your ankles are soaked and your mouth is dry. At that point, I won’t be able to resist you any longer, and I’m going to put my dick in you. I’ll be gentle at first, letting you get used to the size and feel of a real man. Once you’re ready, I’m going to pound you until you scream your brains out. By the time I get through, you won’t remember your own name.”

      Eloise sits motionless with her eyes wide and her lips parted as I speak. I don’t even think she’s breathing. I shovel a piece of chicken into my mouth and watch her react.

      Eloise clears her throat, and says, “As long as you’re not just all talk.”

      With a coy smile, I say, “You’re wet right now, aren’t you?”

      She wiggles in her seat, and says with a smile, “This ravioli is delicious.”

      We talk easily as we finish our meals. Neither of us wants dessert, so I pay the bill before Eloise has the chance to demand to pay half.

      As we get back to the truck, Eloise says, “Back to my place now?” Her voice has a slight tremble in it, and none of the confidence she’s had over dinner.

      “Not yet,” I say firmly.

      “Where are we going now?”

      “I thought we’d get a drink.”

      “I thought the deal was dinner.”

      The thought of taking her back to her place now and ripping her clothes off is hard to resist, but I’m having too much fun with her and I’m going to stick to my plan. Eloise chats nervously as I drive to a quiet bar I know.

      “You’re not ready. Besides, aren’t you having fun?”

      Eloise smiles, her lips a tight line. I tap her knee, and drive to the nearby bar. We park, and I lead her inside.

      “Oh my God, it’s Sophie, my sister.”
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      “Eloise! Over here!” Sophie yells, and I automatically walk to her table.

      It’s a small bar, and hardly any people are here. I guess Wednesday isn’t a big night for bars. Except for my sister, apparently.

      She’s sitting at a table with three other women. They all stop talking, and watch me as I approach them.

      “What are you doing here?” Sophie asks, standing and hugging me.

      “What are you doing here? It’s Wednesday, shouldn’t you be home studying?”

      She shrugs, and says, “Wednesdays are cadaver days, we always come here to have a few drinks afterwards, to clear our minds of the bodies.”

      Comments like that make me glad I wasn’t able to get into med school.

      “Sounds heavy,” I say, looking at her three friends and smiling.

      “What are you doing here?”

      Gabe reaches the table, and brushes my hand with his. Sophie’s eyes bulge. The eyes of her three friends bulge.

      “I’m here with Gabe,” I say.

      “Is that Gabe? Him?” she asks in a hushed tone.

      I smile and nod, my eyebrows raised.

      “Eloise, I need the bathroom. Come with me.” Without waiting for my response, Sophie takes my hand and pulls me away.

      “Gabe, do you mind?”

      “Go ahead, I’ll get us some beers,” he says, and turns away from the table.

      The washroom is at the back of the bar, and I follow Sophie down the row of wooden tables. She throws open the door, and we step into the cramped, dated space. At least it’s clean.

      “What are you doing with him here? Shouldn’t you two be in a bedroom somewhere?”

      “He insisted on having dinner first.”

      “That’s nice of him.”

      “I just want to get this over with.”

      “So tell him that.”

      “I have. He said I’m not ready yet. That I’m not relaxed enough.”

      Sophie bursts out laughing, her cackle echoing around the small space.

      “What’s so funny?” I demand.

      “He’s probably right. You’re so tense all the time. This is probably why you’ve never had an orgasm before.” She pushes the words out between her chuckles.

      My cheeks turn red with fury, and I fight the urge to slap her.

      “Shut up.”

      Sophie runs her fingers through my hair, and says, “You look amazing. You should wear your hair down more often.”

      “I used that hair curler thing you bought me for Christmas.”

      “Like three years ago? It’s about time you used it.”

      I snarl my lip at her. I take a step back, and say, “You smell like the dead.”

      “Very funny. I had a shower.”

      “Might want to try some perfume as well.”

      “Anyway,” Sophie says in a more serious tone, “that man is sex on legs. Send him my way when you’re finished with him.”

      “You don’t think he’s too rough looking?”

      “That’s his appeal, duh. I want him next.”

      “I think Marcy’s next in line after me.”

      “Screw Marcy, I’m your sister, I get priority.”

      The idea of Gabe with either of them upsets me. For some reason I feel protective of him, and don’t want either of them to go near him.

      “I found him, find your own man.”

      “At least have him take his shirt off for us, so my friends and I can study his muscles. Purely for medical research, of course.”

      “No way. I just told you, he’s mine.”

      She grins, and says, “So this is more than sex?”

      “God, no. Look at him, how could I ever bring him home to Mom and Dad?”

      “Especially now they know he’s a client. But who cares, you’re in this for the sex, remember?”

      “Trust me, I haven’t forgotten. But I don’t know when that’s going to happen. I thought dinner would be it, but here we are, in a bar.”

      “What’s he like to hang around with?”

      Without hesitating, I say, “Lots of fun, actually.”

      “So chill out and relax. Stop worrying about it so much and enjoy yourself.”

      “But I can’t, I just want to get it over with.”

      “Do I have to start quoting you research from my human sexuality class? Get rid of that attitude and relax and enjoy your time with him.”

      My gut is telling me she’s right. I’m having a good time with Gabe. I should stop worrying so much about the way tonight is going to end.

      “I should get back out there, he’s probably wondering what happened to me.”

      Turning, I open the washroom door and go in search of Gabe. He’s sitting alone, at a table as far away from Sophie’s table as possible in the small space.

      “Sorry, sisters.” I say, shrugging.

      I sit across from him. Two beers in frosty glasses are already on the table.

      “That one’s yours.”

      “Thanks.”

      Gabe lifts the other glass and says, “Cheers.”

      “Cheers,” I say, clinking my glass against his.

      “I wasn’t sure if you wanted to sit with your sister and her friends or not.”

      “No way. I have no desire to sit with them.”

      “That’s good. That must mean your sister approved of me.”

      “Do you care?”

      “Only if her disapproval would scare you off me.”

      “Well I’m still sitting here, aren’t I?”

      “I know, I’m enjoying the view.”

      My face turns red, and I say, “You can stop that now, you’ve already got me tonight.”

      “Maybe it’s not just about tonight.”

      Unsure how to respond, I lift my glass and take a long sip. I’d only ever thought about tonight, what I thought was a one-time offer to solve my problem.

      It never occurred to me that he’d want to do it again. Or even that I might want to do it again. I guess I was thinking that he’d teach me how to have an orgasm, and after that I’d be able to do it myself.

      Assuming, of course, that he actually can live up to his own hype.

      My mind starts to spin. What am I doing here? How did I end up on a date with the promise of a first orgasm? Is it actually going to happen?

      I hear Sophie and her friends explode in laughter, their noise crashing through the quiet of the bar. I glance over at them, and her eyes catch mine.

      I realize I’m doing exactly what I promised her I wouldn’t. I have to relax and stop overthinking things. Live in the moment, like I promised her.

      Gabe finishes his drink, and sets the glass on the table.

      “Another beer?” he asks.

      “Actually, I was going to suggest we go to a different bar.”

      “Music to my ears.”

      Abandoning the rest of my beer, I stand. Gabe stands, and takes my hand. As we walk to the door, I look over at Sophie. She gives me the thumbs up and laughs. I give her the finger.

      Back in Gabe’s truck, I say, “I feel like we’re playing musical chairs tonight.”

      “Maybe next time we should stay in.”

      I push the thought of a next time out of my head. Sophie would be proud.

      “Who was that guy at the first restaurant anyway?”

      “Marshall. He owns Hell in a Needle. And is an asshole.”

      “So he’s a business rival.”

      “One who doesn’t keep things professional. I didn’t want him to cause a scene.”

      We drive in silence while I contemplate the concept of someone causing a scene. The idea is foreign to me and I can’t imagine my father ever being in the situation where someone he knows might make trouble.

      “I know a place just around the corner, it’s even got a pool table. Have you ever played pool?”

      I stifle my smile and decide not to tell Gabe that I grew up with one in our game room. Sophie and I spent half our childhood playing, and still play almost every weekend.

      “No, never. But it sounds fun.”
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      The bar is almost empty. I don’t care, I’m just glad to get out of that other place. One Hutchinson is all I can take, and that’s only because it’s Eloise. When Eloise said her sister was there, I nearly walked away and went home. All I could think of was my father, drunk, ranting about how he wanted them all to die. But the memory of the way Eloise responded to my touch forced its way to the front of my mind and made me stay.

      I order a Coke for me, Diet Coke for Eloise.

      “No beer?” she asks.

      “We’re both going to want to be sober tonight,” I say and wink.

      Holding the drinks in one hand, I hook my other arm around Eloise and we weave through the tables to get to the pool table.

      It might be my imagination, but she finally seems to be relaxing. I only hope she’s having as much fun as I am.

      The fact that she clams up any time I mention a next time hasn’t been lost on me. I trust any hang-ups she has about me will be forgotten after I get off her clothes. And I trust I’ll forget my hang-ups about the Hutchinsons after I make her quiver and moan.

      I’m not even sure why I need there to be a next time so badly. Half my brain is telling me to fuck her and walk away. The other half is jumping up and down the way I did in grade school. I was determined to make her mine then, and feel the same way now. As long as I can suppress the part of me that is warning me off getting involved with a Hutchinson.

      The pool table is in a back room and separated from the rest of the bar by saloon doors. I can’t help picturing Eloise bent over it, her skirt flicked up and me pounding into her from behind.

      But I have to stick to the plan.

      I feed the coins into the table, releasing the balls. Eloise listens carefully as I explain the rules while I set up the table. When I finish setting up the balls, I glance up at her.

      Even though I’ve been with her all evening, she makes my breath stop. She’s beautiful.

      Her lips are parted, and I can’t help thinking about how soft they were when I kissed her earlier. I clear my throat and turn away from the table.

      “This is a cue.” I take a cue from the rack on the wall, and hold it out to her.

      Eloise takes it from me, and examines it clinically. I move behind her, and take her hands in mine. I slide her right hand toward the back of the cue, and lay the top of the cue on the base of her left thumb.

      “You rest it in the base of your thumb and slide it back and forth with your right hand.”

      With my body pressed up against hers, I lean her over the table and move the cue back and forth a few times, letting her get the feel of it.

      Not wanting away from her, I keep on moving the cue.

      “I think I get the picture,” she says.

      “Just making sure.”

      Eloise throws her head back in a silent laugh, exposing her long neck. My mouth is close, and I long to sink my teeth into it. My dick twitches and I step away before it turns into a full-on erection.

      “I’ll break,” I say.

      I blast the white ball down the table, and the colored balls scatter and bounce over the green felt.

      “Your turn. Aim at any ball you want.”

      “I think I need your help.”

      Willing my dick to behave, I position myself behind her. I hold her hand again, showing her how to guide the cue.

      “Got it?” I ask.

      “I’m not sure, maybe a few more.”

      Fuck. Having her this close to me is impossible. No man can resist this kind of temptation.

      “Ready to take your shot? It doesn’t matter if you miss.”

      “I think I’m ready. Which ball do I aim at?”

      “Any of them except the black, but this yellow solid looks like the easiest shot.”

      Eloise looks at me, fighting a grin. Her eyes twinkle and I can’t figure out what’s up with her.

      She sets her hand on the table and takes aim. With confidence, she snaps her arm back, and hits the white ball with her cue. The ball smacks into the yellow ball, which rolls down the table and into the corner pocket.

      “You sure hit that ball with force for someone who’s never played before.” She’s obviously played before.

      “Must be my teacher. What I do now, do I keep going?”

      “The table’s yours.”

      “Can you show me how to hold the cue again?”

      “Are you sure you need my help?”

      Eloise steps closer to me, and rests her hand on my chest. She looks straight into my eyes, and says, “I definitely need your help. That’s why I’m here, remember?”

      “I haven’t forgotten.”

      She turns, and holds the cue out in front of her. I position myself behind her, leaving a gap so she doesn’t notice my hard cock.

      “Like this, nice and smooth.”

      “Nice and smooth,” she repeats, leaning her head back to mine, her hair catching in my stubble.

      Unable to see this ending the way I’d planned, I step away from her. I take a drink of my Coke, wishing I’d ordered some Jack to go with it.

      Eloise takes aim and sinks the blue ball in the side pocket. Without looking at me, she threads the white ball between two stripes and sinks the green ball.

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” I say, laughing.

      “Like I said, you’re a real good teacher.”

      “Why’d you do it to me, Eloise? What did I do to deserve this?” I’m joking, but I say it in a serious tone to be funny.

      Her brow furrows, and she stands straight, with a distant look in her eye. I wait for her to laugh, or respond, or anything, but she remains lost in thought.

      “I was just joking. I’m glad you know how to play, that makes things much more fun.”

      Falling back against the pool table, she says, “I just remembered something. You said that to me before. Exactly that. I’d totally forgotten.”

      “I did?” I ask, confused.

      “In seventh grade, right before you moved away. It’s all coming back to me now. You said it was all my fault that you had to move away. That everything was my fault.”

      “I don’t remember that.”

      But of course I remember it. I blamed Eloise for everything. She was my easiest target. The nearest Hutchinson to take out my anger on.

      “What was my fault?”

      “I don’t know. Who cares what I said when I was twelve. You probably splashed mud on my shoes or something.”

      Eloise quirks her eyebrow. “You cared about getting mud on your shoes?”

      I shrug. “I don’t know, maybe they were new.”

      “Why did you move away, anyway?”

      These are questions I don’t want to answer.

      “My parents split.” It’s half true, at least.

      “And you moved away because of that?”

      “We moved to Pittsburgh to be near my mother’s family. Any more questions before I start whooping your ass at this game?”

      To my relief, Eloise laughs, and says, “In your dreams.”

      She takes a tricky shot at the side pocket but hits one of my stripe balls first.

      “My turn,” I say, chalking my cue.

      I sink four stripes before missing a bank shot. We go back and forth, and are pretty evenly matched players. Amazing, considering I spent most of my teenage years in pool halls.

      In the end, Eloise wins the first game. We play three more, I win the next two and Eloise wins the last. The entire time we’re playing, we laugh and joke. She’s definitely loosened up from when I picked her up from her apartment.

      “That’s two each. Tiebreaker?” she asks.

      “Next time,” I say to see how she’ll react.

      She throws her head back chuckling, and says, “I’ll be prepared next time. You’ll be lucky to win one game.”

      Next time. That’s all I needed to hear. She’s mine, even before I bring her to her knees.

      I set my cue on the pool table and quickly move towards her. For the first time tonight, I don’t fight my desires.

      Planting my hands on the small of her back, I pull her tight against me.
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      This is the moment I’ve been waiting for all night. Gabe’s muscular arms are wrapped around my waist, his hard dick digging unapologetically into me.

      My heart pounds, waiting to leave this bar. Waiting for him to take me home and rip my clothes off and throw me on my bed.

      “Do you have any idea how hard it’s been watching you bent over that table all night? Your juicy ass stuck out, begging to be grabbed?” he growls into my ear.

      The butterflies from earlier return from wherever they’ve been hiding, and fill my chest with their flutters.

      “I wasn’t stopping you.”

      “You were teasing me.” His voice is raw with want.

      Gabe releases his hold on my waist. Bringing his hands to my face, he cups my cheeks. For a moment we simply gaze into each other’s eyes. The intensity of his stare blasts straight into my core. I forget to breathe.

      Still under his spell, I’m caught off guard when he slides his hands back, meshing his fingers into my hair. His action makes me gasp.

      Like an animal, he crushes his lips against mine. All the heat in the universe pools between my legs. My lips part and our tongues frantically attack each other.

      Without meaning to, I moan. He breaks our kiss. Gabe spins me and pushes me near the pool table.

      “I really appreciate your bare shoulders in this dress,” he says, kissing and nipping over them. “I love how they turn red whenever your cheeks do.”

      My hands clutch the bumper on the table. He sucks the fleshy base of my neck, which somehow connects straight to my pussy.

      Gabe runs his hand down my neck, over my back and the curve of my ass. His fingers reach the hem of my skirt and pull it up. He nudges my feet further apart and cups my mound.

      Grunting in approval, he says, “You soaked right through your panties.”

      I throw back my head and grind into his hand. This is crazy. We need to go back to my place. He runs his hand over my ass, and hooks his finger in the hem of my panties. I tense as he slides them down my thighs, all the way to my feet. He lifts my right foot, and tugs my panties over it.

      “What are you doing?” I ask, my voice breathy.

      “Making you feel good.”

      “We can’t. Not here.”

      “It’s fine. No one can see us,” he says, and pushes my chest onto the table.

      Before I can protest, his fingers move through my folds and find that same spot he had a hold of in his tattoo parlor. My knees buckle and my upper body flattens against the table as it holds me up.

      Forgetting where I am, I close my eyes and let the tingling fill me. He keeps rolling the spot behind my clit, just like he did before. Only this time it feels even better. Possibly because we both know where this is going, possibly because I’m not so freaked out. Even if I am laying face down on a pool table in the backroom of a bar.

      My arousal builds and I fight to silence my mind for wanting to stop doing this here in the bar.

      Wet trickles from my entrance and down my thighs. I could never stop him. Not when he’s making me feel like this.

      Still rolling his fingers, he lowers his body and kisses my ass cheeks. His teeth sink into my flesh, and my mind tries to protest that he’ll leave a mark. But it’s silenced by the pure, screaming lust that he’s creating.

      His kisses move lower, and he sucks my thighs. Gabe grunts when he tastes the wet on my legs. His breathing is heavy and the warm exhales from his nose coat my skin in tingles.

      He licks up the inside of my left thigh, his stubble rough on my soft skin. His tongue cleans the wet from my thigh. When he reaches the top of my leg, he runs his tongue over my lips and I think I actually might die right there on the table.

      The sensation is almost too intense to bear.

      My mind wanders ahead, to me on my back in my bed and him moving on top of me. Gabe dips his tongue into my entrance and I snap back to the present.

      Good fucking God I want more.

      I spread my legs wider and tilt my ass higher, trying to give him better access from his position.

      Gabe smacks it with his free hand, and grips it hard. I know I’ll have a handprint there tomorrow, along with the bite marks. And I don’t even care. I don’t even care that we’re not in a private home, the only type of place I’ve ever done anything like this. Or that I’m letting someone I’m not in a relationship with do this to me. All I care about is the way he’s making me feel.

      He still hasn’t stopped rolling his fingers when his tongue dips into me again. He takes it out, and licks around my entrance. His circles grow bigger, and before I know what’s happened, he licks my asshole.

      I gasp and flinch, my eyes shoot open. But the hand on my ass holds me steady. He grunts, and licks it again, prodding it harder this time.

      He pinches the fingers holding my clit extra hard, and the sudden tension his tongue created leaves my body. But he leaves his tongue where it is, dancing over my surprisingly sensitive asshole.

      Gabe lets go of my ass cheek, and drives his finger into my slick entrance. He keeps it shallow, and adds a second finger. He prods them against my sensitive front wall, while the fingers of his other hand roll on my clit and his tongue licks my asshole.

      My body screams from head to toe.

      I can’t hear or think about anything other than the way Gabe’s making my body feel.

      Every muscle I have tenses and coils like a spring.

      And then it happens.

      For the first time ever.

      Release hits me with the force of a ten-ton atomic bomb, and a tidal wave rockets out in all directions, with my pussy as the epicenter.

      My walls clamp tight on Gabe’s fingers. Every muscle I have pulsates. And, just like in my books, wave after wave washes over me.

      In pure, primal reflex, I scream at the top of my lungs.

      “What the fuck are you two doing?” a man’s voice roars.

      My eyes fly open. The bartender is standing red-faced at the opening to the pool table area.

      “Get the fuck out of my bar now!”

      The waves are still washing over me, and I find it impossible to move or care.

      Gabe takes his hands away and stands. He pulls me away from the table.

      “Easy, buddy, we’re just having some fun on a first date.”

      “Well first date your ass the hell out of my bar before I make you steam clean the felt.”

      My legs are useless pieces of spaghetti. Gabe half carries me away from the pool table.

      “The floor’s messier than the table,” Gabe says as we push pass the bartender.

      He bundles me out of the bar and through the parking lot. Opening the door of his truck, he lifts me into the passenger seat.

      “I need my dick in you, now. I’ve never needed my dick to be anywhere so bad in my life.”

      “My apartment?”

      “Hell no, that’s too far. I can’t wait that long.”

      Gabe shuts my door, and gets in the driver seat. He turns on the engine and pulls out of the parking lot.

      “Where are we going?”

      “You’ll see.” He pounds the steering wheel with the heel of his hand. “I’m so fucking pissed off.”

      “Why?” I ask, assuming it’s not at me.

      “Because that asswipe interrupted your first climax.”

      “I can’t believe you were actually able to do what you said you could.” Or that he did that where he did.

      He looks at me and grins from ear to ear. “You doubted me?”

      My body is still a tingling mess, and remnants of waves still push through my body. I feel euphoric.

      “Anyway,” he says, “I’m gonna make you feel that way again without the interruption.”

      “Now?”

      “Yes, now.”

      “I don’t see how you can.” Maybe in a week or so, not now.

      “Easy. With my big fucking cock. Trust me, Jewel, that was just a little something to whet your appetite.”
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      My heart slows, it was hammering against my ribs in rage at that stupid fucking bartender barging in on us like that. At least now I’m back on plan. I want to take my time with Eloise.

      I ease the truck out of the parking lot and head to nearby Genesee Valley Park, my planned destination all along.

      With my right hand, I feel for the folded comforter I crammed between the seats earlier. Satisfied it’s still there, I reach across and rest my hand on Eloise’s thigh. Sometimes I really hate bucket seats.

      “Are you doing okay?” I ask.

      It’s a big moment for her, I could tell by the way she screamed.

      “We left my panties in the bar,” she says, and giggles.

      “That’s okay, you don’t need them. But you seem to be leaving your panties in a lot of places these days.” She laughs.

      I pull the truck into the park and into a secluded spot I know.

      “Here?” she asks, her eyes wide.

      “I had this plan of telling you to look at the stars instead of worrying about leak marks in my ceiling, but I don’t think it matters now.” Not now that I know my touch was enough to make Eloise forget everything.

      She exhales hard, in a half laugh. “I can’t believe you did that.”

      I don’t know if she’s talking about the orgasm or it being in a bar, or maybe even me licking her ass. I bet no one’s ever gone near there before. All I know is the way her body responded to my touch.

      Desperate for more of her, I cut the engine and grab the condoms and comforter. I hop out into the quiet of the park, crickets the only sound. I’m around to her side in a flash.

      “Are you sure it’s okay here?” she says, as I open her door.

      Dropping the comforter at my feet, I yank her out of her seat and into my arms. The feel of her body against mine sends a shudder up my back.

      Eloise shifts her eyes around, obviously unsure of the idea of doing this here in the park. I clamp my mouth on hers to convince her.

      She whimpers and relaxes into my kiss. I run my hands over her curves. I love knowing she has no panties on, and I lift her skirt and rub her luscious ass.

      I untie the halter part of Eloise’s dress. With my lips still on hers, I hunch my back, creating space between us to let the front of the dress slip down. Her bra is strapless and silky, and I can’t resist running my hands over the sleek fabric. If I wasn’t such a hurry to get her clothes off, I’d stand back and stare at her a while.

      Undoing the clasps, I pull the bra away and drop it at our feet. I break the kiss to look at her tits.

      Even in the dim light of the moon and stars, I can see they’re perfect. A handful, exactly what I like best. Her nipples are hard, and I can’t resist brushing my fingers over them.

      I shift my eyes to her face. Eloise is studying me, my face, my arms, my body. My eyes catch hers, and she bites her bottom lip.

      Cupping the back of her head, I press my lips against hers in a soft kiss. She grips my biceps, sending a jolt through me.

      As fast as I can, I step back and pull my T-shirt over my head. Even in the darkness, I don’t miss the fact that Eloise closes her eyes and shakes her head in disbelief.

      “Everything good?” I ask.

      “You’re like a freaking statue carved out of marble. Can I touch you?” She reaches her hands out, hovering them over my pecs.

      I chuckle. “This isn’t a physiotherapy session, you don’t have to ask to touch me.”

      She smiles, and even though it’s dark, I’m sure she’s turned red. Our eyes connect, and I stroke her cheek with the backs of my fingers.

      Eloise takes a deep breath and brings her fingers to my pecs. There’s a slight tremble in them. I stand perfectly still as she moves them over my pecs and down to my abs.

      Her fingers trace the ridges of my muscles. My dick gets harder and harder from the feel of her delicate fingers. I need to undo my jeans and free it, but leave it in its agony because I don’t want to interrupt her touch.

      She slides her hands back up to my pecs. Her fingers move near my nipples, and she stops.

      “Can I touch them?” she asks, her voice quiet and breathy.

      “You can touch me any way you damn well please.”

      To my surprise, she lunges her face at my chest. Her tongue connects with my nipple piercing, flicking them, first one side than the other.

      “Fuck,” I moan.

      My back contracts in a massive shudder, and my dick grows so hard that I have to reach down and undo my jeans.

      Her right hand immediately slides down my abs and finds the waistband of my underwear. She tickles the tip of my cock, causing me to throw back my head.

      I’d expected to do things to her to make her come. I hadn’t anticipated her touching me like this.

      Eloise licks down the line of the center of my muscles, over my belly button and down to my waistband, dropping to her knees in the process.

      She grabs hold of my jeans and underwear at my hips and pulls. My cock springs free, nearly hitting her in the face. She gets my jeans to my knees before giving up and grabbing onto my dick with both hands.

      Holding it steady, she moves one hand to my balls and licks up my shaft. Her mouth opens wide and clamps over the head of my cock, her mouth soft, warm and wet.

      Heat races through my veins, and I fall back against the open truck door.

      She swirls her tongue around my head as she sucks, and my body feels like it might combust.

      I may have made her feel the best she’s ever felt in the bar, but she’s doing the same to me here, now.

      Letting the truck door take all my weight, I close my eyes and enjoy what she’s doing to me.

      My balls draw up to my body. I grip her head and pull her off me.

      “Careful,” I say. “I need to be inside you.”

      After kicking my jeans the rest of the way off, I snap open the comforter. It’s close to the truck, but whatever.

      Eloise takes her dress all the way off and stands completely naked in front of me. I curse myself for my idea of outdoor sex, and wish we were somewhere with lights so I could see her clearly.

      I place my hands on her waist and draw her into me. Our naked bodies press together, fire burning where they touch.

      Sliding my hand up her back, I lace my fingers into her hair and tilt her head back. My mouth crushes against hers like I haven’t eaten in years. She’s the most delicious thing I’ve ever tasted.

      I scoop her up, and she gasps as I lay her on the comforter.

      Kneeling, I take my time kissing and stroking her body from her toes up. When I get near the top of her thighs, Eloise spreads her legs but I ignore the temptation and continue up the soft curves of her body.

      When I reach her head, I position myself over her. I prop myself on my elbows, and nestle between her legs.

      I can’t resist grinding my cock against her wet lips.

      “Gabe,” she whispers, “This doesn’t feel right.”

      Her words punch me in the gut.
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      I choke back the bile in my throat. Everything was going so perfectly. Better than perfect.

      Smoothing back the hair from her forehead, I say, “What’s wrong, baby? What doesn’t feel right?”

      “I don’t know what it is. Something feels weird.”

      “Weird as in bad?”

      “No, I don’t think so. I think I’m just anxious.”

      “It’s not good to be anxious. Remember what I said about looking at the stars? Look up,” I say, and roll onto my back, beside her.

      Eloise turns her head, our noses inches apart.

      “My body feels incredible right now,” she says, and leaves her lips parted.

      “So does mine. You do something crazy to it.”

      “I wish you wouldn’t stop.”

      “You sure?”

      Eloise rolls onto her side, and rests her hand on my chest. She twiddles one of my nipple piercings, sending all the blood back to my dick.

      Propping myself onto my side, I skim my free hand down her curves. When I reach her mound, I push two of my fingers through her wet folds and into her entrance.

      I scissor them as I pump them in and out of her. She starts wiggling and moaning, and drenches my hand with her juices. My cock is fully erect, but I’m enjoying doing this to her too much to stop.

      She bends her knees and spreads her legs even wider. She starts lifting her ass off the ground, forcing my fingers deeper into her.

      My dick screams at me to get in her. The temptation to put it in her without a condom, and feel her wet walls against my skin, is overwhelming. With any other girl I wouldn’t give a fuck and do it anyway, but not Eloise.

      I fly onto my knees and rummage around to find where the condoms had landed when I dropped them. It doesn’t take long to find them, and tear open one and roll it down my shaft.

      Climbing between her spread legs, I lean down and kiss her.

      “Ready?” I ask, my voice low.

      “Yes,” she says, her voice barely audible.

      Pressing my lips against hers, I give her a quick kiss but she’s far too excited to reciprocate.

      I reach down and spread her lips while I press the tip of my cock into her. An intense pulse of heat hits me, and races up my back. I have to brace myself with my arms.

      Steadied, I push the rest of the way into her. I move slowly, letting her adjust to my size. Eloise whimpers.

      I thought my cock felt the best it could ever possibly feel when it was in her mouth, but this is a fuck-ton better. This is beyond my dick feeling good, this is every atom in my body drunk and high and winning the lottery, all at the same time.

      Once again I have to brace myself from the intensity.

      And then I start moving.

      Fuck me.

      No matter how good it feels, I’m determined to make this last. I don’t want this feeling to end. This is one time I can’t imagine the orgasm being the best part of the sex.

      Eloise is wiggling away underneath me, and I slow the pace, determined to make her feel even a tenth as good as I’m feeling.

      We continue moving, and she writhes around while I pump into her.

      She drives her hips up and lets out a long whimper. Her walls spasm and clamp onto my dick. She’s coming.

      The knowledge rips through me, and my cock explodes. Shudders rocket up my back and down my legs. My insides tingle with fury.

      “Fuck,” I grunt, my voice so high in pitch it doesn’t sound like me.

      Gulping for breath, I look down at Eloise, and realize she’s crying.

      “Jewel?”

      Eloise doesn’t say anything, but seems to cry harder. My heart hammers against my ribcage. I’ve never made a woman cry before.

      I pull out, tossing the condom, untied, on the grass.

      Stroking her hair, I lie alongside her and ask, “What’s wrong?”

      She doesn’t reply, but she lifts her hand and wipes the tears from her cheeks.

      “Hey, is everything okay? Did I hurt you?”

      I run my hand over her curves, and gently kiss the tears in each of her eyes.

      Her body heaves with the tears, and until she tells me what’s going on, all I can do is hold her. I hold her as tight as I can. There’s no way she doesn’t feel my heart pounding.

      “I’m sorry,” she finally says through her sobs. “You must think I’m pathetic.”

      “No, baby, what’s going on? I’m worried about you, is all.”

      “It just feels so good, I didn’t expect it to feel so amazing. It’s unreal.”

      A huge wave of relief washes over me, and I kiss her cheek. I hadn’t really thought about how she’d react. It must be hard to have your first orgasm at twenty-seven, when you learn what you’ve been missing out on for years.

      I sit up and lay her across my lap, cradling her in my arms. She carries on sobbing against my chest.

      Gathering herself together after a few minutes, Eloise sits up straighter and wipes her eyes.

      “This is silly. I shouldn’t be crying over meaningless sex.”

      Her words hit me like a kick in the teeth. My gut churns. I’ve just had the best sex of my life, we’re not even dressed yet, and she’s calling it meaningless.

      “Baby, trust me, meaningless sex doesn’t feel the way that did.”

      “But this was just a hook-up. It doesn’t mean anything.”

      “You know what doesn’t mean anything? Every time you’ve ever had sex until now. And every guy you ever had sex with.”

      Eloise falls silent. I cup the back of her head and bring her face close to mine. My eyes search hers for a moment, before I press my forehand against hers.

      “It was so easy to make you orgasm. Both here and at the bar.”

      “The bar was good, but this felt different.”

      “It felt different for me too. I’ll be honest with you, baby, I’ve never felt that good before either.”

      Another tear escapes her eye, and Eloise raises her hand to wipe it away.

      I hold her tight, and we sit in silence for I don’t know how long. I’d happily sit with her like this all night long.

      Eloise eventually breaks the silence, and in a soft voice says, “I should get home.”

      I want to yell and scream and smash my truck windows at the thought of letting go of her, but I bring myself to say, “Sure, baby. Anything you want.”

      She grabs her dress from the ground and pulls it on. She hasn’t bothered with her bra. She must be in a hurry.

      I ball up the comforter and drop it in the bed of my truck. Eloise gets in the truck and puts her shoes on.

      “Thank you for tonight,” she says.

      “Any time.”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Know what?”

      “About the any time. I’m still getting used to the idea of regular meaningless sex.”

      Meaningless. That word again.

      Pissed off, I step into my underwear and jeans, pull them up, and slip on my shoes. I can’t be bothered to put my T-shirt back on.

      When I get in the truck, Eloise says, “Aren’t you going to put your shirt back on?”

      “No,” I say and turn on the truck.

      We drive in silence for fifteen minutes, the air heavy between us. The longer I think about it, the more I realize this will be fine. She won’t be able to resist feeling like that again. Things between us are good, she just has to realize that.

      When I turn onto her street, I say, “Any time you want me to make you feel like that, give me a call.”

      “I don’t know, I have to sort things out in my head.”

      “What’s there to sort out?”

      “The idea of ongoing sex with you. I guess I thought it would be one time, and that you’d fail, just like every other man I’ve ever slept with.”

      I interrupt and say, “I’m not every other man.”

      “I know, that’s the problem.”

      “What’s the problem?” I ask, as I pull up in front of her building.

      “You’re not exactly the kind of guy I can bring home to my mom and dad.”

      “No, I’m the guy who’ll make your toes curl every time.”

      “But I’ve never had a purely sexual relationship before. I’m not sure I can do it.”

      “Jewel, this isn’t just sex. You felt it, and I felt it. There’s no point in fighting it.” As the words are leaving my mouth, my mind is reeling at the mention of her parents.

      “I have to go,” she says, and she jumps out of the car. She runs to her door so fast all I can do is watch her.
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      My legs are still trembling and wobbly from the way Gabe made me feel, but I force myself to my door as fast as I can. I don’t want him to follow me. I don’t want him to walk me to my door. And I can’t handle a kiss good night.

      I can’t believe I cried like that, it’s embarrassing.

      The key clicks in my door, I fling it open and flick on my lights.

      When I step inside, the first thing I see is the rose Gabe brought me. The sight of it makes me break down in tears again.

      I hate that I’m crying like this, especially because I don’t understand why I’m crying.

      Flicking off the lights, I fumble to my bedroom, shedding my dress as I walk. I don’t bother taking off my makeup, and collapse on my bed.

      Ripples of the last orgasm are still pulsing through me, and I close my eyes, embracing them. I had no idea anything could possibly feel so good.

      Gabe did what he promised he would, he blew my mind.

      Now what?

      Do I let him do it again? Can I have a purely sexual arrangement with a man? I’m not sure how they even work.

      The dinner and pool playing was fun, but that seems like a normal relationship.

      Gabe thinks he felt something more between us, but I’m sure it was only because it was my first time having an orgasm. It was such a big, monumental and, yes, mind-blowing moment in my life that of course I was emotional.

      I flip over, and pull the comforter up to my chin.

      My mother loved Chet. He was a clean-cut, all-American boy who played football in college and got a good job in the executive trainee program at Kodak.

      She would have a heart attack if I brought Gabe home for dinner. And my father, no doubt, would lecture me about the time he had a rebellious phase.

      I was always too scared to try anything in college for fear of my parents’ disapproval. Even when all my college friends were going over the border to Canada for the weekends to take advantage of the younger drinking age, I’d make excuses and stay home.

      They’re the most wonderful, loving and supportive parents anyone could ever ask for. I definitely lucked out in the parents department. Because of their love, I’ve always trusted and respected their guidance in life. I’ve definitely walked the straight and narrow path of sensibleness.

      I can only hope to find a husband as wonderful as my father. Maybe I should start hanging around Sophie and find myself a doctor.

      Just thinking about the idea of another man makes my body scream at me. It wants Gabe.

      I flip onto my belly, pull the pillow over my head. I try not to think about how much fun we had tonight, even before he touched me.

      My mind spins until eventually I fall asleep.

      In the morning, gentle waves are still washing through me. Gabe’s magic touch is still with me.

      I can’t imagine not ever feeling this way again.

      The alarm on my phone goes off and I groan. It’s time to get ready for work. Somehow I think this is going to be a long day. And tomorrow is probably going to be the longest Friday ever.

      “Hey, Marcy,” I say, as I arrive at work.

      “Eloise, you’re glowing this morning. Why?”

      My cheeks burn. I hate that I turn red so easily.

      “Dunno, maybe it’s the new moisturizer I bought.”

      She looks at me suspiciously but I ignore her and make my way to my room. I put my backpack in the cupboard and prepare the room for the day.

      There’s a tap at the door, and my mother pokes her head in.

      “Good morning, sweetie. How are you today?” she asks.

      I smile, my lips a tight line as I fight turning red.

      “Good, Mom. How are you?”

      “You know, same as always but today’s going to be a great day.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Because it’s my wedding anniversary, sweetie!”

      “Of course it is! This weekend is Memorial Day. I can’t believe it slipped my mind.” They have the easiest anniversary to remember because it’s always just before Memorial Day, and somehow I forgot. Because my mind is too full of Gabe.

      She laughs and says, “As long as your father doesn’t forget.”

      “There is no chance of that happening,” I say, knowing my father would never forget.

      “I’m going to make a special dinner this Saturday, I hope you can make it.”

      “Of course, Mom. There’s still no man in my life.”

      “You will meet a nice boy, don’t you worry. One who’s even better than Chet was. Maybe you can find yourself a nice surgeon.”

      I smile and nod, my lips an even tighter line than before. Of course she’d bring up Chet. And surgeon now? Before it was always simply a doctor.

      “I have to get ready for my first appointment,” I say holding up a blue file folder.

      “Talk to you later,” she says, and closes the door.

      I drape myself over the desk. What do I do? My body craves Gabe, but a relationship with him would be impossible. Maybe I should do like my mother says, and focus my energy on finding a nice guy who’s husband material. Before I even finish the thought, the feel of Gabe’s arms around me as he held me when I cried takes over.

      He was so concerned about me, and surprisingly caring. Chet never held me like that.

      And I made Gabe rush me home. My chest grows heavy with guilt. I pick up my phone and type out a text to him.

      Sorry for the way last night ended. I was overwhelmed.

      I hit send before I can second guess myself.

      My first patient arrives. It’s a man who snapped his Achilles tendon playing racquetball, and he just got the all-clear from his surgeon to start physiotherapy.

      He smells like cheese, and winces and whimpers far too much. The thirty-minute appointment can’t go fast enough.

      The second he’s out the door, I pick up my phone.

      Nothing.

      I don’t know what I expected. Perhaps I thought Gabe would send me a text saying how everything was okay, and that I wasn’t rude.

      I’m not sure why I care so much anyway. Maybe it’s cleaner if things end this way. Except it has only been thirty minutes. For all I know, he’s still in bed, asleep.

      I see two more patients, a painful hip impingement and a sore neck. I barely notice what the women look like, and don’t think I’ll recognize their faces when I see them again. My mind is stuck on Gabe.

      Before sore neck has even shut the door behind her, I pick up my phone. Still nothing from him. I type out a message.

      It would be nice to see you again.

      As soon as I hit send, I realize that’s open to interpretation. Though I’m not sure how I even interpret it. I quickly type out another text and send it before I drive myself crazy with overthinking everything.

      …for meaningless sex.

      Marcy hasn’t given me the files for the rest of my appointments. Sometimes she really annoys me. It’s funny how she perfectly organizes everyone else in this practice except me. I’m sure she does it on purpose. I don’t know what her problem is.

      I march into the reception area, determined to give her a piece of my mind.

      As I round the corner, I freeze. Gabe is sitting in the waiting area, holding his phone. His eyes flick between me and the screen, smirking.

      Naturally I turn the color of a fire engine.

      “Your next appointment has arrived,” Marcy says from behind her desk.

      I force myself to drag my eyes from Gabe, and look at her. She passes me the files, although she’s staring at Gabe.

      Narrowing my eyes, I say, “You need to give me the files in the morning.”

      “I wasn’t sure your ten o’clock was coming back today, since he was here yesterday.”

      “Oh, okay, I guess.”

      She mouths, “I think he came back to see me.”

      I ignore her, and turn to find Gabe. He’s already halfway down the hall to my room. I hurry after him.

      When I reach him, he winks, and says, “Got your text.”
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      “What are you doing here?” Eloise hisses as she shuts the door. Her hair is tied back tighter than ever.

      “Nice to see you too.”

      “You were just here yesterday. You don’t need another appointment yet.”

      Ignoring her, I ask, “How are you doing after last night?”

      “I thought you said you got my text.”

      I close the distance between us and say, “You want meaningless sex.”

      She burns brighter than the sun. Fuck, I love turning her red. It pisses me off that she’s fighting against me, but I’m sure she’s mine.

      “Maybe,” she says, her voice quiet.

      Taking hold of the end of her ponytail, I wrap it around my hand, around and around until the elastic touches my skin. I tilt her head back. My eyes bore to hers, but she doesn’t look away nor does she push me away.

      Her tits rise and fall with her heavy breath.

      I grip her hair tightly, and crush my mouth against hers. Whimpering, she submits to my kiss. My dick hardens and strains against my jeans.

      Breaking the kiss, I put my lips to her ear and growl, “I’ll show you what meaningless sex feels like.”

      With my free hand, I run my hand over her hip and tickle her lips through her pants.

      “We can’t, I’m at work.”

      “So what? I have you for thirty minutes.” I clamp my mouth back on hers and grab her ass, grinding my hard cock against her.

      Her jaw relaxes, and our tongues reach the back of each other’s throats.

      She fights my grip on her hair, and turns her head to break the kiss.

      “Not here, the door doesn’t even lock.”

      “So fucking what? When has anyone ever interrupted one of your sessions?”

      “Never,” she says, and chews on her bottom lip.

      I move to the physio bed, gently pulling her with me by the ponytail wrapped around my hand. We stand at the narrow end of the bed, and I ram my hand between her pants and her skin.

      Even before they reach her entrance, my fingers are coated in wet. I let go of her ponytail, undo her pants and push them down.

      Eloise gasps as I spin her and bend her over the bed.

      “This is crazy,” she says, and I smack her lush ass.

      I push through her folds, and dip my fingers into her entrance. She’s drenched, but I pump them a few times anyway. I don’t know if she expects the same treatment I gave her over the pool table or not, but that’s not what she’s getting.

      After wiping my hand on my jeans, I take the condom from my back pocket. My dick has popped the button on my jeans, so I quickly unzip them, and shove them down.

      With my teeth, I tear open the package and roll the condom down my shaft.

      “Why am I letting you do this?” Eloise mutters, obviously speaking to herself and not me, but she makes no movement to get away from me and she grinds herself against my body.

      I ignore her, and drive my cock into her pussy. The feel of her walls wrapped tight around me sends a massive shudder up my back. Fuck, she feels good. Like my dick is where it belongs.

      But this is about showing her meaningless sex.

      Gripping her hips, I pound into her pussy as hard and fast as I can. My movement shunts the bed across the floor. Before long the end is banging up against the wall, the window just above it.

      Eloise’s knuckles are white from holding the edges of the bed. I reach my hand around her hips, and I fumble for her clit.

      When I find it, I pinch it between my fingers, the way she likes so much. A moan erupts from deep within her. Her body starts wiggling, and I know she’s close, so I let go.

      I stand tall and look down, watching my shaft pound into her. The sight makes my balls draw tight against me. It’s impossible for me to fuck her in a meaningless way. I pause for a second, and look up. Eloise is biting her arm.

      My dick throbs, and I start moving again. Almost immediately, she lets out a cry, which is muffled by her arm, and her walls go crazy on my cock.

      It’s so easy for me to make her come.

      Tingles burst from my balls, and my dick explodes into the condom. I really want to feel her bare.

      “Oh my God!” a woman’s voice barks.

      Eloise and I turn our heads. The receptionist, Marcy, is standing at the door, her hands over her mouth.

      Covering my dick with my hand, I bolt to the door and try to push her out of it, but she steps deeper into the room. I shut the door.

      “Marcy, leave,” Eloise says, her voice quivering and her body still bent over the bed.

      I step between the two of them, to shield Eloise’s exposed ass from Marcy.

      “What are you doing in here?” Marcy asks.

      “I think you saw,” I say.

      “What are you doing in here? Please leave,” Eloise says.

      “I heard banging, I wanted to make sure you were okay.”

      “She’s better than okay. Now why don’t you do what she asks, and leave,” I say, my eyes narrowed at Marcy.

      “Do you want me to leave, Eloise?” Marcy asks.

      “Yes, I want you to leave. Of course I want you to leave,” Eloise says.

      “Your parents are going to freak,” Marcy says.

      “Why? How will they know if you don’t tell them?” I say, my voice a growl.

      “Just get the hell out of here,” Eloise snaps.

      I use my body to herd Marcy to the door. She doesn’t resist, and when I open the door, she moves through it and I shut the door behind her.

      “I can’t believe that just happened,” Eloise says, standing and pulling up her pants. When they’re up, she leans against the bed. I bet she’s still coming.

      “Oh well, she’ll get over it,” I say, tying off the condom and dropping it in her trashcan.

      “As long as she doesn’t tell my parents. She’s going to hold this over my head forever. Why do I let you do these things to me? First in a bar, then in a public park? Now my work, which my parents own? Why?” her voice raises as she speaks.

      “Because I make you feel good, that’s why.”

      “No, that isn’t a good enough reason.”

      Pulling her away from the bed, I take her in my arms and kiss her tenderly. Her body tenses and relaxes under my touch.

      Eloise pulls her head away, and says, “What am I going to do if she tells my parents?”

      “It doesn’t matter. It’s not like they’re going to fire you.”

      “I know, but—”

      “But what?” I interrupt. “You don’t want them to know about me?”

      “No, I don’t want them to know I have casual sex in their medical practice while I’m supposed to be working.” Her face burns red.

      “Is that what this is now, casual? Is that better or worse than meaningless?”

      She shifts her eyes to the floor, contemplating the question.

      “I guess they’re the same thing,” she says, and sighs.

      Ice courses through my veins. She’s cold, and hasn’t realized the situation yet.

      “Right. I’m glad you enjoy the meaningless orgasms I give you, for the first time in your life. Let me know when you want another one.” Without waiting for response, I rush out of the room, slamming the door behind me.
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      I watch helplessly as Gabe leaves my physio room. My heart is beating a million miles an hour.

      As I collapse into the desk chair, I glance at the clock. He was only here for fifteen minutes. At least I have another fifteen minutes to try to compose myself before my next patient arrives.

      My walls are still spasming. How was he able to do that to me so easily?

      Gabe walked in here and filled the room with his presence. There was nothing I could do to resist him.

      Being totally honest with myself, I didn’t want to resist him. I wanted him to take control of my body. Even before he touches me, my chest fills with butterflies, and my walls flood with want.

      “I can’t believe you,” Marcy says, as she bursts through the door.

      I throw back my head. I can’t deal with her right now. I’m trying to figure out what just happened with Gabe. Why did he leave like that?

      “I can’t do this now,” I say.

      “Well too bad. This needs to be discussed.”

      “You’re not my boss, Marcy.”

      “Who said anything about being your boss? I saw him first. He was mine.”

      I pause, trying to comprehend her words. She thinks she had a chance with him?

      “No, he wasn’t,” I say, my mind wandering back to being in his tattoo parlor chair.

      “Of course I did. He came to reception first, didn’t he? We flirted, and I know he wanted me. Besides, he’s not your type at all. You’re a goodie goodie.”

      Willing her away, I say, “I knew him before he came here. He only came here to see me.”

      Marcy closes her mouth and breathes heavily through her nose. I close my eyes and think of Gabe, and the ways he’s made me feel over the past day.

      “Do your parents know about him?” she snaps.

      “No,” I say on reflex, my mind still on Gabe.

      “I guess you owe me.”

      “What?”

      “For my silence.”

      “You mean you can’t just be a decent human being about this?”

      She shrugs, and backs out of the door.

      For the second time this morning, I drape myself over my desk. I get the feeling she’s not going to drop this. I should’ve known from the start that Gabe was a bad idea.

      But I had so much fun with him last night. I can’t deny that. And I don’t think I can deny myself my feelings for him any longer.

      The rest of the morning is painful. At least my patients are all straightforward, and I don’t have to think about what I’m doing. During lunch, I don’t bother eating and hide in my room, avoiding Marcy.

      And thinking about Gabe.

      All I can do is think about Gabe.

      At one o’clock sharp, there’s a light tap on my door, and without opening it, Marcy says, “Your next patient is here.”

      “Thanks. Can you send all my patients to my door when they get here?”

      At least that way, I won’t run into her or my parents in the hallway.

      “Sure, I’ll do you another favor today.”

      As if keeping her mouth shut is a favor.

      The afternoon is long and drawn out, but at least it gives me time to think.

      Gabe’s right, there’s nothing meaningless about the way he makes me feel. Part of me wants to send a text and tell him right away, but that doesn’t seem like enough.

      My last patient of the day is a man who sprained his wrist sliding into first base at his softball game. He’s well over six feet tall, and is just as wide. I decide to use him as a shield.

      When the session is finished, I grab my backpack and walk out with him. As we pass reception, I walk on the far side of him. I run ahead of him when we reach the entrance hall, and I manage to make it out of the building without Marcy seeing me.

      I fall into my car, grateful for not running into either of my parents.

      Pushing the button to start the car, I put it into gear and turn left out of the parking lot. There’s a red light, and I stop. It turns green but the next light turns red, and I stop again. It happens three more times. I’m hitting every red light between the medical center and my apartment.

      When the light goes green, I swing the car in a massive U-turn and head to Gabe’s. I get all the way to the tattoo parlor without hitting a single red light.

      The same parking spot in front of the door is open, and I pull my car into it. My heart is racing faster than it was the first time I came here.

      Gabe doesn’t work Thursdays, but I don’t know where the entrance to his upstairs apartment is. I don’t even know if he’s home.

      I get out of the car, and half open the door to the tattoo parlor, intending to ask how to find him. But there are five or six big, burly, tattoo-covered guys standing by the counter, and I chicken out.

      My feet move fast, and carry me across the front of the building, and down along the side. It’s a solid brick wall, but I keep moving. When I reach the end of it, I skip sideways to avoid a puddle and turn the corner.

      Gabe’s truck is parked beside a motorcycle. A solid brown door is at the far corner of the building. A solid black door is beside it.

      There’s no sign or number to indicate what door might be what.

      I push the doorbell beside the brown door, but don’t hear anything.

      I push the doorbell beside the black door, but don’t hear anything.

      I try pounding on both of them.

      The brown door swings open, and my heart stops.

      Gabe fills the doorframe, wearing only his boxers. His legs are also covered in tattoos, something I couldn’t see in the dark last night. His nipple piercings shine in the bright sunlight.

      My breath is fast as I survey the man I want.

      “Come for more meaningless sex already?” he asks, his voice flat.

      Shaking my head, I say, “There’s nothing meaningless about it, we both felt it. I’m done fighting.”

      A closed-mouth smile springs across his face. He places his hand on my shoulder, and lightly runs his fingers down my arm. My skin prickles everywhere he touches me.

      When he reaches my hand, he grabs hold of it and pulls me into his apartment. I follow him down a narrow hallway and up a flight of stairs. He still hasn’t said anything else, and I’m filled with butterflies.

      His living room is large, but sparsely furnished, with a futon couch, a black La-Z-Boy and a coffee table with a few empty beer cans on it. A massive television hangs on the wall, with several types of video game consoles lined up underneath it. A few free weights are in the corner.

      “Nice bachelor pad,” I say.

      “What were you expecting?”

      “This is exactly what I was expecting. Well, maybe I was expecting you to be wearing clothes.”

      “I had a shower.”

      I bite my bottom lip, suddenly feeling awkward and self-conscious.

      The feelings vanish when Gabe wraps his arms around me.

      In a low voice, he says, “You’ll be glad you stopped fighting yourself.”

      “And you?”

      “I’m fucking ecstatic. We belong together, Jewel, I just needed you to see that.”

      He pulls me onto the futon, and I collapse onto his lap. I’m in the comfort of his arms, and the butterflies vanish.

      “You’re mine. You realize that, right?” Gabe says, and nips my neck.

      I don’t even bother trying to fight the massive grin on my face.

      “I do, and you’re all mine,” I say.

      “Absofuckinglutely. I think I’ve been yours for as long as I can remember.”

      “You think? How you did you go from the little boy who sat behind me, to a man looking the way you do, anyway?” I drag my finger over the ridges of his abs as I speak.
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      Eloise fills my arms perfectly. All the tension in my body vanishes, and I sink into the couch.

      It’s like this is the moment I’ve been waiting for twenty years.

      “I grew up,” I say, answering her question.

      She laughs, it’s the sweetest sound I’ve ever heard in my apartment. Her body jiggles on my lap. My dick twitches, but I ignore it.

      I could fuck Eloise all day and night, but right now I want to enjoy this moment.

      The moment she said she’s mine.

      “That’s not an answer,” she says, starting to giggle. She playfully pushes against my chest.

      “What you want to know?”

      “Everything.”

      It’s probably fair enough, but I can’t ruin this moment by telling her everything.

      “Fine, you ask a question, I’ll answer it.” I press my lips against hers, and cup the back of her head. She whimpers, and I pull away before I end up fucking her.

      “Start with the last time I saw you. Why did you move away? You said your parents split, but why was your sister crying all the time in my sister’s class, saying your mom was sick?”

      I suddenly feel heavy again, but I’m going to have to tell her. Once she knows, the past can go back where it belongs, in the past.

      “In seventh grade, my mom got cancer. My father was a trucker, so it was hard. Real hard. Neither of them dealt with it very well. We ended up moving to Pittsburgh to live with my mother’s sister.”

      Eloise smoothes my hair, she’s frowning and her eyes are watery. She doesn’t say anything, and I continue.

      “After my mom died, we barely saw my father anymore. My aunt always said he was working on a long run, but my sister and I both knew he was drinking somewhere. Anywhere and everywhere. My father dealt with the grief by drowning himself in booze. So my aunt ended up being the adult responsible for raising us.”

      A tear escapes Eloise’s eye, and weaves a crooked path down her cheek.

      I wipe the tear away with my thumb. Pulling her head to mine, I nuzzle against her. “You poor little things. How did you cope?”

      These are things I never talk about, and my throat is tight.

      “I drew a lot. And started getting in lots of fights. By the time I started high school, I had a reputation and no one messed with me. At least no one my own age. So I started hanging with the older kids. A group of them let me in with them, and I started hanging with them.”

      “I’m going to assume they weren’t the nerdy kids.”

      I laugh through my nose, and say, “Not exactly.”

      Frowning, she asks, “What was your aunt like?”

      “She’s a nice lady.”

      “Do you still see her?”

      It’s the inquisition. Why did I ever say I’d answer all her questions? I should’ve given her three questions, max.

      “I go down for Thanksgiving and sometimes Christmas. My sister’s still in Pittsburgh. She’s married with a couple of kids, so I visit them.”

      Eloise tilts her head, her cheeks twitching and a half smile. “That’s nice of you.”

      “What? You think I don’t want a relationship with my family?”

      “Do you ever see your dad?”

      “No. And if I did, I’d beat the shit out of him.”

      Her eyebrows knit together, and her face freezes.

      “I wouldn’t really hit him. I’d just really like to, for abandoning us when we’d already lost one parent.”

      She smiles again, the softness returning to her face. I kiss her, and Eloise shifts her body so that she’s straddling my lap. In this position, I’m not sure how long I’ll be able to keep my dick under control.

      It hardens against her, and I grind it into her.

      Eloise pulls away laughing, and says, “Not yet, you still haven’t told me about all these pictures on your body.”

      She swings her leg over mine, and sits beside me. She angles herself toward me, and traces the pattern of roses on my chest.

      “Roses were my mom’s favorite,” I volunteer.

      She runs her fingertips lower, and asks, “Did she like skulls too?”

      “No, the skulls are all me.”

      “And the rest of the stuff, is that you?”

      “Mostly.”

      “I’ve spent a lot of time looking at the ones on your back, but I haven’t had much chance to see your front.” She shifts her eyes down. “And I didn’t see your legs until now. Why so many?”

      “The stuff on my thighs was me practicing when I was first learning.”

      “Get out.”

      “How else could I learn? Would you want to be my guinea pig?”

      “No, but that’s because I don’t want any tattoos.”

      Fuck, I’d love to decorate her. Her skin is as smooth and clear as porcelain, begging to be drawn on. I’d color her in lilies and lilacs.

      “Not even one little one?”

      Eloise laughs, and says, “No. not even one little itty bitty tiny one.”

      “Not a little daisy on your hip?”

      “Nope.”

      We both laugh.

      “Any more questions before I rip your clothes off?”

      “Didn’t you already do that today?”

      “That was hours ago.” I run my hand up her thigh.

      She playfully slaps my hand away and asks, “Why did you come back to Rochester?”

      “To open my own place. My mother had a life insurance policy, and I got some money when I turned twenty-five. I wanted my own parlor, but when Jack took me on as an apprentice, I promised him I’d never open a rival shop in Pittsburgh. Rochester seemed to make sense.”

      “Do you have any family here?”

      “No.”

      “So why come back? You could’ve gone somewhere warm and more exciting.”

      I turn my body to face her, and rest my arm on the back of the couch.

      “Because you were here.”

      Her cheeks redden, she shifts her eyes around. “You did not.”

      “I did. You’re the only person from grade school I ever cared about, or ever wanted to see again.”

      “What do you mean?”

      I shake my head and purse my lips, not believing I’m about to admit this to her.

      “When we lived in Rochester, life was good. My mom was the best mom. But I didn’t have many friends at school.”

      “I remember you having lots of friends. You were always with Jason Miller, and Tom Hillary and that red-headed guy. What was his name?”

      “Davey McFadden.”

      “Yeah, him. You had friends.”

      “No, I had guys I hung around with. I didn’t have people I liked. There was only one person I ever liked in our elementary school. You.”

      As I expected, Eloise blushes. I’m not going to tell her the anger I had for her when I left. Or how I ripped up every drawing I’d ever made of her.

      “I didn’t realize.”

      “Don’t worry, I’m teasing. I didn’t move back here to find you. But I’m glad I did.”

      “You were just saying that stuff?”

      I shrug, wondering what the real truth is. Why did I move back to Rochester? Because my early childhood here was so good? Because I feel closer to my mother here? But this place is the reason it all went so wrong. How much did Eloise have to do with my decision?

      My eyes run up Eloise’s body, for a fleeting moment I feel the anger and pain I felt when I left our school at the end of seventh grade. When my eyes reach hers, everything inside of me settles, and I feel the same lack of tension I’d felt when she first got here.

      Only this time, I’m not even going to try to control my dick.
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      “Try toothpaste,” Gabe says.

      He reaches out from behind the shower curtain, water runs down his arm and drips onto the floor. He grabs a tube of Colgate from his sink, and holds it up in front of me as the water runs down our bodies.

      “That’s crazy, that won’t work.”

      “Nothing else is either. If it doesn’t work, I’ll go downstairs and get my Ink-Out. If it gets tattoo ink off, it’ll easily work for pen.”

      For some reason, last night I let Gabe draw on me. He started my collarbones and worked his way down to my toes. It was amazing how quickly he worked, and how high quality the drawings are.

      One side of my body is a vine covered in all sorts of flowers. The other side is naughty. He drew the two of us in all the positions he wants us to have sex in.

      My entire right hip is a close-up of his face between my legs. My right breast is a three-dimensional picture of his face, with his mouth open and his tongue licking my nipple. On my thigh, he drew my face, thrown back in ecstasy as he makes me climax.

      “It’s not really doing anything,” I say, rubbing the toothpaste into my arm and trying to scrub off the picture of me on my knees, sucking his dick.

      We didn’t get much sleep, and I’m tired. It’s Friday, and I have to work. But that didn’t stop me from spending the night.

      “It’s fine, I have to go home to get clean clothes anyway, I’ll wear a long-sleeve top today. No one will be able to see it.”

      “Don’t go home first,” Gabe says, pushing his pelvis against mine.

      “I have to. I need clean panties.”

      “Screw panties. What do you need those for?”

      I laugh, and shake my head. “You’re funny.”

      “I wasn’t being funny. I’m serious. While I’m at work today, I want to be able to think about you walking around with no panties on. I’m going to spend the day thinking about all the things I’m going to do to you tonight.”

      Gabe grabs hold of me, the spray from the shower splashing over both of us. My skin tingles, even though we had sex right before getting in the shower.

      The bottom of the tub is slippery, and my feet slide around as he hugs me. But Gabe is a solid wall of muscle, and I hold him tight to stop myself from falling.

      He kisses my cheek, and says, “Besides, if you don’t go home, I get to have you for another thirty minutes this morning. I’ll even make you an omelet for breakfast.”

      “You’re corrupting me. But I can’t resist a good omelet.”

      “If not wearing panties is corrupting you, I’ve got a long way to go.”

      “Are you kidding me? Look what you’ve drawn all over me. It seems like I’m going to be walking around work with smutty pictures all over me.”

      “I told you I was going to use my tattoo ink cleaner to get them off. But now that you’ve brought it up, I definitely like the idea of you walking around with these on you.”

      My eyes flare as I imagine myself talking to my mother and father with only a thin piece of fabric between their eyes and the pictures of Gabe ravaging me.

      “You should show them to Marcy. I bet she’d appreciate them.”

      “She doesn’t need drawings, she’s seen the real thing. Remember?”

      “I bet she rubbed herself raw last night thinking about us.”

      “Oh God, don’t say that. I’ll have to quit right now and never show my face at my parents’ medical practice again.”

      Gabe turns off the faucet and pushes open the shower curtain.

      “Let’s eat,” he says.

      We both step out of the tub. He pulls a towel off the vanity counter, and uses it to pat me dry.

      “There, the ink is smudged a bit but not too bad.”

      “What about my arms?”

      “Don’t worry about them, I’ll use my cleaner on them. But the rest of these pictures are staying.”

      I follow Gabe back into his bedroom. Like the living room, it’s spartan. There is a bed with no headboard and a chest of drawers.

      On the floor are two piles of clothes, a pile of darks and a pile of lights. Gabe pulls a pair of black jeans from the darks pile and a T-shirt from the lights pile.

      I’d assumed they were piles of pre-separated laundry, but after putting on a pair of boxers from the chest of drawers, he puts on the clothes he got from the piles.

      “Jeez, you really are a bachelor.”

      Gabe shrugs but otherwise ignores my comment. I pull on my pants and do them up. They feel weird with no panties underneath. I retrieve my bra from  the floor.

      “Leave that off for now.” Gabe slides his hand down my arm and hooks his fingers into the bra straps. “I’m not done enjoying the view yet.”

      “Is that so?” I put my hands on my hips and try not to laugh.

      “It is,” he says, smirking.

      “You took my view away. If you want to keep yours, I suggest you take your shirt back off.”

      He chuckles, a rich, deep sound that fills the room. I keep my hands on my hips, tilt my head and raise an eyebrow at him. Still chuckling, he pulls off his shirt, revealing the incredible body underneath.

      “Better,” I say, and break down laughing.

      While Gabe goes to the kitchen to make breakfast, I snoop around.

      His apartment is huge, and covers the entire top of the tattoo parlor below. There’re two more bedrooms, but both are empty. There’s a separate room off the living room which is clearly supposed to be a dining room, but instead it is filled with more weights and a few other pieces of exercise equipment.

      There is one more room, an office. A desk is up against a window overlooking the street. It’s clearly used, but is surprisingly neat and organized. I glance at some of the papers on it, they’re invoices for Incredible Ink. It seems like he organizes his business very differently from the way he organizes his life.

      Sitting by itself on the far corner of the desk is an envelope. The name on it catches my eye. Kaylee Johnson. I wonder why she left when she did. I’d be pierced right now if she hadn’t. And probably still wouldn’t know what it felt like to have an orgasm.

      “Breakfast,” Gabe calls from the kitchen.

      My stomach rumbles. I guess I worked up an appetite last night. And this morning.

      In the kitchen, Gabe sets two plates of food onto a round table. I glance around and I’m glad that the room is clean. He may live like a bachelor, but at least he’s a clean one.

      I slide onto the wooden seat and waste no time in starting to eat. Gabe sits across from me.

      “How come Kaylee left?” I ask, take a bite of my cheese omelet.

      “Still more questions?”

      “Yes.” Gabe’s barely asked me any questions about my background. He hasn’t asked any about my family, or my job. I don’t know if he doesn’t care, or if I asked him so many that he’s sick and tired of questions.

      “I fired her.”

      “But why? Why right when I had an appointment to see her?”

      “Coincidence.”

      Coincidence? That’s a strange answer. It makes me think that it wasn’t a coincidence.

      “I get it, you saw my name on the appointment sheet, and you wanted me all for yourself so you fired her to get her out of the way.”

      Gabe bursts out laughing, “If that’s you want to believe, then yes, Jewel, I wanted to get my hands on you.”

      I don’t know whether to believe him or not.
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      “Look at you, showing up at work in the same clothes you wore yesterday,” Marcy says the second I walk through the door.

      “Good morning, Marcy.” Maybe if I ignore the comment, she’ll drop it.

      I walk by the reception desk and beeline down the hall, and bump straight into my mother.

      “Oops, eager to start work today?” my mom asks.

      Marcy’s snort carries down the hall.

      “It’s Friday, my favorite day of the week.”

      “All set for dinner tomorrow? I’m making a rack of lamb.”

      “That’s a nice anniversary dinner. Of course I’m coming.”

      “You can bring someone, if you like. There’ll be plenty of food.”

      “I still don’t have anyone to bring since you asked me that yesterday.”

      Marcy erupts in a fit of laughter, I turn around and glare at her.

      “Anyway, I’d better get ready for my day.”

      “Sure thing, sweetie.”

      I enter my room, and close the door behind me. Marcy had better get over this fast, my nerves can’t take it.

      A moment later, she comes into my room without knocking first.

      “What is it?” I ask.

      “We need to talk.” She perches against my desk.

      My heart pounds against my ribs but I look at her as coldly and calmly as I can.

      “About?”

      “You know exactly what about. That sexy man you committed a crime in here with yesterday.”

      “It wasn’t a crime. Don’t be stupid.”

      “Maybe not, but what you did with him was unethical and against the rules of this medical practice. I have no choice but to raise the matter with the owners.”

      “The owners? You mean my parents?”

      “Your relationship with them is neither here nor there.”

      “Come on. You’re being ridiculous.” I stop myself before I start calling her names. Like tit and bitch.

      “I don’t think I am. You’ve put me in a bad position, and I don’t like it.”

      “So forget you ever saw anything and we’ll forget all about this.”

      “I don’t think the image of your bare ass laid over the table is anything I can forget anytime soon.”

      “Please, we both know what your eyes are on and it sure wasn’t me.”

      “God, he’s hot. Where did you find him?”

      “I went to school with him. We’ve known each other since we were kids.”

      Marcy’s shoulders drop and she frowns. She doesn’t say anything and I raise my eyebrows at her, challenging her. I don’t know where she expected me to say I found Gabe, but my elementary school apparently wasn’t it. Perhaps she expected me to say somewhere like a tattoo parlor.

      “Are you lying?”

      “Nope. He sat behind me in Mrs. Singleton’s class.”

      “I have to set up the coffee machine, but this isn’t finished,” she says, and slinks out of the room.

      I throw myself back in the chair, flinging my arms out to the sides. Once the pounding of my heart has calmed, I dig my phone out of my backpack and text Gabe.

      Marcy’s on the rampage. She noticed my clothes right away and is threatening to tell my parents about what happened.

      He texts back straightaway.

      Fuck her.

      My first patient arrives, a woman who dislocated her shoulder in a car accident months ago, and still in pain from it.

      After she leaves, I open the folder to jot down some notes. As I lean over the desk, Marcy barges into the room. My heart rate immediately skyrockets.

      “Anyway, I’ve been thinking about our little conundrum and I’ve concluded it’s only fair of me to give you the chance to tell your parents first.”

      “Why can’t we just forget the whole thing? Why are you being like this?”

      “I have to follow the rules. I have no choice. I could lose my job if I don’t. I’ll give you until Tuesday.”

      I don’t say anything in response, and she leaves the room. Maybe I should’ve shown her some of Gabe’s drawings, to get under her skin as much as she’s under mine.

      I pick up my phone again, but this time I send a text to Sophie.

      Marcy walked in on Gabe fucking me at work, and now she’s giving me until Tuesday to tell Mom and Dad about him.

      -OMFG you didn’t tell me you’d had sex with him.

      I’ve been busy having more sex with him. Little orgasm problem long gone.

      -And Marcy saw one of the sessions?

      Yes, and now she’s holding it over my head and I don’t know what to do.

      -l literally cannot stop laughing.

      You’re really supportive.

      -Did my straight-laced big sister really let that hunk of man do her in her office?

      I find him impossible to say no to.

      -How sweet. Now what are you going to do?

      Whatever my super smart med school sister tells me to do.

      I toss the phone on the desk and my next patient arrives. It’s Mrs. Bletchley, one of my mother’s friends. She’s been seeing me for a sore lower back for over a year, but never does her exercises.

      “How are you feeling today?” I ask.

      “My back is killing me today. The pain is so bad that I’m going to see the doctor later about increasing my painkillers.”

      “Have you done your exercises?”

      “Once or twice.”

      Figures. Marcy’s put me in a bad mood, and I don’t feel my normal sympathy.

      “You should sign up for a Pilates class. Studies have shown that they’re more effective for back pain than painkillers are.”

      My phone beeps, drawing my attention from Mrs. Bletchley. Is it a text from Sophie or Gabe? Most likely Sophie. I wonder what she thinks I should do.

      I realize Mrs. Bletchley’s been talking but I have no idea what she’s been saying.

      “Why don’t we get you on the bed today, and I’ll try some acupuncture on the area. Maybe that will bring you some relief. I’ll let you get your top off, and comfortable on the bed under the blanket. I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

      I grab my phone and leave the room. The text is from Sophie.

      Bring him to dinner tomorrow.

      My finger taps the screen as I contemplate the idea. It might work. I type out a quick text to Gabe.

      Want to come with me to my parents’ anniversary dinner tomorrow?

      Marcy appears at the end of the hall, and I rush back into my room. Mrs. Bletchley is still struggling to get the flimsy blanket pulled up to her shoulders as she lies on her stomach.

      I massage the areas for five minutes, stick her with the acupuncture needles, grab my phone and hurry out of the room again.

      Nothing.

      I have to give the needles time to work. Normally I’d go chat to Marcy. Today, I decide to hide in the staff room. I make myself a strong cup of coffee to calm my nerves.

      The phone is in my hand, and I jump when it beeps. It’s Gabe. This text is one word.

      No.

      My heart sinks. That really could’ve solved my problem. I realize now that I’m going to have to tell them tomorrow and I really could’ve used him there for support. I text Sophie again.

      Gabe won’t come to dinner tomorrow.

      -Why not?

      I don’t know, I didn’t ask.

      -So ask.

      I can’t help notice the time in the corner of the screen. I have to get back to Mrs. Bletchley. But first I send Gabe a quick text.

      Why not?

      He doesn’t respond right away, and I go back to my patient. There’s still no word from him by lunch. I’ve chewed away the fingernails on my left hand.

      I sent Sophie another text.

      He’s not going to come, what do I do?

      -Don’t worry, I’ll be there for you.
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      “I can’t believe this. I got them a framed picture and a box of chocolates, and you went and gave them this?” I throw up my hands at the garden fountain. “I mean, it’s beautiful but it must’ve been super expensive. How much did it cost?”

      “One pair of panties, red lace, worn out dancing on Friday night,” Sophie says, and cackles.

      I close my eyes and shake my head. My sister is nuts.

      “Do you measure all your costs in panties?”

      “Pretty much. But I’m going to finish med school with barely any debt so I’m not complaining.”

      “Thank God for the perverts of the world.”

      “I’m tapping the Japanese market now. It’s a gold mine.”

      “Don’t Mom and Dad wonder where you get the money from?”

      “I put your name on the garden fountain, and told them you paid for most of it.”

      “You could’ve told me before I went and bought the picture frame.”

      “Dinner,” my dad calls from the back door.

      “Coming,” I say.

      Sophie grabs my hand, and says, “Remember, I’ve got your back in there.”

      I look at her and smile. She’s got my back everywhere, she always has. I only wish Gabe had come for dinner. I practically begged him last night but he wouldn’t even consider the idea. It was an outright no, end of story whenever I asked.

      “Wow, you even put the little white hats on the bones. Very fancy,” I say as we sit at the table.

      My mother has gone all out this year, with a rack of lamb formed into a crown placed on a silver platter at the center of the table.

      “Happy anniversary, Mom and Dad,” Sophie says.

      We all clink glasses and chat as we start eating. When we’re nearly finished our meal, just as I’m about to take a bite of steamed green beans, Sophie clears her throat and kicks me under the table.

      “Eloise has some big news.”

      “Oh?” my father and mother say in unison.

      My cheeks start to flush, and I say, “I don’t know if it’s big news.”

      “Eloise has a boyfriend,” Sophie blurts. My cheeks burn.

      Mom looks at me sideways, her eyes wide and her smile is uncontainable. I brace for whatever’s coming next.

      “What’s he like?” my mom asks.

      I clear my throat, and say, “Actually, we went to school together.”

      “Really? Anyone we know?”

      “Gabe Irwin. I doubt you remember him. He moved away in seventh grade.”

      My mother and father look at each other in a long, steady gaze. My mom’s fork slips out of her hand.

      “You should see him now,” Sophie says. “He’s a tattoo artist and is covered in ink. And he’s smoking hot. Marcy saw him at the medical practice and practically died.”

      Dad looks back across the table at me, and asks, “Is he a patient at our practice?”

      “Yes, but I was seeing him before he came for physiotherapy.”

      I expect my parents to complain about my boyfriend also being my patient, but no comment comes.

      “I’m so pleased for you, sweetie. I hope you’re really happy together. Sophie makes him sound like a nice boy.”

      “He’s nice and wonderful.”

      “You’re obviously smitten with him, your face is beaming. I haven’t seen you this animated when talking about a man ever,” my dad says.

      I feel like I’m in bizarro land. My parents are both aware of Marcy’s reaction when Gabe first came to the practice. Sophie’s told them he’s covered in tattoos, and I know for a fact neither of my parents likes visible tattoos.

      I’d expected them to freak out when they learned their daughter was dating someone like Gabe. But they’re both being so supportive.

      Why did I doubt them? They always support me. I’m glad Marcy pushed me into telling them about Gabe. Not that I’m about to tell them everything Marcy wants me to tell them.

      “I really wanted him to come to dinner tonight, but I wasn’t sure it was a good idea because it’s your anniversary. But next week, for sure, I’ll bring him so you can meet him.”

      “Oh, I don’t know. You don’t need to drag the poor man to our house. It would probably bore him,” my dad says.

      “Not at all. He loves pool, you could play him,” I say to my dad.

      “Oh sweetie, don’t bring him around here, that’s boring. You two should be out having fun. Go to dinner and a movie or dancing,” my mother says.

      “We don’t get a lot out of free time together. He works weekends, and takes Wednesdays and Thursdays off. I was hoping you’d let me change my days to match his.”

      “That’s a great idea,” my father says. “Having you work Saturdays and Sundays is better for our patients anyway.”

      “Wow, that’s amazing. Thank you!”

      “Anything to help. Now you can do all sorts of fun things together,” my mother says.

      “They’re coming here for dinner next weekend, it’s already arranged,” Sophie says.

      “It is?” my father says.

      “Yes, it is,” Sophie says with such authority that none of us challenge her.

      My parents each take a mouthful of food, and I scoop some mashed potatoes into my mouth and let them dissolve on my tongue. We finish our plates in silence, but I can’t help being relieved and excited at the way things have turned out.

      “Are you seeing him tomorrow?” my mother asks.

      I set my fork down, and say, “He has a lake house, and he took tomorrow off so he can take me tonight. I’m going to his place, and we’re leaving as soon as I finish here.”

      “You didn’t need to come tonight. You should’ve left earlier since it’s such a beautiful day to be on the lake,” my mom says.

      “But it’s your anniversary.”

      “We’ve finished the lamb now. What are you waiting for? Get going!” My mother says.

      I jump up from my seat, sending my napkin to the floor. My mother and father look at me with tight-lipped smiles. Sophie grins widely and winks.

      “Love you guys,” I say, and head out the door.

      My body is buzzing. I don’t know why, but I hadn’t expected my parents to react the way they did. Just talking about Gabe has filled me with excitement.

      As I back my car out of the driveway, I realize how badly I need to feel his arms around me right this second.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Gabe

        

      

    
    
      “They were amazing and supportive and happy for us,” Eloise says as soon as I open the door to my apartment. Her face is glowing, and she’s buzzing.

      “That’s great,” I say, cringing at the idea of flattering her mother. “Did you tell them Marcy threatened to tell them we fucked in your physio room if you didn’t tell them about me?”

      Her shoulders drop, and she says, “I left that part out.”

      “Good, because that means I get to do it again during this week’s appointment.”

      She brushes past me, and marches up the stairs to my apartment.

      “Where you going? We have to leave now, it’s an hour drive.”

      “I was going to change my clothes.”

      “No way. You take your clothes off and I’m fucking you. We’ll never make it to the lake house.”

      “We can go in the morning,” she says, not stopping her climb of the stairs.

      “We’re going tonight because that gives us one full day there. And we can come back late on Memorial Day, so we’ll have plenty of time for fun while we’re there.”

      “But I’m really excited right now. I want to feel you in me.”

      “You’re not making this easy. Now get in the truck. Trust me, it’s worth it. Don’t make me come up there and throw you over my shoulder.”

      Eloise pauses, and her shoulders shudder before she takes off running up the steps. I sigh and run after her before she has the chance to strip off her clothes.

      I catch her at the bedroom doorway and grab her by the hips. Yanking her back, I spin her around and toss her over my shoulder. She squeals and I smack her ass. She squeals again, kicking her legs.

      Laying my arm over her thighs, I grip her tightly and go back down the stairs and out the door. Pulling it shut, I lock it while she squirms. I carry her to my truck but don’t release her until the door is open. I set her onto the seat.

      “Put your seatbelt on,” I say as I shut the door.

      Good thing we packed last night and I’ve already loaded the truck. Not that she’ll need anything other than her toothbrush.

      “I wish you’d been there,” she says as I pull the truck onto the road. “Why didn’t you come?”

      “I didn’t want to.” How can I possibly be in the same room as her family?

      “Well, you’re coming next weekend, Sophie’s already told my parents.”

      “I don’t care what she told them.”

      “It’ll be fun, you can play pool with my dad.”

      “No.”

      I shift in my seat. The song on the radio’s really annoying me. It’s some pop shit on some shit pop station I let Eloise put on. Hitting my number one preset, I switch the radio to WCMF and hope for some Led Zeppelin.

      “My family’s really close, and they’re very important to me. I don’t understand why you won’t come for dinner.”

      “Because I don’t want to.”

      “But they’re a huge part of my life. I don’t see how we can have a real relationship if you don’t know them.”

      My lungs are heavy, and the noise of my breathing seems louder than AC/DC’s “Dirty Deeds Done Dirt Cheap” coming through the speakers.

      I glance at Eloise. She’s all I want. If the price is dealing with her family, then I’m going to have to suck it up and deal with them. I can handle that, I’m going to have to.

      “Still wet?” I ask, changing the subject.

      “I don’t know. Are you coming for dinner?”

      “I’ll think about it.”

      “Is that the best you’re going to give me?”

      “I really hate these bucket seats. Why didn’t I get a bench seat so you could snuggle up against me? I’d really like to feel your body against mine right now.”

      “You’re the one who made us leave in a hurry.”

      “You’ll love my lake house. It’ll be worth it.”

      “So you keep saying. I don’t see why we couldn’t leave an hour later.”

      “Patience.” I say as much to myself as to Eloise. “Hey, I forgot to tell you. I got the letter from the clinic showing I’m clean. It’s in the glovebox.”

      “Oh no, all this stuff with Marcy made me forget to get tested.”

      “I don’t care, you’re such a good girl that I’m not worried. I’m more interested in feeling your skin against mine.”

      When she got back from her parents’ dinner, I was focused on getting on the road when she got home and wanted some. But now that I’m in the confined space with her and realize what I’ll do for her, I have an overwhelming urge to fuck her.

      “Ugh, I don’t want to be patient. I’ve been sitting in wet panties since I left my parents’ house. Just thinking about you makes me crazy, and now you’re making them even wetter.”

      “It’s not good sitting in wet panties. It’s uncomfortable. You should take them off.”

      Eloise undoes her seatbelt and starts to wiggle out of her jeans. I can’t fucking believe she’s doing this.

      “Holy shit, are you actually taking your clothes off?”

      “I am.”

      “Were you like this with your other boyfriends?”

      “God no, you kidding me? I don’t know why you make me act the way I do.”

      “Seems like I’m doing a good job of corrupting you.”

      “You are.”

      My good girl, Eloise, is becoming my bad girl. My dick stiffens. Especially because I know she’s only bad for me.

      She kicks off her jeans and slips off her panties.

      “See how wet you make me?” she says, and drops her panties on my lap.

      Taking my eyes off the highway momentarily, I look at Eloise as she sits bare assed on my seat. Her legs are slightly parted, and I put my hand on her knee and spread them further.

      “You’re a temptress.”

      “Aren’t you going to feel how wet my panties are? I hear men pay good money for panties that have been worn.” Her voice is sultry, and lures me into picking up her panties. The dampness immediately seeps into my hand.

      “What am I supposed to do with these?”

      “I don’t know.” Eloise pauses in thought. “Maybe smell them.”

      I lift them to my nose and inhale. Her sweet smell fills me, and all the blood in my head rushes to my cock.

      “They’re good, but I’d rather taste you.”

      Eloise laughs. She moves one knee to the door, and puts the foot closest to me onto the seat. In one quick movement, she pushes her fingers into her entrance, takes them out and leans across to me, and shoves her fingers into my mouth.

      Her taste makes my dick so hard, I have to undo my jeans. I suck every last morsel of her taste from her fingers.

      The seatbelt alarm dings and she pulls her hand away to do up her seat belt.

      “Have you been able to make yourself come since you met me?” I glance over at her, and her cheeks flush. She might be acting badly, but she’s still my good girl.

      “I haven’t tried.”

      “Do it now.”

      “Now?”

      “Yes, go on. Touch yourself.”

      “We’re on the road.”

      “You’re sitting there half naked. You’re as wet as High Falls. And you know you want to do it. You want to sit there and taunt me as I drive. Otherwise you wouldn’t have taken off your panties in the first place.”

      “Like this?”

      I look over. Eloise slinks her body down the seat and props her feet apart on the dashboard. She lets her knees flop out, one rests against the door, the other hovers in front of the radio. She turns her head and fixes her eyes on my face.

      Moving my eyes between her and the road, I watch as she runs her fingers through her lips and dances them around her clit.

      “That’s it, baby. Let me hear you come.”
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      I can’t believe I’m doing this. Maybe I’m not that different from Sophie after all. At least when I’m with Gabe.

      The lust in his eyes as he shifts his gaze between me and the road spurs me on. He’s already undone his pants, and his purple head is poking up from his boxers.

      The sight of it sends a whole new rush of heat between my legs. I’ve never let anyone watch me do this before, and certainly not in a moving vehicle on the highway. But now my body is buzzing and burning, and I wonder why I haven’t done something like this sooner.

      I circle the finger of my right hand over my clit. With my left hand, I pump two of my fingers in my slick entrance. As much as I’m stimulating myself, my real excitement is from having Gabe watch me.

      At least as much as he can while driving on the highway.

      “Let me taste you again,” Gabe says.

      I slowly take my fingers out of my wet entrance, lean across and slip them between Gabe’s lips. His tongue folds around my fingers, and he sucks gently.

      “You like that?” I ask, though I already know the answer.

      “Keep it up, baby, you’re doing great. Let me hear you. I want to hear how good you’re making yourself feel.”

      I start whimpering and moaning, my noises filling the cab of the truck. Gabe turns the radio down, and my noises seem even louder.

      “Fuck, yeah, now tug on your clit the way I do. Pull it like I’m sucking it.”

      His words coat my skin in tingles. I follow his orders, and use my fingers to mimic his lips.

      The feelings are intense, and every bit of me hums, inside and out. I lean my head back against the seat and look up at the ceiling.

      “I fucking love when you’re my dirty little girl. Do you like being mine, Jewel?”

      His words push me to the brink, and I squeal.

      “I knew it. I knew there was a bad girl in you. Look what you’re doing to me.”

      As best as I can, I look at Gabe through the haze of the edge of my orgasm. His hand is wrapped around his hard dick, and he’s stroking himself as he drives.

      My eyes fixate on the tip of his cock, and my mouth fills with saliva. I want to taste him the way he tasted me, but it’s not physically possible in this truck.

      “I’m going to fuck you the second we get there. Do you want it hard or gentle, baby? Whatever you want, that’s how I’m going to fuck you.”

      My shoulders shudder as I remember the way he took me at my work. I loved the way his balls slapped against my lips, stimulating my clit. And right now I’m enjoying being his dirty girl.

      “Hard,” I say, my voice high-pitched and breathy.

      “Of course you do. You want me to rip you from your seat, and fuck you right there against the truck.”

      “Yes,” I say, pumping my fingers faster.

      “You want me to throw you on the grass, ram my cock into you, and fuck you until you’re raw.”

      “Yes, yes.” My voice is getting higher and higher.

      “Let go, let me hear you come right now. Go on, baby. You call my name, and it’ll make me come right here, right now.”

      I pump my fingers as fast as I can but get more and more frustrated.

      “I can’t do it.”

      “Sure you can. Listen to you, you’re ready to blow.”

      “I can’t,” I whine. “I need you inside me.”

      Gabe rummages in the compartment of his door.

      “Close your eyes,” he orders.

      “Okay,” I say, and do as he says.

      “Move your hand.” I move both of my hands away. “Now, keep your eyes closed, take this, and pretend it’s my dick. Go on, I want to hear you come. Now.”

      He shoves something into my entrance. I don’t know what it is, but it’s round and long, like a vibrator. My walls immediately spasm around it. I quickly flick my clit.

      “Gabe!” I scream, the sound echoes around the cab, deafening us.

      I don’t care.

      My body erupts in a tidal wave of tingles.

      “Look at me, Jewel.”

      I open my eyes and look at Gabe just in time to see his dick spurt. He takes his hand off the wheel to contain it. Most of it deflects, and lands on his jeans.

      The sight is enough to send another tidal wave ripping through me.

      As waves wash over me, a police siren sounds.

      “Shit,” Gabe says, shoving his dick into his underwear.

      He signals, and wipes his hand on his jeans but ends up stickier than before. He wipes it on his shirt. White streaks cover his jeans and shirt. I pull the thing he’d handed me from my pussy. It’s a screwdriver, but I don’t have time to be freaked out about it.

      “Oh my God, what do I do?” I say, the words spewing from my mouth as I look helplessly at my jeans at my feet. There’s no way I can get them back on in time.

      “Just lay your jeans across your lap and act cool.”

      My heart feels like it’s beating straight through my ribs. I pick up the jeans, straighten myself and drape the jeans over me as respectably as possible.

      The truck comes to a stop at the side of the road, and Gabe opens his window.

      A State Trooper appears, and my body blazes redder than at any other time in my life. I’ve never even been pulled over for a speeding ticket before. And now I’m sitting here with no bottoms on.

      “License and registration.” His voice is harsh.

      “Hey, Trevor, how’s it going?” Gabe says.

      How the hell does he know a State Trooper?

      “Oh shit, Gabe, I didn’t realize it was you.”

      “No worries, man. What’s up? Was I speeding?”

      “No, you were driving erratically. Have you been drinking?”

      “Not a drop. My girlfriend’s been distracting me,” Gabe says, and chuckles.

      The State Trooper eyes me, and I shrivel in my seat.

      “Everything okay here, ma’am?”

      “Yes, sir,” I say as loudly as I can. My voice is a whisper.

      He runs his eyes over my bare legs, and the pair of jeans I’d hastily tucked around my hips and upper thighs. His eyes carry on to Gabe and he smirks when he sees the white.

      “I’m going to let you off with a verbal warning, but next time you’re in the mood you need to pull off the road and find yourself some place private.”

      “Absolutely,” Gabe says.

      “Don’t think you’ve heard the end of this. I am going to make sure everyone knows how I caught you,” he says, and laughs. “This is fucking hilarious.”

      “Don’t get too funny, you want me to have a steady hand when I’m working on your sleeve.”

      The Trooper laughs, and says, “Some things are worth it. Now get out of here, I have to get back to work.”

      He pats the truck twice and walks away.

      “That was lucky,” Gabe says.

      “How do you know him?”

      “He’s a client. I’ve already given him one armful of tattoos, now I’m working on the second.”

      “I was so scared. I’ve never been pulled over before. We’re lucky you knew him.”

      Gabe’s laugh fills the truck. It seems louder than my earlier cries of ecstasy. I purse my lips, and breathe heavily out of my nose.

      Fixing my eyes out of the window, I replay our drive. How did I convince him to do those things?

      I shift my weight, and my foot kicks the screwdriver he’d inserted into me. Never in my life did I ever think I’d let anyone put something like that in me.

      “Don’t be mad, baby,” Gabe says, and rubs my knee.

      “Why did we do those things?”

      “Because it felt good.”

      “It was crazy and irresponsible.”

      As the words leave my mouth, I think of Sophie. What would she think right now? She’d probably laugh, and tell me to sell the screwdriver online for some extra cash.

      Thinking about Sophie makes my mind wander to my parents, and I realize Gabe didn’t say he’d come for dinner next weekend.

      “You’re coming for dinner at my parents’, right?”

      “I told you, I’ll think about it. This is a great song,” Gabe says and cranks up the volume. I don’t know what it is, maybe Metallica, I’m not sure.

      I don’t understand why he doesn’t want to come for dinner. My parents are super nice, they’d make him feel welcome.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Gabe

        

      

    
    
      I pull the truck into the driveway. Behind the house, the sun flickers off Lake Ontario.

      The house itself seems smaller today. Its white siding is not as grand as I normally remember it. I suddenly wish my great-grandfather had built a two-story brick house instead of the two bedroom single-story house.

      “Is this it? I love it. The wrap-around porch is amazing,” Eloise says, and my shoulders ease.

      Once she calmed down about being pulled over, she was able to joke around about it. She even forgave me for the screwdriver.

      For the rest of the drive, we laughed and joked, and every passing minute made me love her more and more.

      I hop out of the truck and hurry around to her side.

      “Welcome to my house,” I say as I open her door.

      Eloise undoes her seatbelt, and I scoop her into my arms.

      “What happened to throwing me on the grass?” she asks.

      “Changed my mind.”

      She wraps her arms around my neck, her bare ass hanging between my arms. I carry her up to the porch and unlock the door.

      “Why’d you change your mind?”

      “I want to take my time with you.”

      Flinging open the door, we’re hit with the strong smell of pine. Over the past two years, I’ve done everything to get rid of the musty smell and I’m relieved the pine has finally done the trick.

      “This place is nice. It has actual furniture. And pictures on the wall. And stuff. It’s not like your apartment at all.”

      “I’ll show you the rest later,” I say, and carry her straight through to the bedroom.

      I set her on her feet but hold tight to her arms. Cupping the back of her head, I brush my cheek against hers.

      “I’ll go to the dinner with you. I’d do anything for you.”

      There’s no way she understands the intense way she makes me feel. In the car, she showed me that she’d do anything for me, and I realized that I’d do anything for her. It seems like nothing could ever matter except the two of us. If her family is the price I have to pay to be with her, then I’ll pay it.

      Eloise jumps with excitement, a smile beams across her beautiful face.

      “Thank you,” she squeals and jumps up again, wrapping her arms and legs around me.

      Squeezing her tight, I throw us both onto the small double bed. She laughs, and somehow it sounds sweeter than before.

      I roll on top of her, scoop my arms around her and close my mouth over hers. My dick hardens, but I don’t want to take my hands from her to take off my jeans.

      Our kiss is slow, and it seems to go on for all eternity. It’s the closest to paradise I’ve ever been. I can tell from the way she skims her fingers over me that she feels the same way.

      Without leaving her lips, I slip my hand under the edge of her top, and run it up her smooth skin. After palming her silky bra cup, I hook a finger in the top of the cup and pull it down, releasing her tit.

      Her nipple’s already hard, and I pinch it between my fingers. Eloise moans, and wraps her legs around my waist.

      Breaking our kiss, I gently tug her shirt over her head. Reaching around her back, I undo her bra, and drop it off the side of the bed.

      I kneel back on my heels, and survey the perfection in my bed. Perfection I was never looking for.

      Glancing through to the other room, I see how well she fits with all the pictures of my family that are in there. All the good memories of the good times I had in this house as a child.

      Times I never thought could ever be as good again.

      But now Eloise is here, and I realize I have a chance to be that happy again.

      I take my time with her, and let her body soothe my soul.

      By the time my lips reach her mound, she’s already squirming. I blow across her lips and love how her thighs shudder in response.

      She’s dripping wet, and I lap my tongue through her folds. Normally, she begs me to hurry at this point, but all she does is whimper.

      I nip the inside of her thigh as I push two fingers into her drenched pussy.

      “Oh God,” she cries.

      Kissing up her lips, I suck her clit into my mouth, and flick it with my tongue. Eloise squirms and I hold down her hips with my free hand.

      “Gabe,” she moans and writhes under my arm.

      Her walls grip my fingers, and she grabs my head. She meshes her hands through my hair and balls her fists. It hurts like hell but I don’t stop her. I want her to feel what I do to her, even if it means a little pain for me.

      Once she calms, I kneel and pull my shirt over my head. I flop onto my back beside her, and strip off my jeans and boxers. My hard cock hovers over my abs.

      “Sit on me,” I say.

      “My legs are jelly,” she says as she scrambles to climb on me.

      Eloise straddles me, and hovers over my dick. She pauses and our eyes catch. Neither of us has reached for a condom. We both realize what we’re about to feel. Skin on skin.

      Our gaze intensifies, and I raise my tip to her entrance. Both of our chests move rapidly, our quick breaths the only sounds in the room.

      Slowly she lowers herself onto my cock. My mouth hangs open but I hold her gaze.

      The silkiness of her walls is the best feeling I’ve ever felt. A thousand lightning bolts flash through me, electrifying me from head to toe.

      I begin to move my hips, rocking her on me. Finally I pull my eyes from hers and rake them over her body. Her tits sway as I bounce her on me. I have to close my eyes to calm myself.

      She starts grinding her clit against my pelvic bone, circling herself one way, then the other. The whole time, she’s whimpering and moaning.

      My balls draw tight against me, and I flip us over without withdrawing from her.

      I grunt as I pump into her. She moans, and I lean down and growl, “You feel so good it hurts.”

      Eloise grabs my biceps, her nails digging into my skin. She whimpers again, and this time bucks underneath me. Her walls milk my dick, the feel of her skin against mine overloading me.

      “Fuck, baby,” I grunt.

      It’s too much, my cock throbs and spurts against her walls, filling her pussy.

      Gasping for air, I collapse on her. My dick pulses in pure fucking joy.

      I lift my head to kiss her, and realize she’s crying, the way she cried in the park.

      “What’s wrong, Jewel?”

      She wipes her eyes with the heel of her hand. “I don’t know why I’m crying. It just felt so good. I don’t understand the way you make me feel.”

      I smooth back her hair, and say, “You make me feel the same way.”

      Eloise smiles and bites her bottom lip. I kiss her forehead, and we lie still as we catch our breaths.

      “You’re all sweaty,” she says, wiping her hand across my back.

      “So are you.”

      “We need to have a shower.”

      “I’ve got a better idea.”

      I hold my dick as I pull out, trying to make as little mess as possible. Before Eloise can move, I pick her up and throw her over my shoulder.

      “I need something to wipe myself with,” she says.

      Laughing, I rush through the house and run down the lawn.

      “What you doing?” she squeals.

      “We’re getting cleaned in the lake.”

      She squeals, and smacks my ass.

      “No way, it’s only May. The water will be freezing.”

      “It’ll be refreshing,” I say as my feet hit the icy water.

      Without breaking stride, I move until the water is at my thighs, and throw us both into the lake.
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      “Are you starting to warm up?” Gabe asks as he shoves another log into the wood-burning stove.

      “A little,” I say.

      At least my teeth have stopped chattering.

      We stayed in the lake too long. I think Gabe thought it would be an in-and-out dunk, but we ended up splashing and tossing each other around in the icy May water until I was shivering so much that I started turning blue.

      And of course there weren’t any towels or clothes at the lake. We had to run to the house.

      Gabe wrapped my naked body in a comforter, laid me on the floor and made a roaring fire in the wood-burning stove.

      “I should’ve brought some hot chocolate.”

      “Coffee is fine. I’d be fine with hot water at this point,” I say, taking another sip of the coffee Gabe made for me.

      He steps away from the fire and turns on several lamps. The room is a good size, with two big couches angled to the windows and the view of the lake.

      The walls are covered in clusters of photographs. I stand and wrap the comforter tight around me.

      I move to the wall alongside the fire. The photographs are family snapshots, and all seem to have been taken here. There’s a picture of a young boy and girl standing knee deep in the water. The boy’s smile makes it obvious that it’s Gabe.

      There’s another of Gabe and the girl with a blue pup tent set up on the lawn.

      “That’s your sister, Melanie?”

      “Yeah,” Gabe says, and sits on the couch.

      I can feel his eyes on me as I look at the pictures, but he doesn’t say anything or move from his spot.

      At the top of the group of photos is a black and white one of an old man in a suit standing in front of the house. This house must’ve been in Gabe’s family for decades.

      “Who’s he?” I ask. I don’t turn around or point to the photo, I know Gabe’s been watching me.

      “My great-grandfather.”

      “This was his house?”

      “He built it.”

      Gabe doesn’t offer any more details, and I carry on looking at all the photographs. They’re mostly of him and his sister on this wall. Some of them are the two of them on their own, but two have a woman in them. In one, the woman is holding Melanie on her hip and cuddling Gabe with her free hand. In the other, she’s crouching down with Gabe and Melanie in the shallow water. A natural smile beams across her face in both photos, and I get the sense she was smiling for her children and not for the camera.

      “Is that your mom?”

      “Yep.”

      “You look like her. You have the same eyes and nose.”

      “You think so?”

      “Definitely, have you looked in the mirror?” I laugh.

      “Huh, I never really thought about it.”

      “She’s beautiful, and looks like a loving mother.”

      Gabe falls silent. I move to the long wall that separates the room from the kitchen and squeeze myself and the bulky comforter between the angled couch Gabe is sitting on and the wall.

      He clears his throat, and I wait for him to say something, but he doesn’t.

      The snapshots on this wall all seem to be of older generations. I scan over the smartly dressed men and women posing on the lawn and near the lake. There’s a baby in one, which I guess might be Gabe, but otherwise he’s not in any of the photos.

      “That’s all my dad’s side of the family.”

      “It was their house?”

      “Yeah, my mother’s family is all in Pittsburgh. My dad grew up around here, and after my grandfather died, he gave the house to my dad. We used to come here every weekend as kids.”

      “So this is still your dad’s house?”

      “Nope, it’s mine.” Gabe stands and climbs over the back of the couch. He stands close but without touching me. “When I moved back to Rochester I waited a few months then came out here. I figured I’d find him living here, but the house was empty and neglected. The key we kept hidden was still in the same spot and I let myself in.”

      “Wow, that’s great. Does he know you come here?”

      “I emailed him and demanded he transfer ownership to my name.”

      I tilt my head to face him, my eyes wide.

      “That’s bold.”

      “Fuck him, it’s rightfully mine.”

      “And he agreed to transfer it?”

      “He seemed glad to get rid of it.”

      “And he’s never come by?”

      “Not even once,” Gabe sighs. “I guess the good memories for me are hard memories for him. Whatever, I don’t give a shit.”

      “Is that him when he was a kid?” I ask, pointing at a boy wearing bell-bottomed jeans.

      “Yeah, I don’t know why I keep his photos up. They’ve have been on the wall for decades. I took them down when I painted, but figured they belong where they always were.”

      “You painted?” I ask, and laugh. His apartment looks like it hasn’t been painted since he moved in.

      He drapes his arm over my shoulders and squeezes me against him.

      “I did a lot more than paint. This place was falling apart when I started coming here, I’ve spent the last two years fixing it up, starting with the hole in the roof.”

      “You’ve done a great job,” I say, looking around. “It’s a far cry from your bachelor pad above Incredible Ink.”

      “That place is just a convenient place to sleep. This is my home.”

      “Do I get a full tour?”

      “You’ve seen this room and the bedroom, that’s about it.”

      “The kitchen?” I ask, wandering toward the internal doorway.

      “It’s not very exciting. I had to buy a new fridge and stove, but haven’t done anything else to it, so the cupboards still need to be replaced.”

      We stand in the middle of the kitchen. There’s a big window over the kitchen sink, looking out over the lake. The cupboards are plain varnished wood, and look like they’re been here as long as the house.

      “I love the cupboards, you can’t take them out.”

      “They’re pretty rustic. I’m surprised you like them. I didn’t think they’d be perfect enough for you.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      Gabe flashes me a broad grin, and says, “You know you’re always concerned with things being perfect. Why? Did your parents put a lot of pressure on you?”

      “No, my parents never pressured me to be perfect.”

      “Then where did it come from?”

      My eyes drop to the floor as I contemplate Gabe’s question. We talked a little about this before, when he said it was the reason I couldn’t have orgasms but I never tried to understand why.

      Shifting my gaze to Gabe, I say, “I think I just looked up to my parents my whole life. And they’re perfect so I always put pressure on myself to be perfect too.” Gabe winces as I speak and I feel bad for talking about how perfect my parents are when he doesn’t have any.

      Running his hand from my shoulder to my fingers, he laces his fingers through mine. He lifts our hands to his mouth and kisses my fingers.

      “Isn’t life more fun when you’re not trying to be perfect?”

      My heart warms, and I laugh. “Definitely.”

      He tugs at the comforter, and says, “That’s the end of the tour.”

      “There’s only one bedroom?”

      “Nah, there’s a second bedroom but it’s where I shoved everything from the rest of the place when I was clearing it. A lot of it is stuff my parents put here before we moved to Pittsburgh. Things like photo albums and keepsakes from when my sister and I were a little. There’s even schoolwork of ours.”

      “That’s incredible.”

      “I couldn’t figure out what to do with it all.”

      “There’s a whole bedroom full?”

      “A couple of chests, plus there is a lot of my dad’s stuff. They must’ve thought that we would move back here after... you know.” Gabe shrugs.

      “Sometimes things don’t happen the way people plan.”

      “I have to figure out what to do with it all, but for now I’m happy to ignore it.”

      Gabe pulls me into his arms, and works his way into the comforter. We stand in the kitchen, our bodies tight together, huddled in the comforter.
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      We spend all day Sunday relaxing in the sunshine. Eloise doesn’t ask again about the second bedroom, and I’m relieved because I want to spend time with her, not clearing out shit.

      Usually I spend my time at the house doing non-stop chores. I’m not even going to mow the lawn this week. It’s nice to be able to enjoy the place.

      Eloise spent most of the time topless, her nipples hard whenever the breeze picked up. I’ve never been so grateful for having a secluded property.

      I can’t wait for her to move her workdays and we can come here every week, all summer long. Not much work is going to get done on the house but that’s okay, as long as she’s here.

      Memorial Day is beautiful, and we’re laying on the grass near the lake.

      “You know what would look real good on this tit?” I ask, tracing my finger along side of her left breast.

      “What?” She sets her Kindle down.

      “Some ink. I’m thinking lilacs.”

      “Are you saying my breasts aren’t good enough as they are?”

      “Your tits are perfect.” I cup her tit.

      “Then why do you want to change them?”

      “For fun.”

      “You haven’t corrupted me enough for me to get a tattoo.”

      “Yet.”

      Eloise’s boob jiggles in my hand as she laughs.

      “Never. Trust me.”

      “Are you wearing clothes for the drive home?” I laugh.

      She slaps my hand away, and says, “You’ve satisfied me enough this weekend, I don’t feel the need to touch myself.”

      “Funny, whenever I think of you, I always feel the need to touch myself.”

      “Are you saying I don’t satisfy you?” she chuckles.

      “You satisfy me too much, that’s the problem.”

      “I’ll stop trying to satisfy you. Maybe next time I’ll keep my hands away from you.”

      “Don’t do that. That would be cruel.”

      “But less satisfying for you.”

      “I’m going to make the burgers now,” I say, standing before she can make any more threats.

      “I’ll help.”

      “Only if you take off the rest of your clothes.”

      “There’s no time, we have to get going home. I have to work in the morning.”

      We make dinner together, I barbecue the meat and Eloise makes a Caesar salad.

      The ride home is uneventful and fully clothed, though an hour in a truck with Eloise is fun enough as it is.

      “I can’t stay over tonight, I have work in the morning and I need some things from my apartment.”

      “Your car’s at my place so I can’t drop you off at home.”

      We pull into my property. There’s a truck parked out front, but I don’t think anything about it, it’s not unusual for people to use my parking spaces. I steer the truck alongside the tattoo parlor and park it beside Eloise’s car.

      She hops out of the truck, and I rush out and pull her into my arms. I squeeze her in a massive bear hug, not wanting to ever let her go.

      “You fucking asshole!” a man yells.

      I spin around. Marshall is storming toward me, his fists clenched.

      “Oh my God,” Eloise says.

      “Whoa, what are you doing here?” I demand, placing my body between Marshall and Eloise.

      “What were you doing sending me that bitch?”

      “What the fuck are you talking about?”

      Eloise grabs hold of my arms, her fingernails digging into me.

      “Kaylee.”

      Marshall reaches the back of my truck and stops. His nose flares as he breathes and his fists are clenched.

      “Get the fuck out of here, Marshall. You know you’re not allowed to be here.”

      “What’s the matter? Don’t want to fight in front of your new pussy because she doesn’t know what you’re really like?”

      Eloise gasps at his words. Adrenaline surges through my body, but I have no desire to hit Marshall, only to hold Eloise.

      “Calm the fuck down and get out of here. You’re breaking your restraining order.”

      “You think I fucking care? I care about my business, and you tried to sabotage it.”

      “Give me a break, I didn’t try to sabotage your business. You suck, there’s no need for me to do any sabotaging.”

      Ordinarily by now I’d have broken his nose, but just having Eloise beside me relaxes me. I only wish she was just as relaxed.

      “Then what the fuck was Kaylee?” he barks.

      “A bitch who isn’t my problem anymore.”

      “Well she’s my problem because of you.”

      “I didn’t make you hire her.”

      “You didn’t warn me about her.”

      “So you should’ve phoned for a reference, now fuck off away from here.”

      Eloise’s nails dig harder into my skin.

      “She stole from a client while he was getting work done, and now he’s threatening to sue me because of her. This is bullshit.”

      “Listen,” I say, stepping toward him at my full height. “Kaylee has nothing to do with me. Leave now before I...” Eloise whimpers and I decide not to threaten to cave his face in. “Before we phone the police and tell them you’re breaking the restraining order. Get your phone out, Jewel, and get ready to dial 911.”

      “Cocksucker, you’re the one with the restraining order on you,” Marshall grumbles and turns away. He disappears around the corner of the building. I’m amazed how easily it was to get rid of him.

      I spin around, intending to hold Eloise but she’s standing with her arms crossed over her chest, hugging herself.

      “Don’t worry about him,” I say.

      “Who was that? What’s going on with Kaylee? What did you mean a restraining order?”

      “Come inside, I’ll tell you the story.”

      “I don’t know that I want to. Do you have a restraining order on you?”

      I exhale sharply and shake my head. “It’s a long story.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “Come inside, I will make you a drink.”

      “I don’t want to drink, I want an explanation. That guy was crazy.”

      “Exactly. He’s a crazy motherfucker who’s being a pain in my ass since I moved back here.”

      Her eyes search mine, and I remain motionless. It must be a shock for her, she’s probably never even witnessed anything like that before.

      “I thought you were going to hit him. I didn’t know you were like that. Right now I’m wondering who the real you is.”

      “The real me is the guy who was at the house.”

      Our eyes lock, and her chest heaves with her breath. She throws her arms up, and lets them fall back down.

      “Fine, let’s go inside but you have to tell me everything.”

      “I fired Kaylee that morning you first came here because I found out she was stealing from me. That’s why I made her leave immediately,” I say as I unlock the door to my apartment.

      “So why was he mad?”

      Eloise starts climbing the stairs, and I followed behind her.

      “He subsequently hired her. That’s not my problem, he didn’t ask me for a reference.”

      “But why didn’t you report her to the police?” She stops mid step, and twists around to face me.

      “Let’s sit down first.”

      “I don’t care about sitting down, I want answers.”

      “And I told you, I will tell you everything but let’s sit down first.” I want her to calm down before I start telling her what she wants to know.

      Eloise turns back and runs up the rest of the stairs. I hurry to keep up with her. She flops down on the La-Z-Boy, and crosses her arms in front of her.

      I’m disappointed she didn’t sit on the futon. I stand in front of her chair before deciding it’s probably not good to tower over her, and I sit on the futon.

      “When I moved here and opened my parlor, Marshall was pissed off he’d have more competition and so he smashed the windows in the front of my parlor. That’s why I have a restraining order against him.”

      “But why does he have a restraining order on you?”

      “Because when he was smashing the glass I was here, and I went down and confronted him.”

      “You beat him up?”

      “Yeah, but not until after he threw the first punch.”

      “I don’t understand. There are more tattoo parlors in Rochester than just you two, why did he attack yours?”

      “Because I was new. He was trying to scare me from opening. He’s a psycho.”

      “And that’s why you didn’t tell him about Kaylee?”

      I shrug. “He’s got a restraining order on me, I’m not allowed to contact him.”

      “Plus you don’t care.”

      “That too.”

      “I still don’t understand why you didn’t tell the police about Kaylee. She broke the law. She stole from innocent people. You have an obligation to tell the police.”

      “It’s not that easy. I hate her, I’d love to see her arrested. But she’s a single mom. I’m not going to be the one responsible for taking her son’s mother away. Kids need their parents.”

      Eloise’s jaw softens, and she stands.

      “Is that really the reason?” she asks, her voice soft.

      I stand, and wrap my arms around her. “It is.”

      “You really are the man from the lake house.”

      “I am. I wish you hadn’t doubted me.” Why did she doubt me? I thought she could see who I am.

      “It was the shock of that man coming here and yelling at us. Sorry.”

      I lean over and press my lips against hers. I close my eyes, soothed by her. Eloise. The only person who’s ever been able to comfort me. Everything with us is perfect, I just have to get through the dinner with her parents.
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      “I’m glad you stayed over last night,” Gabe says and kisses my cheek.

      “You’re very persuasive.”

      I knew I wouldn’t be able to leave if I came inside last night, but after Marshall’s screaming fit, I had to have an explanation. At least now I know the real reason Kaylee left.

      Gabe is a kind man for not reporting her. Losing his own mother was hard for him. It’s easy to see all the ways it’s influenced his life.

      “See you tonight,” Gabe says, and opens the door of my car.

      “Bye.”

      He shuts the door and I realize how painful the next nine hours are going to be because he won’t be with me. I can’t wait until I can move my days off, but I have to get all my existing appointments moved first.

      Before I know it, I’m pulling into the parking lot. I drove all the way to work on autopilot, my mind too busy thinking about how amazing the weekend was.

      I’ve never felt this way about anyone before. Every second I spend with Gabe makes me care about him more and more. There’s no denying, I am completely and utterly in love with him.

      And I’m glad I am.

      I can’t wait to introduce him to my family. They are going to love him as much as I do, I know they will.

      “Morning, Eloise,” Marcy says the second I set foot through the door.

      “Morning.”

      “Did you tell your parents? Or did you leave it for me to do?”

      With a fake smile plastered across my face, I say, “I told them all right.”

      “And?”

      “And they’re letting me change my days off to his, and invited him to dinner on Saturday.”

      “They know about what you did in your room?”

      “Why do you think they moved my days off?”

      “Well, it doesn’t matter to me because I gave my two weeks’ notice this morning anyway.”

      “Good for you.”

      “Yeah, I can’t work in such a place any longer.”

      “Which is good, because I can’t handle you working here any longer either.”

      I walk away, proud my cheeks didn’t even go a little bit pink.

      All week, I stay at Gabe’s. I don’t think I could sleep without him holding me in bed at night.

      It’s Saturday and I’m at my apartment. Gabe worked and I spent the day doing laundry and reading. Now I’m waiting for him to pick me up for dinner at my parents.

      There’s a knock at the door, and I open it.

      “Hi,” I say, wrapping my arms around his neck.

      He runs his hand down my back and over my butt, leaving a trail of sparks from his touch.

      “We should stay here and get naked.”

      “There is plenty of time for that later,” I say, pulling away. “Let’s get going. I can’t wait for you to meet my family, you’re going to love them.”

      Gabe’s shoulders drop, as do the corners of his mouth. He looks like a condemned man, but he has nothing to worry about, he’ll realize that when he gets there.

      Other than when I give him directions, we drive in silence. His hand moves nonstop on the center console, jiggling with nerves. I suppose it’s normal to be nervous about meeting your girlfriend’s family for the first time.

      We pull into the driveway and I hop out of the truck. Gabe stays seated behind the wheel, his door closed. I move around the truck, and open his door.

      “Come on,” I say, tugging as his hand.

      Gabe sighs loudly, and gets out of the truck. I lace my fingers through his and lead him to the front door.

      As soon as we reach the doormat, Sophie flings open the door.

      “Hey,” she says. “Come on in, Gabe.” Sophie grabs both our hands and pulls us through the door.

      “You remember my sister, Sophie, from our first date,” I say to Gabe.

      Gabe nods at her.

      “Let’s shoot some stick, I hear you’re good at it, but I bet I’m better.” Sophie drags us down the hallway.

      “Where are Mom and Dad?”

      “In the kitchen, cooking. They said they’d call us when dinner was ready.”

      My brow knits. That’s not like them. They always at least say hello to a new guest.

      “The table’s all set up,” Sophie says, handing Gabe a cue.

      She breaks, a light tap that only separates three of the balls. It’s her style, she means business with the serious competition break.

      Gabe leans over and blasts the white ball at the cluster of unbroken balls. They roll and spin around the table, bouncing off the bumpers and each other. Two solids sink. The three of us stand in silence, watching the balls rolling across the table. It seems to go on forever.

      Finally the last ball comes to a standstill, and Gabe takes another shot, sinking another solid.

      Sophie stands beside me and leans close to my ear. In a low voice, she says, “He’s quiet. Does he talk?”

      “Of course.”

      “At least we can enjoy the view when he’s bending over the table.”

      Gabe looks back over his shoulder and smirks. I can’t resist the view any longer. I move to him and squeeze his butt.

      “Hey, we’re not here to re-create your first time at a pool table together,” Sophie says, laughing.

      “We could if you left,” I say, surprised at myself for not being embarrassed. I guess being with the two people I care most about relaxes me.

      Gabe beats Sophie and the two of us play next. I’m ahead by two balls when my father calls us for dinner.

      “This game isn’t over, we’re finishing it after dinner,” I say.

      Gabe still hasn’t said much since we got here, and ignores the comment.

      “Finally, I’m starving,” Sophie says and leaves the room.

      “Let’s go,” I say, and run my hand across his back.

      His heart is pounding, and my hand flinches in surprise. Gabe turns away from me. He moves to the door and stops. I assume he’s waiting for me to lead the way, and I hurry to him.

      I take his hand to lead him to the dining room, and I wonder if I’m imagining his palm being sweaty.

      Sophie is sitting at the end of the table instead of her usual spot. I guess so Gabe and I can sit beside each other. Neither of my parents is in sight.

      “Have a seat,” I say, “I’m going to see if Mom and Dad need any help.”

      I turn to go to the kitchen, and my dad appears holding a bowl of salad.

      “Dad, finally. I’d like you to meet Gabe.”

      Gabe stands, and my father places the salad on the table. Gabe sticks out his tattoo-covered right hand and my dad takes it.

      “Welcome,” my dad says. Gabe nods, and sits back down.

      A few seconds later, my mother walks through the doorway. She’s wearing oven mitts and carrying a hot casserole dish.

      “Gabe, nice to see you,” my mother says, her eyes flicking between Gabe and my dad.

      Gabe smiles and nods but says nothing. I sit down in the chair beside him, and run my hand over his thigh. He shifts in his seat, his feet fidgeting on the floor.

      My mother spoons some of the beef casserole onto Gabe’s plate.

      “Would you like more?” she asks.

      “That’s enough,” Gabe says.

      She scoops some casserole onto my plate and then onto Sophie’s. She carries on around the table and dishes out the casserole onto my father’s plate and hers. She repeats the entire process with the bowl of salad. Everyone sits in silence, watching her hands work.

      Gabe’s knee bounces up and down, and I’m angry at my parents for not making him feel more welcome. It’s not like them, and I wonder if it’s because of all his tattoos.

      Finally, my mother sits down and quietly says, “Let’s eat.”

      I leave my hand on Gabe’s thigh, and pick up my fork. Sophie and my father start eating. Gabe doesn’t touch his fork. Neither does my mother. The food smells delicious, but the tension makes me lose my appetite.

      “This is delicious,” Sophie says.

      “It is. One of your best, Miranda,” my dad says, patting my mom’s shoulder.

      Sophie and my dad chat as they eat, but I can’t follow the conversation. All I can do is look between Gabe and my mother and wonder why they aren’t eating. At least they’ve both picked up their forks, but I haven’t seen either take a bite.

      “Gabe’s a great pool player, you guys should play doubles after dinner,” Sophie says to the table.

      “Great idea,” I say, thankful Sophie has found a way to break the tension.

      “Oh, I have to do the dishes,” my mother says.

      “I’ll do them,” Sophie says.

      My mother takes her first bite of food.

      Gabe’s knee bounces faster. I give Gabe’s thigh a reassuring squeeze. I know everything will be okay once he gets to know my parents.

      Gabe pushes his plate away, and says, “I can’t do this.”
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      My heart is in my throat. Why did he say that?

      “I’m sorry, Eloise. I tried, I really did, but I can’t do this,” Gabe says as he stands.

      “Gabe, please,” my dad says.

      “It’s okay, it is. I promise,” I say, standing. “You just have to get to know them, is all.”

      “Know them? They’re acting like they don’t know who I am.” Gabe’s voice is forceful, and I sink back into the chair, confused.

      “You know them?” I ask.

      Gabe turns to my mother, his eyes boring into her skull.

      “I can’t believe you. I come to your house and you avoid me. I sit down and you pretend like I’m a stranger and that nothing ever happened,” he spits.

      “What’s going on?” I ask.

      “You think this isn’t hard for me?” my mother says, her voice quiet.

      “Would someone tell me what is going on?” I ask, louder.

      “Eloise, I wanted this to work. I really do, but your family is too important to you. You said so yourself. You can’t have a relationship with someone without them being involved with your family and I tried, but there’s no way this is going to work. I can’t walk in here and pretend everything’s okay when your mother is the reason my own mother is dead.”

      Gabe takes my hand, and I scramble to get away from my chair. Tears form in my eyes and my body feels like it is crushed under a thousand pounds of cement.

      He leads me to the front door, and I force my feet to move to keep up. My knees threaten to buckle with each step, and my mind is racing so fast I can barely concentrate on where I’m going.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” I ask through my tears.

      “I didn’t want you to feel bad. I was hoping I could pretend the past never happened, but I can’t. You’re wonderful and amazing, and you’re lucky to have a family who love you. That’s the most important thing in the world. I know, I used to have the same thing. But as much as I want to, I can’t see a future for us. I can’t deal with your parents, and you need them in your life. There’s no way around it.”

      I wipe the tears from my eyes, desperate to see him clearly.

      “Let’s go,” I say. I want to go with him, to clear our heads and figure out something.

      Gabe shakes his head. “No, it’s better if I just go. We had a good time, let’s leave it at that.”

      My body heaves with sobs as he opens the door.

      “Don’t go.”

      He lets go of the door, and my heart flutters with hope. Gabe draws me into him, and I let my body melt against him.

      In a low voice, he says, “I’ve loved you since I was a little kid. I will always love you, but this isn’t meant to be.”

      “Nothing’s ever felt so right,” I say, my voice pleading.

      “It doesn’t matter how right it felt, it’s impossible. I refuse to ask you to give up your family and I can’t be near them without remembering how I don’t have a family because of them.”

      “But...” I start but Gabe lets go of me and rushes out the door.

      My legs collapse and I slump against the floor.

      “Honey,” my mother says, crouching beside me.

      “Why did he say those things? Why didn’t you tell me that you knew him? Why does he think his mom died because of you?” I begin to wail.

      “Because she did,” my mother says softly.

      A great welling of rage balls up in my stomach, and I erupt. “And you never felt the need to tell me that?”

      “I missed the cancer.” My mother carries on talking but I don’t hear anything she says.

      All I can think about is Gabe. He left. He left me and doesn’t want to see me again.

      Can that be real? Did that really happen?

      I push myself to my feet and open the door to leave. I step over the threshold and realize my car isn’t here. My heart sinks again, and I turn and, in a trance, walk to my childhood bedroom.

      Slamming the door behind me, I collapse on the bed and pull the pillow over my head.

      My body physically aches for Gabe. I’m desperate for his embrace, but all I can do is cry until my tears are drained.

      There’s a light tap at the door, and it opens.

      “I brought you your phone,” Sophie says gently.

      I can’t move or say anything, but a sigh leaves my body. Sophie sets the phone beside me on the bed. She strokes my arm, and fresh tears fall from my eyes.

      “I want to go home.”

      “You are home.”

      “But I want my own home. I want to be at Gabe’s home.”

      “Honey, this will always be your real home.”

      “Why didn’t he tell me about Mom? Why didn’t Mom tell me about his mom?” I ask, the anger fueling me enough to sit up.

      “I don’t know. It sucks. Possibly because of patient confidentiality? Or maybe she thought she would never have to tell you.”

      “He’s right, you guys are so important to me. How can I have a relationship with anyone who isn’t a part of my family?”

      “At least he tried for you, he did his best and that’s something. But if he’s decided he can’t be around Mom then there’s nothing much you can do.”

      Sophie pulls me into her arms and rubs my back. I let her comfort me. She’s right, this is my home. I can’t live without my family. But I also feel like I can’t live without Gabe. I could never choose between them. I guess that’s why Gabe chose for me.

      I spend the next three days in my childhood bed, with Sophie waiting on me hand and foot. I started out texting Gabe every hour but he never replied. Now I’m trying to accept the situation, and I’ve only texted him once today.

      My parents have poked their heads in the door and asked how I’m doing but they’re otherwise staying away from me. I don’t know why, I suppose they feel guilty. I hope they feel bad for not telling me. Maybe things would’ve turned out differently. If I’d known, I would’ve brought him for coffee, not dinner. Everything would’ve been in the open, and maybe we all could’ve talked our way through this.

      Right now I’m struggling to think of a reason to ever get out of bed again. I just want to hide in my family’s home. Forever.

      I’m flicking through the pages on my Kindle, unable to concentrate on the words, when my mother comes in the room.

      “How are you doing?” she asks, sitting on the bed beside me.

      “Awful.”

      “I guess that was a pretty big shock. You didn’t expect dinner to end the way it did.”

      “You could say that. I can’t believe no one told me what was going on.”

      “When you told me you were seeing him, I didn’t know what to do. I’ve spent the last fifteen years trying to come to terms with what happened to Rose Irwin.”

      “Her name was Rose?” I ask, envisioning all the rose tattoos on Gabe’s chest.

      “Yes. Why?”

      “It explains all his rose tattoos.”

      Her body tenses, and my mother looks like she’s going to say something. Instead a silence falls between us.

      “I miss him,” I say and exhale sharply.

      “I know you do, sweetie. He obviously meant a lot to you.”

      “Means,” I correct her. “He means a lot to me, he always will. How am I supposed to go on? I know he loves me, he told me he loves me. But he said he’d never pull a child away from their parents, and that includes me.”
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      My swollen knuckles are killing me, and I relax the grip on the tattoo gun. I spent the last five days pummeling the shit out of my punching bag.

      I’d canceled all my appointments on Sunday, Monday and Tuesday. It’s Friday today, and I figured I could use the distraction of working.

      It’s the end of the day. There have been a few slips and mistakes but nothing I couldn’t cover up. Plus I haven’t exactly been gentle with the needle. There’s some satisfaction making grown men wince with pain.

      “You’re done for today. You’ll have to make another appointment to finish off this spider,” I tell the burly guy in my chair.

      “I thought you said it would be done today.”

      “Look at this,” I say, holding up my battered right hand.

      “Fuck, man. You been fighting?”

      “Only myself.”

      “Idiot.”

      “Pretty much. Hey, Ryan, can you tell this guy about aftercare for what he’s had done today and book him in to get the rest done.”

      “Sure, man,” Ryan says.

      I stand and move through the door to our private staff area. There’s still some coffee in the pot and I pour it into my mug from this morning.

      It’s lukewarm and bitter, but I chuck it down my throat anyway.

      Both of my hands are stiff and painful. While I’ve been punching, I’ve been thinking of my left hand as the pain of Eloise and my right hand as the pain of my mother.

      But I realized there’s only one root cause of all the pain, and that’s Eloise’s mother, Miranda.

      It doesn’t seem to matter that it’s been fifteen years, my mom’s death seems to bubble along just under my surface. And seeing Eloise’s parents brought it bursting through the barrier. Now it seems like her death is fresh all over again.

      It was stupid to go there and see them. I thought I could do it for Eloise. I wanted to do anything for Eloise, but the pain was too raw. And now I have the raw pain of losing Eloise on top of it.

      No one has ever made me feel the way she does, and I know no one else will ever make me feel that way. When I’m with her, the pain of life fades into the background.

      “Hey, where are you going? You can’t go back there,” Ryan shouts.

      Eloise’s mother storms into the staff area. Her hair is half tied back and her clothes are disheveled.

      “Gabe, I’m so glad I finally found you. We need to talk,” Miranda says.

      “No, we don’t. Get the fuck out,” I say, slamming my mug onto the counter.

      “For Eloise’s sake.”

      “The best thing for Eloise is a clean break.”

      “No, it isn’t, she’s been a wreck all week. She hasn’t even been able to leave my house.”

      “Good, she needs her family.” I turn my back on her, wanting her to leave.

      “What she needs is you.”

      My throat tightens as I picture how upset Eloise was when I left her. Doing that to her crushed me. The last thing I want is to cause Eloise any pain. But I had no choice.

      “Too bad she has you for a mother, now you’re responsible for causing us both a lot of pain.” I turn back to her, my eyes fierce.

      “I’ll never forgive myself for missing your mother’s cervical cancer.”

      “Good, I’ll never forgive you either,” I say, my voice harsh.

      “She wasn’t just another patient, you know.”

      “I know. She was my mom.”

      “And she was a mother with two young kids in each of my own children’s classes. When you and Eloise were small, we used to help out on the PTA together. We were friends.” Miranda swallows and continues. “Losing her broke my heart.”

      “Then you should’ve caught the cancer.”

      “She came in complaining about back pain. When someone comes in with back pain your brain doesn’t exactly jump to a cervical cancer diagnosis.”

      I close my eyes and remember my mom’s smile.

      “She had other symptoms,” I say flatly.

      “But she didn’t tell me about them right away. She was too embarrassed to talk about the symptoms that might’ve saved her life. Trust me, when I did start to suspect something else, I had a hard enough time convincing her to get a Pap smear.” Her eyes and voice plead with me, but all I feel is rage.

      “Stop blaming her,” I say, my teeth gritted.

      “I’m not,” she says, shaking her head. “I’ve spun this around over and over in my head, and I realized that some situations are simply tragic and we have to accept that.”

      “I don’t have to accept a damned thing.” My hand whacks against the cupboards, sending a shot of pain through my swollen hand.

      “You do if you want to find happiness. Because if Eloise really does make you feel the way you make her feel, you owe it to your mother to embrace that. She and your father were so much in love, and she’d want you to have the same thing. I know she would.” She wipes a stray tear from her eye.

      I don’t say anything as I digest her words. I hadn’t considered what my mom would want, but I’m sure she’d want me to have what she had before everything fell apart.

      “Leave.” I spit the word at her.

      “Can I show you something first?” she asks, yanking down the collar of her shirt.

      A small tattoo of a rose sits on top of her heart. I’m shocked. She definitely doesn’t seem like the type of woman to have a tattoo on her breast. Getting it must’ve been an extreme action for her.

      “I will never forget her, and here’s your proof. You don’t have to like me or care about me, or even hate me, but please don’t let the pain of this mistake I made so long ago carry on to my child.”

      “It’s not my fault, it’s yours,” I say, my voice softening.

      “I’ve done everything I can to ease the pain over losing Rose the way we did. I even donated half my income that year to the trust fund I set up, and convinced most of the other parents at school to make donations.”

      “What are you talking about? What trust fund?”

      “The one for you and your sister that you each got when you turned twenty-five.”

      “You set that up? I thought that was insurance.”

      “Insurance? No, didn’t they tell you?”

      “My father hasn’t been in my life for a hell of a long time. My aunt didn’t know what it was. She said it must be insurance.”

      “And the lawyers? Forget it, it doesn’t matter. What matters is you and Eloise. You both deserve each other, you both want each other. And both of your mothers want you to have each other, and to be happy together.”

      She reaches out her hand to me, clasps my hand for a brief moment. I refuse to meet her eyes, and she turns and hurries out of the room.

      My mind is racing. The trust fund was how I was able to buy Incredible Ink. Miranda seems genuine. And the rose tattoo proves what she’s saying.

      But does it matter how sorry she is? If Eloise and I were together, I’d have to see Miranda and I can’t see how I could ever do that.

      How could I tie myself to the doctor who missed my mother’s cancer diagnosis? For the rest of my life I’d have to have her in my life.

      But I love Eloise.

      I don’t know what to think.
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      I’m sitting on the perfect couch in my parents’ living room. My Kindle is on the couch beside me. Reading about people falling in love doesn’t help when you’ve had your heart ripped out. It’s Saturday, and it’s been exactly a week since Gabe left. My heart aches like he left this morning.

      I still send him a text message every morning, telling him how much I miss him but he’s never replied.

      Sophie went to my apartment yesterday and brought my car here to my parents’ house for me. But I still haven’t worked up the energy or desire to go outside, or go back to my apartment. And I definitely haven’t found the willpower to go to work.

      Both of my parents have been super supportive, and haven’t pressured me to go to work at all.

      My mom told me the whole story about Gabe’s mom and even showed me the rose tattoo I never knew she had. I wish one of them had told me about it before the dinner, but I’m past being angry at either of them now.

      It doesn’t even seem like my mother was totally responsible for Gabe’s mom’s death. I mean, she couldn’t do much if she didn’t know all the symptoms. I don’t know why they both insist on blaming her. She must stop blaming herself.

      My hands fidget with the folds of my skirt. Even though Sophie tried her best to get me to do something to take my mind off things, I haven’t been outside in a week.

      But now, at almost 165 hours since I last saw Gabe, I feel the overwhelming need for fresh air.

      “I’m going for a drive,” I call out.

      Both my father and Sophie are home but I don’t know if either of them hears me.

      I grab my car keys from the floral plate beside the front door and leave the house. It’s late afternoon but the warmth from the sun beams on my face, and I pause to enjoy the feeling before I get in my Ford Focus.

      Pulling the car from the driveway, I realize I have nowhere to go. I could go to my apartment, but it’s empty and hollow without anyone there.

      Instead, I open the window and drive aimlessly around the city. Before I know it, I’m near Incredible Ink. A glance at the dashboard clock shows me they’re still open for another ten or fifteen minutes.

      I drive past, craning my head at it. My heart pounds in my chest. There’s a car in the parking lot but I don’t recognize it. Why would I, they have lots of customers.

      Somehow I’ve turned the car around, and am driving past it in the other direction. My body trembles just knowing how close I am to Gabe.

      I can’t help myself. This time I knowingly turn the car around and pull straight into the parking lot.

      I’m shaking more than I was the first time I came here but I have to see him.

      I have to.

      After turning off the car, I sit for a second and look at the Incredible Ink sign. I don’t know what comes over me, either the memory of the first time I came here or wishful thinking on my part, but I slip off my panties and drop them on the floor in the passenger seat footwell.

      My breathing is rapid and I try to calm it.

      Gabe probably won’t even want to see me, but if I can just get him to talk to me, we can work something out. Even if that something is only meaningless sex.

      His partner, Ryan, appears at the doorway, and looks like he’s locking the door. Adrenaline courses through me, and I jump out of the car.

      Running to the door, I yank on the handle, but it’s locked. With both my fists, I bang on the door.

      Through the glass, I can see both Gabe and Ryan standing near the entrance to the back room. They look in my direction, and look away again, saying something to each other.

      Ryan walks toward the door and says, “We’re closed.”

      I don’t see him, my eyes are fixed on Gabe. He’s turned sideways to me, his head angled down at the floor.

      “Look at me,” I yell.

      Ryan’s at the door now, and says, “He wants you leave.”

      “I’m not leaving,” I yell as loud as I can.

      Gabe’s shoulders hunch more, but his feet stay firm.

      “Let me in,” I scream, losing all control of my voice.

      “I’m outta here,” Ryan says, and walks to the back room. I hope he’s leaving through the back exit.

      Gabe jams his hands into his hair. My heart is racing but I won’t stop now. Just seeing him has ignited me.

      I pound on the door again. Gabe drops his hands to his sides and slowly walks to the door. As he nears, his face becomes clear. His normal bright eyes are dull, and his jaw is tight.

      He rests his fingers on the door handle.

      “What are you doing here?” he asks through the window without looking at me.

      “I want a tattoo,” I blurt without thinking.

      He sighs, and says, “We’re closed.”

      “So what? I know you do after-hours clients.”

      Our eyes meet, and a shock of sorrow hits me. I raise my hand, and press it against the glass. He’s so close, but I can’t touch him. My eyes plead with him to open the door.

      “You don’t want a tattoo, Eloise.”

      “I do. I want one of those flowers, like you drew on me. How else am I supposed to deal with this? At least that way I’ll always have part of you with me.”

      Gabe shakes his head.

      “I’ll go to Hell in a Needle if I have to,” I say desperately.

      “No, you won’t.”

      “Try me.”

      He sighs, unlocks the door, and opens it.

      “Don’t do that,” he says, standing in the doorway.

      I duck under his arm, and march straight to the chair and his station. I sit in the chair and force myself to breathe. Gabe locks the door and drags his feet over the floor as he walks to me.

      As he reaches me, I pull up my skirt.

      “I want it right here,” I say, tracing my finger along my thigh.

      Gabe sighs, and sits on his stool. His hands rest on his thighs, and I realize how red and swollen they are. His eyes follow mine.

      “Do you want me to look at them? I can make them feel better.”

      “No, they’re fine,” he says, and moves them behind his back. “I only give tattoos to people I definitely know want them. They’re permanent. You have to be sure.”

      “I am sure, I’m sure about everything about you.” My voice waivers.

      “Eloise, don’t.”

      My heart sinks. If he’d only talk about this we could figure out something. I know we could. My mother would support trying different solutions, she told me she would.

      “We can work something out,” I say. “I would let you cover my body from head to toe if it meant having you in my life. We can have meaningless sex until the end of time if that’s what you need.”

      “I said don’t.”

      Gabe suddenly stands, and places a hand on either side of my head on the headrest. Butterflies fill my body, and a bundle of nerves sits heavily in my gut. He’s so near, and his scent wraps around me like a hug, even if his arms don’t. I want to wrap my arms and legs around him.

      Instead I say, “Let’s talk about it.”

      “I don’t want to talk about it now.”

      He leans into me, and crushes his mouth against mine.
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      When Eloise turned up, I fought to do what my brain was telling me to do. I tried to keep this simple for her, and not complicate her life with a man who will never be a big part of her family.

      But the longer I looked at her, the less I was able to resist her.

      I hadn’t planned on things happening this way. But now that her lips are on mine, I can taste how right she is.

      Since the talk with her mother yesterday, I’ve been doing a lot of thinking. My mother would want me to be happy, and Eloise is the only person who’s ever made me feel anything even close to happy.

      Maybe her mother’s right, maybe there was no way for her to suspect cancer. She seemed genuine. That still doesn’t mean I want to hang out with her.

      I pull Eloise out of the chair, and hold her tight against me. The tension and anger I’ve been carrying around all week vanish with her in my arms. Even the grief gets buried under the happiness.

      Our tongues twirl as our kiss deepens. My dick aches to be in her, and strains against my shorts.

      Seeing her on the other side of the glass confirmed everything I felt about her. Part of me thought she looked too good for a man like me, but the second she walked in the door I realized she’s all mine. We belong together.

      We always have.

      But I don’t want to think about any of that right now. I only want to think of Eloise, naked and screaming my name as I make her come.

      “Mark me, please. I am yours, I will forever be yours,” Eloise says, her breath tickling my neck.

      “I’m not inking you until I know for sure that it’s what you want.”

      “It is what I want.”

      “Don’t worry, I know exactly what I’m going to do to you. But that has to wait, I need one last taste.”

      “What do you mean last?” she says, pulling away, her eyes wide with worry.

      I pick her up by the waist and she squeals. I set her on the padded table I use when people have to lay down to get their tattoos. Her hands tug at the bottom of my T-shirt, and I pull it over my head.

      “God, I missed this body,” she says, running her hands over my muscles.

      “Not as much as this body’s missed you,” I say, and push her hand against my rock-hard cock.

      She moans, and slips her hand under the waistband of my shorts. Wrapping her fingers around my shaft, she starts stroking me. I throw back my head, and let the tingles rush over me.

      I push my shorts and boxers down, and kick them off my feet. Eloise half moans and half laughs as she pushes her body off the table and sinks to her knees.

      Just like on our first night in the park, she surprises me by her action, but I’m not complaining. She lightly cups my balls and licks up my shaft. When she reaches the tip, she closes her mouth over the head and runs her tongue around the ridge.

      Eloise sucks my cock deep into her mouth, and I swear I’m halfway down her throat.

      I grab onto the table to steady myself. She’s too good. She makes me feel too good.

      “Enough, or I’ll blow,” I say, pulling her up by her armpits.

      All four of our hands wrestle her top off, and I undo her bra. Her nipples are pearled, and I flick them with my tongue. I run my hands over her curves, and lift her back onto the table.

      My dick is screaming at me to fuck her, to claim her as mine forever. But I want to take my time. I want to taste her while I still can.

      My lips lock on hers again, and she whimpers under the intensity.

      Eloise’s perched on the edge of the table, her knees apart. I push my body as close to her as I can. My hands run up her soft thighs, and push her skirt up as far as I can.

      The pinky finger of my right hand brushes against her lips, and is immediately coated from her slick mound.

      I break the kiss, and say, “You’re not wearing any panties.”

      “I guess I forgot to put them on this morning.”

      “You bad girl,” I say and grind my cock against her.

      “I’m your bad girl.”

      “I know,” I say chuckling, and pick her up.

      She wraps her legs around my waist and holds onto my shoulders. Her skirt falls between us and I back into the barber-style chair, bringing Eloise with me. She straddles me, and I grab the hem of the skirt, and pull it out from in between us.

      Her mound is drenched and all the blood in my body rushes to my dick. With my hands, I circle her body on me, coating myself in her wetness.

      Lifting her a little, I place my tip at her entrance.

      Our eyes meet, and I hold her gaze as she lowers herself onto me. Her slick walls, hugging me tight, are the best fucking thing I’ve ever felt.

      I cup the back of her head, and pull her close to me.

      In a low voice, I say, “Let’s go upstairs.”

      “Maybe I like it here. I want to be your bad girl right now.” Her voice is breathy, and makes my dick throb.

      “Then ride me, the way you did at the lake house. I want to watch you on me. I want to see how you’re mine.”

      “I am yours, but you have to be mine too.”

      Eloise raises her arms, laces her fingers together behind her head and grinds herself on my cock. My eyes rake over her as she moves, her tits bouncing and her hands tousling her loose hair.

      My dick has never been so fucking happy. Neither has my soul.

      Eloise will be in my life forever, whatever it takes. Even if it means seeing her mother every day. I can’t be without her.

      I sink deeper into the chair, shudders and tingles coat my skin. My cock throbs in her tight pussy. My sack draws tight against me, my balls are about to explode.

      Fuck.

      Not without tasting her pussy. One last taste to last me six months.

      Wrapping my arms around her, I stand. My dick is still inside her, and she writhes on my cock. She’s making it very hard to do what I have to do.

      I pull her off me, and lay her on the table.

      “I was about to come. Why did you make me stop?” she moans.

      “So was I. But I need to lick you.”

      “I want you in me.”

      Ignoring her, I push her back on the table and dive my head between her legs. Without bothering to kiss her thighs, I push my tongue through her folds and dip it into her entrance.

      Her juices coat my tongue with the sweetest taste in the world. I close my eyes and focus on remembering it.

      “Gabe,” Eloise moans.

      She grinds herself against my face, covering me in her slickness as she comes. I don’t stop, I keep lapping at her folds.

      Meshing her hands in my hair, she lifts her ass and moans. I ram my finger into her, and her walls clamp around it. She lets out a high-pitched scream as she comes again. My tongue doesn’t stop.

      I could do this all day long.

      After she calms, she says, “Oh my God, what are you doing to me?”

      Lifting my head, I say, “I have to enjoy this, after I pierce you I won’t be able to lick you without a barrier until you’re healed.”

      Eloise jolts up.

      “You’re piercing me?”
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      Waves are still crashing over me, making it difficult to think straight.

      “You first came here for a piercing, didn’t you?” Gabe asks.

      He slides my body further up the table, and moves his body over mine.

      “Yeah, the first time I came here,” I say, giggling.

      “Better late than never.”

      “You think I still need to be pierced?”

      A piercing might be the reason I found Gabe in the first place, but that was out of desperation to have an orgasm. Now that I found Gabe, orgasms are no longer an issue. He barely has to touch me and I quiver.

      “Your pussy will look really fucking tasty with a pretty blue jewel on it.”

      “I got the impression you didn’t want me to get one.”

      Gabe laughs, and moves his body over mine. He pushes his throbbing dick against my mound.

      “No, I wanted you to know I could make you come without one. I needed to know you were mine before I decorated you.”

      “Well, you made that pretty clear.”

      He nips my neck and growls, “I’m going to flick that ring, and I’ll be beating on your clit from front and back. Your head will explode.”

      “I don’t think it can get more intense.”

      “Only one way to find out.”

      I laugh, and say, “I would love for you to pierce me.”

      “Think of it as a promise ring. It’s my promise to never hurt you again.”

      I moan in delight at the idea of having Gabe’s mark. It would be our little secret.

      Although I still want him to tattoo me, but that can wait.

      Right now I’m happy with a piercing. I’d be happy with anything Gabe did to me.

      Gabe spreads my lips with his fingers and drives his hard dick into me. My walls adjust to his size, and he begins pumping into me.

      My body sparks and sizzles everywhere our skin touches. A volcano of heat wells between my legs, threatening to overwhelm me. I don’t want to cry again, it’s embarrassing but the feelings are so intense.

      I claw at his back, and my legs stick up, tensed, into the air.

      He moves faster and faster, grunting as he drives into me. Small spasms move across my walls, and every muscle in my body tenses, and I struggle to breathe. He lets out a long grunt, and buries himself deep within me.

      A tidal wave rips through me, and all the tension in my body is washed away.

      “Gabe,” I scream.

      The deafening sound echoes around the room. My legs buck and kick as the orgasm rips through me. His dick throbs against my walls, seemingly making the waves stronger.

      I’ve never felt anything so powerful or good or right. I seem to melt into a puddle on the table.

      Without moving, Gabe hovers over me, drawing deep breaths of air into his lungs.

      Gasping, I say, “We can still have sex without a condom, right?”

      “Fuck yes, I wouldn’t even consider it if we couldn’t.”

      Squeezing him tight, I realize how lucky I am for noticing that headline on the magazine cover. I can’t imagine living the rest of my life without Gabe. And not just because of the way he makes my body feel.

      I’ve never had as much fun with anyone as I have with Gabe, and that includes Sophie.

      Maybe the reason I love them both so much is because of the way they get me to relax and have fun instead of fretting about doing what I think I’m supposed to be doing.

      We lie locked together in each other’s arms, without speaking. I don’t think any words need to be said. At least not right now, but I’m sure we can work things out with my parents.

      Gabe kisses my forehead, and pulls out of me. Standing, he grabs his T-shirt from the floor and wipes my pussy.

      “Stay there,” he says, and turns away.

      The intensity of the orgasm has barely subsided. Staying here isn’t much of a choice. I couldn’t walk away right now if I tried. I close my eyes, and vaguely hear him rummaging around.

      A warm, wet cloth wipes my mound, and I open my eyes. Gabe is staring intently at my folds as he cleans me. Next he squirts some kind of solution onto me, and wipes it all around me with a thin cloth.

      He exposes my clit to the air, and wipes the cloth over it. The air, the cloth and Gabe’s touch unleashes another set of waves.

      “Oh God,” I cry.

      “You like that, baby?” he asks, pinching my clit and rolling it between his fingers like he did when we first met.

      The entire area is throbbing, and I cry out again.

      Gabe concentrates on what he’s doing, and I watch as he works. His fingers pinch around behind my clit, searching for the right spot. He takes some kind of metal clamp from the tray and puts it on the place where his fingers were pinching.

      “You’re doing it now?”

      For some reason, I didn’t realize he meant piercing me right now. I thought maybe in a couple of hours, or even tomorrow.

      “Yes now, while your taste is still fresh. Otherwise I’m just going to have to keep licking you. Besides, the sooner we do it, the sooner you start healing and the sooner I can taste you again.”

      Holding the clamp in place, he takes a long needle from the tray. I can’t watch any longer, and turn my head to the wall.

      Without saying anything, he pushes the needle through me. Surprisingly, I don’t flinch or make any sound. I barely notice any pain. I keep my eyes on the wall but can feel him doing something down there. I suppose putting on the jeweled hoop.

      “Beautiful,” he says, and tosses the items back into the tray. “Want to see?”

      He holds up a mirror, and angles it between my legs.

      “Of course,” I say, and look at the mirror.

      The ring rests against my skin, the pretty blue jewel sparkling in the light.

      “I love it,” I say, beaming at Gabe.

      And I do love it. It’s fun, naughty and Gabe’s. I love everything it represents.
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      “Are you going to eat that?” I ask, pointing at the last piece of pepperoni pizza.

      “It’s all yours,” Eloise says, and takes a sip of her Diet Coke.

      After I pierced her, we came upstairs to my apartment. We’ve been laughing and joking around all evening, but we still haven’t talked about her mother.

      Neither of us has gone there, I think because things right now are perfect.

      “How is it? Does it hurt?” I ask, and pick up the pizza slice.

      She shrugs, and says, “Not at all.”

      I’ve given her two salt baths already. It kills me, but I got her panties from the car and made her put them on to keep the area clean.

      “I think it helped doing it when the area was stimulated, and that it will heal fast because of that,” I say. At least I fucking hope so.

      “Are you going to tattoo me in the middle of an orgasm too?”

      I chuckle, and say, “I need you to be perfectly still for that.” I pause, and add, “Are you serious about the tattoo?”

      “I think so, it’s a permanent way of showing how much I love you.” Eloise slides across the futon and cuddles up against me.

      “I am going to make you reflect on that for a few weeks. You realize that once I start coloring on your perfect canvas of a body that I may not be able to stop.” I take a bite of the pizza.

      Her eyes widen, and wander over my arms. I hope she realizes how serious I am.

      “I’m just glad I happened to walk into your tattoo parlor, and not somewhere like Hell in a Needle.”

      “We were meant to be. Did you realize I wouldn’t even have a parlor if it wasn’t for your parents?”

      “No, what are you talking about?”

      “My mother didn’t have insurance. The money I got when I turned twenty-five was a trust fund your mother set up. From the sounds of it, a lot of the money in it was hers.”

      Eloise’s eyebrows squeeze together, and she sets her drink on the coffee table.

      “I don’t understand. Why do you think that?”

      “Because she told me.”

      “Who told you? My mom?”

      “Yes, she was here yesterday and told me about how she was my mother’s friend. She showed me her tattoo of a rose. Did you know she has a tattoo?”

      “She showed me, but I never knew until yesterday.”

      “I bet you never thought your mother was inked,” I say, laughing.

      “It was a surprise, but not exactly my biggest surprise in the last week. She didn’t say anything about a trust fund.”

      “She set it up after my mother died.”

      “She must’ve cared a lot about your mother, as well as you and your sister.”

      “It’s something I’ve been debating, did she set it up because she cared or did she set it up to alleviate her guilt?”

      Eloise’s shoulders drop, and she leans back in her seat. “Do you really think it’s her fault? Wouldn’t there have been a big lawsuit if she’d been the reason?”

      I throw the pizza crust on the table. Was it her fault? I don’t know anymore. I spent the last fifteen years believing it was. It’s what my father and aunt always said. No one said anything about my mother not revealing all her symptoms. I wonder if my father ever knew that.

      Why didn’t my mom tell the doctor all her symptoms? Was a bit of embarrassment worth dying over? What if she’d never died, and I got to keep my perfect life in Rochester, with Eloise.

      I swallow and stop myself going down that path. God knows I’ve spent enough of the past wondering about the what ifs.

      None of it will bring my mother back.

      My mother knew I had a crush on Eloise, I only wish she knew we ended up together. She would’ve loved Eloise. My heart grows heavy as all the things my mother never got to know flash through my mind. The biggest of all being the fact that she’ll never know my children, our children. And our children will never get to know their amazing grandmother.

      Eloise is looking at me, waiting for an answer. I swallow again, trying to release the tension in my throat.

      “Probably,” I mutter. I want to believe it, if nothing else.

      Her face softens, and she smiles. “We can make this work, I know my mother really wants to make it work. So do my father and Sophie. We’ve got the three people who love me most in the world rooting for us and willing to do anything for us. Everything is going to be great.”

      I shake my head, and say, “They’re not the three people who love you most, I am.”

      She giggles, and says, “Okay fine, after you.”

      “You know, part of me feels like I owe them, for the money.”

      “There’s no way my mother feels like you owe her. Trust me, she definitely feels that she owes you.” Eloise runs her hand over my chest muscles. “Think how lucky you are, not many men have girlfriends whose mother feel as supportive of them as mine does about you.”

      “I still don’t want to rush over and have dinner with them again.”

      “That’s fine, there’s no rush. We can take as long as we want and figure this out. I don’t have to see them all the time, I work with them, remember. I do need to see Sophie though.”

      “Sophie’s cool, I can handle hanging out with her.”

      “See, baby steps. I think a lot of your reaction was the uncertainty of how you would feel and how my mother would feel about you. But that’s done now, that’s in the past, the next meeting won’t be like that at all. Especially since you talked to my mother yesterday.”

      “I’m still not in a rush to do that again.”

      “That’s fine, you don’t have to be. There’s no rush, there’s no pressure at all.”

      I wrap my arm around her waist and pull her tight to me, knowing my life is perfect again.
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      One Year Later…

      

      “What about this? Do you want it?” Eloise asks, holding up a tray covered with old papers. Her hair is loose, and hangs around her shoulders.

      “Dump,” I say.

      “Gone,” she says, and drops it in the cardboard box marked trash.

      I’m on my hands and knees in the spare bedroom at the lake house, pulling out boxes from underneath the bed.

      “This would have been easier on my knees if we’d gotten rid of the bed first.”

      “I’m just glad your sister visited, and took everything she wants so I don’t have to feel bad about throwing stuff away,” she says.

      “It’s hard throwing away everything.”

      “You should let me do it all, I’m not emotionally attached to any of it.”

      “Not even this?” I ask, holding up a drawing of a bunny rabbit I did in grade school.

      Eloise smiles, and snatches the drawing from my hand. “We’re keeping this, it’s adorable and perfect to hang on the wall in the nursery. I’m going to get it framed.”

      I laugh, and go back to hauling out shit from under the bed. I ignored clearing out this room as long as I could. Everything in it is a time capsule of my life from before my mother died.

      I couldn’t face thinking about how wonderful my life was back then when my present life was anything but. But now with Eloise, I can let go and move on. Except I’ve been too busy enjoying Eloise for the past year that I haven’t bothered to clear out the room. We never needed it before now.

      We’ve decided that we want to live here full time and commute to Rochester so we can raise our child in our little slice of paradise. Now we have to get the room ready for the baby.

      The baby was planned, but we only just found out Eloise is pregnant last week, on her parents’ anniversary.

      They say not to tell anyone until three months but we were both so excited that we announced it at her parents’ anniversary dinner.

      “I swear this is the hottest Memorial Day weekend ever,” Eloise says, wiping her sweaty forehead with the back of her hand.

      “Let’s take a break,” I say, standing.

      I walk into the kitchen and grab us two cold beers from the fridge. I pause, put them back and instead take out two bottles of lemonade.

      Eloise’s parents were ecstatic when they found out they were going to be grandparents.

      They’ve been nothing but understanding and welcoming to me, and I can’t imagine better grandparents for my child to have. It took several months for me to accept the past but we took things slowly, and now I’m honored to be a part of their family.

      Miranda seems to have healed as well. It’s like we helped each other accept a tragic situation without blame.

      The doorbell rings, and Eloise says, “I’ll get it.”

      Carrying the drinks, I walk into the living room. A FedEx man is at the door, and one of the drinks nearly slips out of my hand. There’s only one thing I’m expecting to be sent to this address, or at least hoping will be sent.

      “I’ll take it,” I say, pulling the small package from Eloise’s hand.

      “Is it the new handle sample for the kitchen cupboards?” she asks, staring at the package, waiting for me to open it.

      “It’s nothing,” I say, trying to make her lose interest. “Here’s your drink, let’s go outside and chill out.”

      I’m desperate to open the package but I set it on the couch, and herd Eloise outside, into the sunshine.

      “Man, it’s hot out here.” She pulls her tank top off, revealing her flimsy bikini top. It looks even more flimsy since her boobs are already bigger from the pregnancy.

      Purple lilacs cover her rib cage beside her right breast. As soon as I knew she wanted to be inked, I started designing tattoos for her. I want to drape flowers all down the right side of her body. The flowers and leaves look real, and she’s like a forest princess. It’s my best work.

      I can’t resist touching her, and brush my fingers over the lilacs. Eloise tilts her head and smiles coyly.

      “I’m going to sit by the lake. Coming?” she asks, swaying her hips as she walks across the lawn.

      “In a minute,” I say, thinking of the FedEx package.

      I pass her my drink to carry down to the lounge chairs, and turn back to the house. My heart hammers against my chest as I enter the house.

      My father is the only person who would ever mail something to this address. Everything normally goes to my tattoo parlor.

      I sent him an email a month ago, telling him how I’d moved on with my life and that he should too. He didn’t send an email back. Nothing. Silence, just like he’s been every day since my mother died.

      My hands shake as I rip open the package. Inside is a handwritten note, the writing shaky:

      

      Son,

      I’m glad to hear things are going well for you. You’re right, you deserve this more than I do. You deserved more than I was ever able to give you. At least I can give you this. I hope it brings you as much happiness as it brought me.

      

      That’s it, there’s no signature, there’s no return address. I still have no idea where he’s living.

      A scrunched-up piece of paper is taped to the bottom of the page. I peel it off and unfolded it, knowing what’s inside it.

      Dozens of possibilities rush through my mind. In the end I decide I can’t wait any longer.

      I rush out of the house and down to the lake. Eloise is stretched out on the lounge chair, the endless lake in front of her.

      Without stopping to find the right words, I perch myself on the side of her lounge chair.

      “What’s up? Is everything okay? You look weird,” she says.

      I try to relax my jaw, and clear my throat.

      “Everything is more than okay. Everything is perfect, because you’re in my life.” I slide off the chair, and kneel on the grass beside her. Her hands fly to her mouth. “Eloise Hutchinson, will you marry me?”

      I open my hand, and reveal the ring sitting on my palm. My mother’s ring. I didn’t look at it closely in the house, I was too surprised that my father actually sent it to think about anything else. It’s as amazing as I remember it, one big round diamond solitaire on a white gold band.

      “Yes,” Eloise cries, flying out of her chair and throwing her arms around me.

      I take her hand and slide the ring on her finger. It fits perfectly.

      She holds her hand out, admiring the ring.

      “That’s what came in the package,” I say.

      “Where from?” she asks and gasps, “Oh, is this your mother’s?”

      “Yeah,” I say, nodding.

      Eloise nestles her head against mine. “It’s beautiful. I feel so honored.”

      “I’m the one who’s honored. You came back into my life and made everything good again.”

      Holding her chin, I crush my lips against hers. She whimpers, and I lay her down on the grass, and move over her. I trail kisses down her neck and swollen breasts, making my way down her body to give her another mind-blowing orgasm or two. Orgasms that are even stronger with her piercing.

      
        THE END

      

      [image: ]
* * *

      Thank you for reading Pierce Me, I hope you loved it as much as I loved writing it!

      If you did, I’d be super grateful if you could leave a review on Amazon for me <3

      If you’d like to receive the free bonus booklet of Gabe and Eloise on their tenth anniversary plus the FREE book The Dick Next Door, join my newsletter.

      Check out my other books on Amazon!

      Text Simone to 24587 to be notified of a new Simone release (and never about anything else)

      You can find me on Facebook or visit simonesowood dot com.  I always love hearing from readers, email me simone at simonesowood dot com

      I’ve included two bonus books for you. Both are complete, full length novels.

      I’ve chosen them because they are regular guys - not a billionaire in sight!

      And if you liked piercings, Steel in Carny has, shall we say, a rather unique one. Carny is my personal favorite book I’ve ever written, and I’m sure you’ll love it.

      I’ve also included BESTSELLING Lip Service for you to enjoy.

      Happy reading!

      Simone xoxo

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Carny: A Bad Boy Small Town Romance

        

      

    
    
      Different town every week means a different woman in my bed.  No complaints here.  That’s how I f*cking want it.

      One look of my handsome smile has them weak in the knees.  One touch of my rock hard muscles has their panties dropping.  One night of pounding with my pierced, tattooed c*ck and they beg me to stay.

      But when the weekend’s over, I move on to the next town, and next woman.

      Until Emily.

      One look at the beautiful blonde and I know she’s the one I want in this town.  One taste of her innocence and I need more.

      The last thing she wants is anything to do with me; she know’s I’m nothing but trouble — until a fight with her parents pushes her straight into my arms.  

      I’ll be damned if I’m letting her walk away, no matter what her rich parents think of their precious princess with a bad boy.

      I finally have a woman I wanna keep.  I’m not letting her go.

      

      *** A steamy STANDALONE contemporary romance with a smoking hot alpha. No cliffhanger, no cheating, and a guaranteed happily-ever-after.***
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        Never opened myself this way. Life is ours, we live it our way

        Metallica

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Ride to Live, Live to Ride (Steel)

        

      

    
    
      “Cocksucker, watch what you’re doing!” Whiskey yells, snapping his hand away from the Ferris wheel car and shaking it.

      “Kill it, Whiskey,” I say. “I know what the fuck I’m doing better than anyone here. Pay attention, you might learn something.” I’ve spent ten years in the carnival, there’s nothing I don’t know better than everyone else here.

      “If you know what you’re doing, why’d you push it when my finger was still in the slots?” Whiskey says, pushing his long hair away from his eyes.

      “Shithead, even greenies know not to stick their finger in the slots. That is what a screwdriver’s for.” I grunt as I adjust the hundred-pound pig iron in my hands.

      “What’s the matter, Steel? Whiskey high already?” Razor asks from the other side of the half-assembled Ferris wheel. He’s my closest buddy. He’s like a brother, but I don’t even know his real name. When you join the carnival, real names are left at the gate.

      “Shit, seriously? I thought you were just hungover like the rest of us. This ride’s a bitch to put up. What the fuck are you doing spliffing up before we get it together?” I say, dropping the heavy piece of metal. I wipe my sweaty forehead, getting a whiff of the diesel and grease on my hands.

      “Whiskey, you better not let Papa Smurf find out you’re working fucked up, he’ll slough your ass so fast you’ll be stuck in this town begging for bus fare,” Razor says, walking over to us. His short brown hair is soaked in sweat from busting his ass all morning.

      “Like I’m supposed to believe you two fuck ups never do?” Whiskey says, his bloodshot eyes moving between Razor and me.

      “Not in the morning,” I say.

      Razor laughs. “At least not on mornings we’re working.”

      “You guys are full of shit,” Whiskey says.

      “Go get Zombie, I’ve had enough of you today,” I say, shoving Whiskey’s shoulder and sending him scrambling.

      “Fuck you, man.” Whiskey collects himself and saunters away. He’s so stoned, it’d be faster for me to walk to the bunkhouse and back several times.

      “Come on, Razor, work with me. I want time to shower before it’s beer o’clock.”

      Razor and I get on with our work. I’m surprised how fast Zombie appears, and after busting our balls for eight hours, we finish assembling the wheel.

      “Safety check,” I say. As if.

      I hook my hand around the outer frame and hop up, landing with my feet on the radial strut. Like a monkey, I make my way up the side of the wheel, stopping at various points to examine the lights.

      When I’m near the top, I swing myself into the red car. Sitting, I pull off my sweaty Metallica t-shirt and use it to dry my face before letting it drop to the ground. It feels good to sit down for the first time since breakfast.

      It’s great up here, I can see all over this shitty little town. I don’t even know what it’s called. I don’t care about nothing, and number one on the list of things I don’t care about is the name of the town we’re in.

      The Golden Arches tower over the place. It’s not quite a one-light town, but close.

      Most of the houses are average, full of average rubes with average lives. Lives full of nine to five, bills and debt collectors. Fuck that shit, I need my freedom.

      My life is all right. I work hard, but it’s not nine-to-five bullshit. I have a place to lay my head, food in my belly and every day is a different adventure. That’s about all I need in life.

      I turn my head in the other direction. East of the park we’re in, there’s a cluster of big houses. You can even see their perfect lives from here. Now that’s something I might consider leaving this life for.

      It’s actually a pretty nice town, I’ve seen a lot worse.

      “Steel! You think we’re going to stand around busting our asses while you have a chill out session?” Razor yells.

      “I’m doing a safety check,” I say, banging my fist against the metal car.

      The car jolts and the wheel flies into action, hurling me and the car forwards. I lean back into the corner of the seat, rest my arm across the back and put my feet up on the edge. I know these shitheads, this wheel ain’t stopping anytime soon.

      “I hope you assholes are having as much fun as I am,” I shout as my car passes the lowest point of the wheel.

      “Hold on,” Razor grins as he leans on the speed lever.

      The wheel speeds up to near its maximum. Any townie would be puking right now, but I’m used to it.

      For this town, the Ferris wheel is at the back corner of the lot. The carnival is set up so you enter and walk down the midway, then loop to the right for the rides, it’s pretty much a big circle. Little kiddie rides at the front, shakers at the back.

      The rides and midway are taking shape. Most of the big stuff is up, it’s just the little things left for tomorrow. The ticket booths, the matting, and we have to check every single damn light bulb. That’s a pain-in-the-ass job.

      It’s empty now, waiting for the crowds to fill it up. I always get a kick out of the happiness on the little kiddies’ faces, and I get a lot of joy out of the local girls who are happy to spread their legs for a carny.

      There’s nothing better than a rough fucker like me corrupting the local pastor’s daughter.

      “I’m enjoying my sunset ride, assholes!” I yell to no one in particular.

      The ride comes to an abrupt stop, my car wildly swings back and forth.

      “Get your ass down here and work,” Razor yells.

      “Papa Smurf said we’re finished at sundown tonight, woo hoo!” I holler at them.

      I’m at two o’clock on the wheel. The car’s still swinging, but I hop up and grab onto the wheel’s framework.

      “About time,” Razor says and starts the wheel moving again, although not at full tilt this time.

      I tighten my grip on the strut and get my feet ready to take the change in direction as we go over the apex of the wheel.

      With my feet nestled in the joint of the frame, I hold on with one hand and lean way out. As we come to the bottom of the arc, I hop off. Without breaking my stride, I walk towards the carny cafeteria.

      My stomach groans as I near the greasy goodness smell of burgers and fries. I normally heat up some ramen noodles in my bunkhouse cabin, but Wednesdays are rough work and I always treat myself to the mess tent for dinner. Somehow dollar store food isn’t enough when you’ve been chucking heavy pig irons around all day.

      “Evening, Cess,” I say as I reach the line-up for grub.

      Cess turns to me and smiles, she always did have a welcoming smile. Welcoming everyone and anyone to her pussy. Though she must be over thirty now, and her age is starting to show. The straggly blah brown hair doesn’t help her looks.

      “Hey Steel, feel like visiting tonight?”

      “I’m good.”

      “You sure didn’t think like that when you joined us as a little virgin teenager.”

      I roll my eyes. That was ten years ago, I’ve had hundreds of pussies since, and I’ll still never hear the end of being a virgin when I joined the carnival at seventeen. A guy doesn’t get much chance to lose his virginity while he’s in juvie, at least not to a female.

      “You know I didn’t mean it like that.”

      “Why don’t you come and see me tonight?” Because I don’t need to touch the lot lizard is why.

      “Fuck, Cess, you know I’m all about local pussy. I’m going to find myself a pretty blonde this week.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          When I See You Smile (Emily)

        

      

    
    
      My best friends Courtney and Maddie pick me up to go to the carnival. The annual Lions Club Carnival is the most exciting thing that happens in the town of Colmar.

      I’m glad it’s a warm enough October evening to wear my new Burberry dress. I bought it last month, and haven’t had a chance to wear it yet.

      Courtney looks perfect, as always. Not a single piece of her chestnut hair is out of place. Unlike Maddie’s wild red hair.

      It’s Saturday evening. We’d planned to come last night too, but got distracted with a zombie movie marathon on tv and never made it.

      Well, I distracted them with the zombies.

      I didn’t feel like going last night, I was too busy stewing over the conversation with my father, right before my parents left for the airport on yet another of their vacations.

      “Have fun at the carnival. It should be a good one, they’re a new carnival company this year,” my mom said, her overnight bag clenched in her hand.

      “Don’t do anything stupid,” my father said, “I have a reputation to uphold. And as my daughter, your actions reflect on me.”

      It was the same crap I hear all the time. I had to breathe deep, count to ten, and wish my father didn’t have the attitude of a man straight out of the fifties. I swear this entire town is stuck in the fifties.

      I am twenty years old. An adult. What does my father’s reputation have to do with me?

      Just because he’s president of the Lions Club, and has the largest car dealership network in North Carolina, doesn’t mean he has to have a daughter who never gets to have any fun.

      As Courtney, Maddie and I near the gates, the noise of the rides and people screaming, as well as the incredible smell of funnel cakes make me regret the zombie movies. I can watch those anytime, we missed all the fun here.

      The carnival is super busy. Half the young people in the town of Colmar are here, waiting in line to get in.

      “What are we doing first?” Maddie asks.

      “Let’s go on the rides before the lines get too long,” Courtney says.

      “Ooo, good idea,” I say.

      “Five bucks each admission,” the ticket man says. I recognize him as John from the Lions Club, this whole weekend is their biggest fundraising event. They keep the entrance price, the carnival takes everything else. My father helps organize it.

      We pay our money and bustle each other into the park.

      “Let’s go straight to the back and work our way forwards,” Maddie says.

      “The Ferris wheel first?”

      “Come on,” Courtney grabs our arms and we rush through the midway to get to the rides.

      “Hey pretty girls, come win yourself a SpongeBob,” a guy at a game stall calls.

      “First try is free,” another man at another stall says, spinning a basketball on his finger.

      “Don’t look at them, just ignore them all and hurry up,” I say. I hate the games, I don’t see the fun of them. They’re all rigged or impossible to win.

      “How is there already a crazy long line-up?” asks Maddie.

      “Ferris wheels always take forever to get on, since they have to put someone on, move the wheel and put someone else on,” Courtney says.

      “It’ll still be faster to get on now than it will later,” I say.

      “Okay, let’s do it,” Maddie says.

      We join the end of the line. There are dozens of people ahead of us.

      Two guys with tattoos poking out from their yellow carnival worker t-shirts walk from the Ferris wheel and along the line.

      “They’re cute,” Maddie says.

      “Definitely yummy. Too bad they’re carnies,” Courtney says.

      “All muscley hard coated-in-tattoos carnies,” Maddie says.

      “Stop it, we’re staring at them,” I say, trying to drag my eyes away from the taller one.

      Both their bodies are pure muscle, but his chest strains the seams of his shirt. He looks surprisingly clean, even though he’s covered in tattoos. Oh God, he even has a neck tattoo.   A scorpion crawls across the right side of his neck, as if it’s crawling from the back of his neck.   Its pincers reaching forward, and its tail curled and ready to strike.

      His dark hair is cut short in a stylish way even my father would approve of. But most of all, his piercing blue eyes are looking straight at me, dazzling me.

      “Why, you three are the cutest girls I’ve seen in weeks. Especially you, Goldilocks,” the blue-eyed guy says without slowing down or breaking his stride.

      Courtney and Maddie laugh.

      “Do you use that line in every town?” Courtney asks.

      He chuckles, transforming his already attractive face into movie star quality. I try to look away, to let the lights of the moving Ferris wheel lure my gaze, but I can’t. Courtney’s right, of course, but I can’t help being flattered that he singled me out.

      His blue eyes rake up and down my body. My cheeks heat in a blush, and I look away before Courtney notices.

      “See you girls around,” he says, as the two of them walk by us.

      I turn my head to watch them, but recoil in shame when I find him looking back at me. Swallowing hard, I shuffle forward to keep up with the long line.

      My mind drifts back to the conversation with my father.

      “Funny how you don’t care who your sons hang out with, aren’t you worried about them ruining your reputation?” I said, trying not to sound angry.

      “My sons are both men now, their reputation is their own.” One of my brothers is eighteen, younger than me.

      “But I’m a woman, so my reputation isn’t my own?” I said, widening my eyes but actually wanting to slap him.

      “And my assistant business manager, who will one day be my full business manager.”

      “So what? You’re letting Max run one of your dealerships, and no doubt you’ll give one to Cody too. It’ll probably be a high school graduation present.” My brothers get everything.

      “That’s got nothing to do with you,” he snapped. Of course it has everything to do with me, he gives my brothers everything, and me nothing but a hard time.

      “Why don’t you give me one of your dealerships?” I say this a lot.

      “Because you’re better as an office manager.”

      “Why? So you can keep an eye on me there?” It’s really because he doesn’t think women can sell.

      “Emily,” my mother says, smoothing my hair, “Don’t get so upset, your father and I care about you very much.”

      “If you cared about me so much, you’d let me grow up and live my own life.”

      My father rolled his eyes, opened the front door and walked through it, as he said “Just don’t do anything stupid.”

      After putting up with it all the way through high school, I’ve finally had enough of them holding me responsible for my father’s reputation. Right now, I’d really like to do something to ‘hurt his reputation’.

      “You ladies still waiting?” the hot carny from before says, snapping me out of my thoughts.

      Turning my head, I see the two guys returning to the Ferris wheel.

      “Looks like,” I say.

      He stops walking and offers me his hand.

      “Come with me,” he says.

      I look at Courtney and Maddie, and they raise their eyebrows and shrug.

      “You going to throw your weight around and get us all out of the line?” I ask.

      “For you, it’ll be VIP treatment all night long,” he says, flashing his killer smile.

      I bite my lip, wondering what to do. Then my father’s voice, harping on about his reputation pops into my head, and I take the offered hand.

      He leads the three of us past the line and straight onto the waiting car. It’s one of those ones that seats four, with the moulded plastic to look like an umbrella sticking up the center of it.

      “Hey, no butting!” someone shouts.

      Courtney and Maddie climb into one side of the Ferris wheel car, and I take a seat on the other side, looking back at them.

      “Enjoy the ride,” the guy says, latching the door shut. He looks at me as he says it, and once again I feel flattered for being singled out. I immediately chastise myself for being flattered, it’s just a ploy, he does it in every town.

      The wheel moves, stopping quickly again to load the next passengers. Courtney and Maddie chat animatedly, but I find myself unable to join in. I’m too busy thinking about what my father will say when he finds out his daughter let a carny take her hand and jump to the front of the line in front of everyone.

      He’s going to freak when he finds out, and he will, this is a small town. He probably already knows.

      When we get near the top, the wheel stops to load more passengers.

      “Look, Emily, I can see your house,” Maddie says, pointing.

      I move to turn my head to look for my house, when shouting and squealing floats up to me from below.

      My attention is drawn to the ground but a movement on the wheel itself catches my eye. The next thing I know, the blue-eyed guy appears and hops into our car.

      “Is this seat taken?” he says, sitting in the empty seat beside me.
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      The look on their faces when I jumped into their car at the top of the wheel was priceless. Their chins hit their knees before they started giggling.

      Goldilocks especially.

      I found my blonde. Goldilocks is the girl I’m banging in this town. She’s tall, with legs a mile long. Her tits are small, but she’s slim all over so she looks mighty fine. Her long blonde hair is dead straight with bangs that reach her icy blue eyes.

      “How are you ladies enjoying the show?” I ask.

      “We just got here,” the redhead says.

      Then the ride starts, giving me about three minutes to make my move.

      “That’s cool, plenty of time to have fun,” I say.

      “How did you get here?” Goldilocks asks. Her voice is as enticing as her tits, and I can’t wait to hear her screaming when I pound into her.

      “I drove.”

      She laughs and throws her head back, exposing her long neck.

      “Not to town, into where you’re sitting,” she says.

      “How do you think?”

      “He climbed, obviously” the brunette says, snarling.

      I give her cut-eye.

      “You smell like diesel,” she says, returning my cut-eye.

      “I smell like a man.”

      The redhead bursts out laughing.

      “What, you don’t believe me? What do you think, Goldilocks? Do I smell like a man?” I say, putting my forearm to her nose.

      She inhales, and her eyelids flutter. That’s all the answer I need right there.

      “Don’t keep us hanging, Emily. Does he smell like a man?” the brunette asks, her voice dripping with sarcasm.

      “Emily, eh? I think I prefer Goldie,” I say. I want to touch her hair, but hold off. I know how to play these situations, this one’s going to take some work. But it’s going to be worth it, I can tell already she’s a good girl. The kind I like best. Nothing makes for a good fuck like a girl who’s been sexually repressed her whole life. They’re always the ones who can never get enough.

      “Do we get to learn your name?” the redhead asks.

      “I’m Steel,” I say, not taking my eyes off Emily.

      “Steel? Why are you called that?” she asks.

      “Lots of reasons,” I say.

      The brunette rolls her eyes, “I thought you were going to say something lame, like it’s because you’re a strong as steel.”

      “That’s one of them,” I say, lifting my shirt to show them my ripped abs.

      Three sets of eyeballs pop out of their heads as they stare at my six pack. I lift my shirt a little higher, to give them an eyeful of my tattoo-covered pecs too. Best perk of this job is it gives you a body like mine. Gets a reaction like theirs every time. Even the brunette is silenced.

      “You can touch, Goldie,” I say.

      To my surprise, she reaches out her hand. Not what I expected from the good girl, but I sure like it. Emily hovers it over my abs, and I assume she’s going to chicken out.

      But after thinking about it, she presses her hand against my belly. Her hand is soft and delicate while she runs it over my washboard stomach. My dick twitches in my pants, and I wish to fuck her two friends weren’t here. Unless, of course, they wanted to join in.

      I glance over at them. Nah, not a chance. Emily’s the only one I want in my bunkhouse cabin tonight.

      “What are the other reasons they call you Steel?” Emily asks, her voice breathy and her eyes still fixed on my stomach.

      “That’s something I have to show you in private,” I say, smirking.

      Our ride is over. Whiskey wisely unloaded our car last, but I still have to move my ass before Papa Smurf catches me.

      Before our car even stops, I hop out of the car and stand beside it, as if I’ve been standing here helping people get on and off the ride all day.

      I offer my hand for Emily to take, and she takes it. I support her as she climbs off, and Whiskey does the same for her friends.

      “Enjoy the rest of the carnival,” I say. This is when I play it cool. I want her gagging for me by the time I find her later.

      The three of them walk off without saying goodbye, but Emily can’t resist a quick glance at me over her shoulder. I pretend I didn’t notice, and help Whiskey load the next group of people onto the ride.

      I work for another hour, helping Whiskey and moving around the other rides to make sure everything’s running like it should. I’m the ride foreman, and am responsible for all the rides. If we don’t pull in the money, Papa Smurf busts my ass, plain and simple.

      But the whole time I’m moving between rides, I’m looking out for Emily. I can’t get the memory of her hand on my abs out of my mind.

      Already I’m thinking about what I’m going to do to her after the eleven o’clock closing. I have to find her before then to tell her to come find me at closing. I’m going to take her to our nightly party before I take her to my bunk.

      I’m checking up on Zombie at the bumper cars when Emily and her friends get on, each in their own cars. Fucking perfect.

      A bunch of other people get in cars, and Zombie starts the ride. Emily is behind the redhead and her car lurches forward and smacks into the back of her. The redhead flies forward, her head jerking in an unnatural way.

      Emily’s car zips near the edge of the course. I hop onto the bumpers on her car and grab onto the metal rod connecting the car to the ceiling. She looks up at me and smiles. I’m not exaggerating when I say it’s the prettiest smile anyone’s ever given me.

      The way her eyes crease when she smiles is especially perfect. Like it’s a hint of the way they scrunch up when she comes.

      The brunette zooms near us. I use my foot to turn Emily’s wheel and drive us straight into the side of the brunette’s car. She jolts with the impact, and both Emily and I laugh.

      “Having fun yet?” I ask, shouting over the noise of the bumper cars.

      “Yes,” she laughs.

      That’s the third best thing about being a carny — making people smile. Especially when their smiles are as pretty as Emily’s. The second best thing about being a carny is every night’s a party.

      Like I said before, the number one thing about being a carny is it gives you a body like mine, with muscles no woman can resist. Which means I can fuck who I want wherever I go. And tonight that’s going to be Emily.

      Zombie shuts the ride off, and all the cars come to a standstill.

      “Stick around for another turn,” I say, glancing over to the long line of people waiting their turns.

      “I can’t, I’ve got to stick with my friends,” she says, standing.

      “Suit yourself.” I step down off the bumper edge and step aside so she can get past me.

      “Thanks,” she says.

      “Enjoy the carnival,” I say. I know exactly how to treat these small-town good girls to get what I want out of them. You have to start slow, or they get scared off.

      Another thirty minutes pass, and I move between the rides, keeping everything running smoothly. I spot the three of them at the end of the long line for the Zipper ride and realize this is my chance. Zipper cars only seat two — cozily.

      Junk’s operating the ride, so he’ll make it extra long for me. Though he'd better not be a dick and speed it up until she pukes on me.

      “Hey, ladies, I told you, you’re VIPs tonight. Come with me.”

      Without touching them, I lead them to the front of the line. I nod at Junk, giving him my signal for a longer, slower ride and he laughs.

      The brunette climbs into the car, and Emily moves to follow but I grab her hand and hold her back. The redhead either didn’t notice my move, or didn’t care and climbs in next. Junk slams the door and locks it, then moves the ride until the next car is in place.

      Emily climbs in and turns to look back out the car. I hop in beside her and pull the cage shut, and Junk quickly moves our car along.

      The cage is cramped, and the sides of our bodies touch, from our ankles to our shoulders. She tries to shuffle away to minimize our physical contact, but there’s nowhere to shuffle to.

      “What’s the deal? Why do you keep coming up to me?” she asks.

      “Because, you’re the prettiest girl I’ve seen in the whole country.”

      “But not the whole world?”

      “I’m sure the whole world too, but we don’t go there.”
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      “Oh, where do you go?” I ask, making polite conversation.

      The ride moves again. It’s still loading new passengers, so we only go a short distance up the side of the track. Our cage swings back and forth when we come to a stop again, and I grab the padded bars in front of me. Steel doesn’t even look like he’s aware we’re moving.

      Why does he keep talking to me? This, for some reason, is the third ride I’ve been on with him tonight.

      There’s no point in denying that my skin tingles everywhere his body brushes against mine. This cage is cramped, and I’m pinned between Steel and the metal.

      “We go all over. Since we’re small, we take a different route every year.” I can feel his eyes on my as he speaks, but I keep my gaze on The Gravitron that’s straight ahead of us.

      “Huh, interesting. Have you been in the carnival long?”

      “Ten years.”

      My eyes widen, and I turn my head to look at him. Our eyes connect and a rush of something moves through me. What was that?

      “Wow, that’s a long time,” I say, holding his eye contact. Even in the dark of the night, the blue of his irises is bright.

      Our cage moves and stops again to load more people.

      “It’s all I know.”

      “So, what made you join? Couldn’t find a circus to run away and join?”

      “Something like that,” he says smiling.

      The smile once again transforms his face to utter gorgeousness, my heart flutters and I have to look away.

      No one in Colmar looks half as good as him. Or even a quarter as good. Even Dylan, our high school’s heartthrob, is a smear on a shoe compared to Steel.

      “Something like that? Like I’m sitting in a cage with an ex-con?”

      Our cage moves and stops to load another pair of passengers.

      “You know, carny code says you don’t ask a person about their past. It’s no one’s business.”

      “Carny code?” I say laughing, “Do I have to follow your code when I’m not a carny?”

      “Goldie, you’re so pretty, you can write your own code.”

      “Then are you going to tell me?”

      “Tell you what?”

      “Why you joined?”

      “I joined so I could travel to this town and meet you.”

      I burst out laughing. “To meet me? You joined a decade ago.”

      “It took me that long to find you, but I never gave up looking. I knew I’d find you.”

      “Do you use that line on all the girls?”

      The ride moves again, but this time it doesn’t stop. The noise of it creaking and groaning as we sped up is even louder than the thumping music.

      Our cage swings more and more each second. One second it’s like I’m lying on my back, the next I’d facing the ground and locking my grip on the bars to keep me from falling on my face. Steel still hasn’t grabbed the bars, and sits like he’s on a chair at a dining room table.

      But it’s stupid fun, and I can’t stop laughing.

      We’re at the highest point, and our cage flips upside down, causing me to squeal. On reflex, I grab Steel’s thigh. The hardness of the muscle underneath his jeans draws my attention away from the ride.

      He puts his hand on mine, and says, “Don’t worry, I won’t let you smash your face.”

      I want to ask if many people smash their faces, but I’m breathless from being whipped around. At least, I think that’s why I’m breathless. It could also be from being locked in a tiny cage with a really hot guy. Even with a neck tattoo.

      For whatever reason, the excitement, the flattery, the way it makes me tingle, I don’t take my hand from his leg, and keep it there the rest of the ride. It’s not because his hand is still on top of mine radiating heat into me.

      We reach the bottom again, and Steel moves his hand from mine to my bare thigh. I’m laughing at the ride, when his touch immediately commands all my attention. Tingles are spreading from his hand and pooling between my legs. It’s wrong, but I don’t do anything to move it.

      After a few more rotations, the ride slows and stops to let passengers off. I should take my hand off Steel’s thigh. I really should. But I don’t. He makes no move to take his hand off my thigh either.

      We continue to chat as we’re waiting for our turn to get off. He’s easy to talk to, and we laugh and joke around. I still wish he’d tell me why he joined. It intrigues me.

      “What makes someone drop out of society and live a completely different lifestyle?” I ask. I’m almost embarrassed by my question.

      “Look how much fun I’m having. Every day’s fun. Life’s a party. Can’t you understand that?”

      “I suppose. But, I don’t know. What about real life?”

      “Real life? You mean running in a hamster wheel to pay bills? Thanks, but no thanks.”

      “So you’ll never quit?”

      “No fucking way. It’s who I am.”

      Courtney and Maddie’s cage opens, and they get out. We’re next.

      Steel looks at me and says, “We always have a party after the carnival closes, come join us. It’s just a few beers and a good time.”

      “Beer? I’m not old enough to drink.”

      He laughs, “That don’t matter for shit.”

      “Thanks, I’ll think about it,” I say out of politeness. Steel may be gorgeous and charming and fun, but he’s a carny. As if.

      “I serious, Goldie. Come find me.”

      Our cage opens and I climb out and walk towards Courtney and Maddie.

      “Enjoy the carnival,” Steel calls after me.

      I look back at him and laugh. How many times has he said that tonight?

      “What was that about?” Courtney asks, her lip snarled. For once, the Zipper has left her with disheveled hair.

      “Steel came on the ride with me so I wouldn’t have to ride alone.”

      “Ew. What’s with that guy?”

      I don’t know Courtney, you mean, what’s wrong with him because he’s flirting with me over you? Who even cares, he’s a carny.

      “He’s just joking around and having fun,” I say.

      “Besides, who wouldn’t mind being trapped in a cage with someone as hot as him?” Maddie says.

      “Exactly,” I say and laugh.

      Maddie laughs too, and I hook my arm through hers.

      “Whatever, you’re lucky he didn’t grope you,” Courtney says.

      “He was a perfect gentleman,” I say. After all, I touched him first.

      “A gentleman with a neck tattoo,” Courtney says, her nose twitching in disapproval.

      “Lighten up,” I say.

      “You just be careful, he’s scamming you for something. He probably noticed your Burberry dress and is going to try to get some money out of you,” Courtney says as we walk to the Scrambler.

      “As if, Courtney,” Maddie says.

      “Thank you, Maddie,” I say.

      “Like the guy knows what Burberry is. He’s scamming you to get in your pants,” Maddie says and laughs.

      “Well, he did say there was another reason he’s called Steel,” I say.

      “Just be careful. Your father’s going to freak as it is, since everyone in the town has seen Steel single you out,” Courtney says.

      “Yep, he’s going to freak when it gets back to him.” Because he always freaks. Still, there’s a weight in my chest, knowing the lecture that’s coming.

      When we get off the ride, our cheeks are flushed from laughing so hard. Rides that fit all three of us are always the most fun.

      Steel stands at the exit, with a stick of cotton candy.

      “Hey, Goldilocks, you like cotton candy?” he says, holding out the stick to me.
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      “Thanks, but we can buy our own,” the brunette says.

      “Go on, take it, otherwise I have to put it in the trash,” I say, nudging the stick against Emily’s hand.

      She looks at me, smiles and takes it.

      “I’ve always loved the way cotton candy dissolves on my tongue,” Emily says.

      I can think of another thing I’d like to put on her tongue.

      “Are you enjoying the carnival?”

      Emily starts laughing, and I don’t know why. Is she laughing at me or with me?

      “What are you laughing at?” I ask.

      “You keep telling me to enjoy the carnival.”

      “Well, that time I asked you if you were.”

      “Same thing,” she says, still laughing.

      “So are you?”

      “Yes, it’s lots of fun, just like every year.”

      “I was hoping this year would be even more fun for you.”

      She shrugs, “Maybe a little bit.”

      “Only a little bit?” I say, flashing my best get-them-into-bed smile.

      “Why can’t you just leave us alone?” the brunette says.

      “And why can’t you just let us have a little fun. That’s all this is, no need to get snippy.”

      “Don’t worry about Courtney. She’s just jealous you aren’t giving her the cotton candy.”

      I turn to the brunette and say, “Courtney, eh. You’re beautiful too.” I pause and turn to the redhead, “You too, Red. What do you say I take you three beautiful ladies for some funnel cakes?”

      “Oh my God, funnel cakes are the best thing ever,” the redhead says.

      “No thanks,” Courtney says.

      I nod and smile at the redhead, and turn to Emily and say, “What about you, Goldie? You’re the tie-breaker, do you want funnel cakes or not?”

      She thinks about it, her eyes flitting between her two friends. I catch her blue eyes and hold them, to convince her.

      “All right, funnel cakes it is,” she says, and stuffs a piece of cotton candy in her mouth.

      “Awesome,” I say, and lead the three of them to the funnel cake hut.

      I overhear Courtney tell Emily, “You dad is going to flip when this gets back to him.”

      Fucking ace. There’s nothing better than corrupting the good girls. I could tell from the second I laid eyes on her that she was ripe for the picking. Who else comes to the carnival in a fancy-looking dress like that? Not that I’m complaining, she looks hot. Fucking hot. I can’t wait until I’m ripping it off her and tasting her pussy.

      We have to walk down the midway to get to the funnel cake hut. Shitloads of townspeople are looking at me. No doubt wondering what I’m doing with three of the town’s finest young women. Suckers would all be jealous if they knew it’s like this in every town I go to.

      “Don’t look now, it’s Connor,” Courtney says.

      “Who’s that?” I ask.

      “The jerk she used to date,” the redhead says.

      “Is that so,” I say, turning to look at her. Emily’s cheeks turn red, and I laugh.

      “He’s winning at that game. Look, he has a massive tiger and he’s trading it in to win a giant dolphin.” It’s the Basket Toss, all you’ve got to do is get the baseball in the peach basket. Her ex-boyfriend seems to be cleaning up at it.

      “Your ex, you say?” I start to walk to the booth. Time to have a little fun.

      “Hey,” I say. “That guy cheated, I saw from out here.” Cess is going to love me for this. It’s a big hit to her wallet when the big prizes are won, since she’s paid on commission.

      “Is that so?” Cess says.

      “Yeah, he put spin on the ball.” It’s the oldest carny excuse in the book.

      “Sorry, sir. No putting spin on the ball.”

      “What the fuck? That’s not a rule.”

      “Yes, it is,” Cess snaps back.

      If anyone can handle herself in a situation like this, it’s Cess. She doesn’t need any more of my help.

      “Can you smell them funnel cakes yet?” I say to Emily, returning to the three girls.

      “I can’t believe you just did that.”

      “Why? Your friend said he was a dick.”

      We pass the Balloon Dart and Shoot The Star. The midway is busy. When it’s this busy on a Saturday night, it usually means there’s shit else to do in the town.

      A little further down the midway, I notice a boy at the Basketball Toss. He’s maybe five, six, fuck if I know. His age doesn’t matter, he’s young. But he’s holding a basketball and taking aim with a big smile on his face.

      The fourth best thing about being a carny is seeing the smiles on kids’ faces. We’re their wonderland, and every weekend I get to bring Christmas to kids in all the little towns in the Carolinas. I’m fucking Santa Claus.

      As we get closer, I realize the boy has a broken arm. Duke’s working the booth. I take three big strides to reach the booth and nod at Duke.

      He hands me a ball, and I stand beside the kid.

      “Hey, buddy,” I say to the kid, “What do ya say we take this shot together? If one of us gets it in, you win a kangaroo?”

      The kid smiles hard, and his eyes shine with excitement. He looks at his parents, and they give him their nod of approval.

      “Ready?” I say, holding my ball up.

      “Yes!” he shouts, holding his ball tight above his head.

      “Set,” I say, taking aim.

      He stays motionless, waiting for my next word.

      “Go!” I say and release my ball.

      I put a hard arc on my ball, and it passes through the hoop with a swish. Even though the hoop is oval and the ball over-inflated, I can get it in every time, that’s how much I play it.

      The boy’s ball goes up in the air and almost reaches the edge of the hoop.

      “High five, buddy, we did it! We won!” I say, and crouch to get a high five off him.

      “Yay!”

      Duke passes him the stuffed kangaroo. He’s got the biggest smile ever, even bigger than before. He high fives me.

      “Have fun at the carnival!” I say, and ruffle his hair.

      Emily and her friends had stopped to wait for me, watching the whole thing. I don’t feel the need to say anything, I’m still too pumped from making that kid so happy. The smell of the funnel cakes is calling me, and I carry on walking to them.

      They don’t think I can hear them, but you learn to have big ears in this business.

      “He just did that to impress you,” Courtney says.

      “So what. Do you think I care?” Emily says.

      “If you didn’t, you’d take his eyes off his butt,” Courtney says.

      “It is a great butt, there’s nothing wrong with enjoying the view,” Emily says.

      That’s why I wear the tight jeans, ladies.

      We arrive at the funnel cakes, and I grab three for them from behind the counter. Papa Smurf would dock my ass something awful if he found out, so I don’t risk getting them any of the great toppings. They’re going to have to settle for some sugar on top.

      Speaking of the devil, I see his stupid red hat coming down the midway. Time to get my ass back to work before he busts my balls about slacking off.

      “Sorry, ladies, I have to get back to the rides.”

      “No apology necessary,” Courtney says. Bitch.

      “So, Goldie, remember what I said earlier, come find me at close.”

      One side of her mouth turns up in a half smile, and she says, “Thanks, but I’ve got to get home.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Wasted Years (Emily)

        

      

    
    
      When we get to my house, I open the door of Courtney’s Mazda and start to get out.

      “Em?” Courtney says tentatively.

      “Yeah?”

      “Promise me you won’t go to that thing Steel invited you to.”

      “Why would I do that? He’s a carny. With a neck tattoo. Give me a break, I have standards.”

      “It was just the way you looked at him is all,” Courtney says.

      “Nothing wrong with looking at a hot body,” Maddie says.

      “Exactly,” I say, laughing. “Look, but don’t touch.”

      “And don’t let him touch you,” Courtney adds, finally laughing.

      “See yas,” I say, and shut the door to her car.

      As I walk to my front door, I glance up at the house. I wonder if I’ll ever live in such a big house again after I move out. I’ll never make the kind of money needed if I’m only ever my father’s office manager. Unlike my brothers, they’ll easily be able to afford our six-bedroom house plus pool once they have several dealerships of their own. Being a girl sucks ass. Why shouldn’t I get the same as them?

      I march into the kitchen, get myself a can of cream soda. Drink in hand, I flop on the couch and flick the tv on.

      At eleven on the dot, my phone rings. My mother’s photo appears on the screen and I roll my eyes. I’m twenty years old, and she’s checking up on me. What are the chances she’s phoned Cody to check up on him? He’s not home yet, but he’s never home by eleven.

      “Hi, Mom.” My jaw is tight with tension.

      “Hi, honey, just phoning to make sure everything’s okay.”

      “Of course it is. Why wouldn’t it be?”

      “Well, you know, just making sure.”

      “Have you checked up on Cody?”

      There’s silence for a moment before she says, “No, why would I do that?”

      “Um, maybe because he’s younger than me.”

      “Well, he knows how to take care of himself.”

      “And I don’t?”

      Her sigh blasts through the phone. There’s a rustling noise, she must be covering the mic so I can’t hear what she’s saying to my father.

      “Honey,” my father is now instead on the phone. “Remember, don’t do anything stupid.”

      Where is this even coming from? Has someone texted them about their daughter talking to a carny tonight? I hate being from a small town. How stupid do they think I am? Why don’t they trust me?

      My insides are so swelled with rage, I throw my empty soda can across the room. Some droplets fly out. So what.

      “And why would I do that, Dad?”

      “Emily, you have to remember what my reputation means in this town. Do not do anything to risk my reputation.”

      Seriously? Not, because I love you and don’t want you to get hurt? All that matters is your reputation.

      Through gritted teeth, I say, “Don’t worry, Dad, I know how important your reputation is.” More important than me.

      “Good, because if you do anything stupid, I’m the one who pays the price.”

      What does that even mean?

      “Good night,” I say and end the call. You know, right now, for once in my life, I really want to do something stupid. I’ve been good and behaved all the way through my teen years, and now, as a twenty year old, I’m still being treated as a child.

      Now I understand that’s why teens rebel in the first place — so their parents get the message that they’re not little kids anymore. Somehow it seems I never gave my parents that message. Maybe now is the time to do that, regardless of what it does to my father’s precious reputation. If it matters so much, he should go live in a big city, where every little thing he or his daughter does isn’t known by every last person in town.

      You know what? Fuck this shit. There, I said it. And if I swear, you know it’s a big deal. Like, a really, really big deal.

      But I’ve had enough of being treated like a child. I am a grown-up.

      And for the first time in my life, I’m going to prove I am my own person.

      I grab the keys to my Toyota Corolla and head out the door. My dad owns Toyota and GM dealerships, and gave me the car for my high school graduation present.

      When I start the car, another thought occurs to me. I’m twenty, and I drive a Corolla. It’s like I’m middle aged or something. It’s all so boring, my life is so sterile.

      My entire life is laid out in front of me, before I even live it.

      It only takes a few minutes to drive back to the park where the carnival is being held, I mean, our town is so small anywhere to anywhere is only a two-minute drive.

      The carnival closed at eleven, which was ten minutes ago. I park my car right in front of the gate and get out.

      The ticket gate is shut. All of the Lions Club people have gone home, which is a relief.

      They’ve put temporary metal fencing around the carnival, and it’s now shut and locked. There are still lots of carnies inside. I assume they have to count up and shut down their booths or whatever.

      I’m not sure what to do, but the anger inside me is still just as raging as it was when I hung up the phone. I walk along the fence, in the direction of the rides.

      It’s funny seeing the carnival like this, empty of people but still with all the lights on and workers. It’s almost eerie.

      I walk until I see the Tilt-a-Whirl, and spot a carny looking at me.

      “Hey, Steel, you got a visitor,” the man yells.

      My heart races at his words. Am I really going to do this? Hang out with some carny? Don’t forget my reputation.

      That thought clarifies everything. I latch my fingers onto the fence and wait, the fence half holds me up. My heart still pounds against my ribcage.

      “Hey, Goldilocks, I knew you’d come,” Steel says, jogging toward the fence. His amazing smile both puts me at ease and makes my heart pound faster. When our blue eyes connect, I feel that same unfamiliar feeling I felt earlier. I don’t know what it is, maybe excitement?

      “Am I too late for the party?” I gesture to the fence.

      “No, I’d say you’re right on time. Come this way,” he says, pointing in the direction away from the entrance.

      We walk along the fence, Steel on the inside and me on the outside. Our pace is slow, set by me. I am doing this. Am I doing this? Yes, he’s a carny, but what better way to send my parents a message?

      What stronger message can you send than losing my virginity to a carny? He’s the hottest guy who’s ever stepped foot in this town. Even with the neck tattoo, not to mention all those other arm tattoos. And the pec tattoos. My parents won’t be able to deny it anymore, I am an adult.

      Steel trails his finger along the metal bars of the fence, and I walk with my hands folded in front of me. He’s looking at me, and I’m looking at my feet.

      It may have been warm enough earlier in this evening for this dress, but there’s a chill in the air now and I regret not throwing on jeans and a sweater.

      “How much longer do you have to work for?” I ask.

      “Now that you’re here, I’m done.”

      “You sure do seem to have flexible work hours.”

      “That’s because I’m a foreman.”

      “Oh, and that lets you work half time?”

      “It does when Papa Smurf isn’t busting my ass.” I glance over at him, my eyebrows knitted together. He catches my eyes and holds them. I forget to put my foot in front of me and carry on walking.

      I swallow under the intensity of his gaze, and say, “Papa Smurf?”

      “The owner,” Steel says. His smile spreads impossibly wider. How does a carny get so damn good looking?
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      Emily and I stand still, looking at each other through the fence. How fucking long is this fence? If it wasn’t between us now, I pull her to me and hold her in my arms.

      I step forward and reach my hands above my head. Grabbing tight, I pull myself up, get a toe-hold and manage to get one leg over the top in one smooth movement.

      When I land on the ground beside her, Emily’s eyes are popping wide out of her pretty head.

      “That fence was pissing me off,” I say.

      Emily bursts out laughing, relaxing her crossed arms to her sides.

      When the carnival was in its full, noisy swing, I didn't realize how amazing her laugh sounds. Now that it’s quiet, I want to hear more of it. To let it fill the silence around us.

      “You’re like a monkey who’s just escaped from the zoo,” she says.

      “Sometimes it feels like I live in a zoo.”

      “You live in a carnival, isn’t that pretty much the same thing?”

      “Yep. Come on.” I grab her hand and pull her along the fence.

      We’re almost at a jog when we reach the carny entrance. Emily halts when she sees it, her feet suddenly seemly stuck in cement. The smile’s gone, and her face is a frozen as her feet.

      She’s probably never seen anything like it before. But it’s only a shitload of trailers and a few tents in a field. And some people drinking and smoking weed.

      Shit, she really is as innocent as she looks.

      “How do you fancy a ride on the Ferris wheel? Just the two of us,” I say, putting my arm around her back to turn her eyes away from the camp. I don’t want her to feel scared.

      “Sounds fun. Is it still on?”

      “On? Oh, yeah, I have the key.”

      “You hop on first, and I’ll get you up there.”

      “What about you?”

      “Don’t worry, I’ll come join you.”

      I guide her into the waiting car and latch the door shut.

      “Bon voyage,” I say, tipping a pretend hat.

      “What happened to enjoying the carnival with you?”

      “Don’t worry, Goldie.”

      Taking three big strides, I reach the control panel and turn the Ferris wheel on, but leave the lights off. Don’t want to attract anyone’s attention. When Emily’s car gets near the top, I turn it off.

      Damn, I wish I had a couple of beers with me. Instead, I grab the extra fleece we keep by the controls, and tie it around my waist.

      With a firm grip on the strut, I start monkeying my way up the wheel. When I reach the top, I notice Emily’s been watching me climb.

      “How long did it take for you to learn how to do that?” she asks when I hop into the car.

      “Not near as long as it took me to run along the wall of The Gravitron,” I say, crouching with one hand holding the plastic umbrella.

      “Shut up! While it’s moving?”

      “Of course while it’s moving, how else could I run along a wall? I can dance and do other tricks in it too.”

      “I’d have to see it before I believe that.”

      “Maybe later, we’ll see. Cold? I brought you a fleece, but it might stink.” I take the fleece from my waist and pass it to her.

      “Thanks.” She takes it and, using her fingertips, lays it over her bare legs. Damn, I was enjoying the view of them. They’re crazy long, and I can’t wait to have them wrapped around my waist.

      I take the seat beside her and prop my feet up on the seat across from us. I pull her tight against me, my arm slipped around her waist. Emily is tense, her arms crossed over her chest. Is she scared or cold?

      “Everything okay?” I pull her closer against me.

      “Yeah, sure.”

      “Just want to make sure you’re enjoying yourself.”

      “Yeah, it’s nice up here when it’s quiet like this. I can even see my house from here.”

      “Oh yeah. Where?”

      “It’s that one, with the blue spotlights on it.” She points to where the rich houses are. Can’t say I’m surprised. She screams rich person vibe.

      “You sure have a nice house.”

      “My parents do, I still live at home.” Figures.

      “We could see the stars if the plastic umbrella wasn’t in the way,” I say.

      “That’d be nice. We could just lie back and look at them, in our little spot away from everyone else.”

      “The best place I ever seen stars was in this piss-assed town in the Outer Banks. There were so many stars, the sky looked white.”

      “That sounds amazing. I’d love to see something like that”

      “Don’t your parents take you on fancy trips or anything?”

      “When I was younger they took me to Paris and New York, and often to Orlando. Never anywhere you can see loads of stars. But as soon as my brothers and I got old enough to leave at home, they always vacation by themselves. They now do everything by themselves.”

      “What the fuck? They should be using their money to show you the world.”

      “You must’ve been all over.”

      “Forty-one states so far. We go different places every year, depending on where Papa Smurf gets us a pitch.”

      “So you live in a trailer all year?”

      “No, I live in a part of a trailer, it’s a bunkhouse.”

      “Sounds small.”

      “I got a bed and a shower, that’s all I need.” She’s shivering, “You still cold?”

      “Freezing.”

      Emily leans into me. She’s shaking, but I still don’t know if it’s cold or if she’s scared.

      I pull her crossways onto my lap and wrap my arms around her. Emily’s scent fills my nose when I put my head against hers. She smells better than a funnel cake, like roses.

      “My parents would freak if they knew where I was right now.” Of course they would, all parents freak when they find out their daughter’s with a carny.

      “What about you? Are you freaking?” I want her to relax and stop shaking.

      Emily looks at me, her eyes moving all over my face before stopping on my neck.

      “This isn’t something I do every day,” Her eyes are still stuck on my neck.

      “As long as you’re having fun and enjoying yourself, who cares if you do it every day or not? That doesn’t matter. I hate my days being the same. That’s why I love being in the carnival.”

      “You’re not going to tell me why you joined the carnival, are you?”

      “Nope.” And I make no apologies about it, either.

      Emily still hasn’t moved her eyes from my neck. She’s staring at the tattoo that goes up the right side.

      “Something on your mind?”

      “What made you get a neck tattoo?”

      I shrug, “Same reason I got all my other tattoos.”

      She runs her fingers over the tattoos on my arms and says, “You sure have a lot of them.”

      “I’ve got lots more than the ones you can see right now.”

      “Are you legs covered in them too?”

      “Yeah, I got lots on my legs.” I don’t think Emily’s ready to hear where else I have one, I’ll let her discover that one for herself later. “What about you, got any?”

      “God, no, my family would freak. But I’ve always wanted a little rose on my hip.”

      “So get one, how would they ever know? Just put it under your bikini.”

      “You don’t understand, this is a small town. If one person found out, everyone would know. And then my parents would freak.”

      “I thought you said you were twenty.”

      “I am.”

      “So who cares if your parents freak?”
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      Yeah, that’s why I’m here tonight. This is a statement. My parents need to learn I’m an adult. Maybe I should get that tattoo.

      “Did your parents freak when you got your tattoos?”

      “I ain’t got no parents.”

      That’s awful, I wonder how they died? I feel bad now.

      “Sorry,” I say. I wonder if that’s why he joined the carnival. It must be.

      “Nothing to be sorry about. My family is all down in the camp right now.”

      “Your relatives are in the carnival too?”

      “No, but my family is.”

      “You guys must all be really close, living and working together all the time.”

      “One of the best things about this job, when I don’t want to smash their faces in.”

      “What’s the best thing about being a carny?”

      “Meeting you.”

      I roll my eyes at the line he’s feeding me, and say, “Other than me.”

      “Seeing the looks on the kids’ faces. Like that kid tonight at the Basketball Toss.” Steel shrugs.

      “Courtney says you were just doing that to impress me.”

      “Fuck her. Sometimes I get really fed up with townies judging me just because of their opinions against my job. I love putting a smile on a kid’s face.” He pauses. “To impress you, I screwed your ex-boyfriend out of his pride.”

      “Connor didn’t break the rules?”

      “He broke the rule of being a prick.”

      “Yeah, but that’s not a rule of the game.”

      “Sure it is, that’s the only rule of the game.”

      “So you only did that to impress me?”

      “That and show you my abs.”

      “I was impressed with your abs,” I say, sliding my hands under his shirt. Man, he’s warm, and ripped. But oh so warm. I slide as much of my arms under his shirt as I can, to try to ease my icy skin.

      We talk for ages, although I haven’t managed to find out his real name, or why he joined the carnival.

      It must be after one am by now. All the houses are dark, and the only light on in town is the McDonald’s sign. Although the carny party in their camp sounds like it’s still in full swing.

      My arms are freezing, and every so often I move them deeper into his shirt. He wraps more and more of his body around mine, giving me as much warmth as he can. It feels good. He feels good. I’m afraid to complain about the cold because I don’t want to go back to the reality of the ground.

      The party he talked about didn’t exactly look like the sort of place I’d feel comfortable. I’m much happier up here with Steel. Even if it is like being in a meat locker.

      “Goldie, you’re not like any other girl I’ve met.”

      I look up at him, trying not to smirk. “I bet you say that in every town.”

      Steel’s face is serious, and even in the dark of the night, I can see honesty in his eyes. He runs his fingers along my cheek, the weight of his touch forces my eyes shut.

      His fingers move to my lips and a sharp, short moan catches in my throat. I’m trembling again, this time from his touch instead of the cold.

      My eyes stay shut. A moment later, his hand is tilting my head and his lips are on mine. They’re soft and warm and send a blast of heat through my body. His tongue runs along the seam of my mouth, and I part my lips for him.

      Steel’s other hand presses between my shoulder blades, and brings my body tight against his. He kisses my harder, and a moan escapes my throat. All trace of cold is gone from me. My body is pure, bubbling lava right now.

      And all he’s done is kiss me.

      He breaks the kiss but keeps his face near mine, his eyes inches from my own.

      “I ain’t lying when I said that.”

      My eyes smile. I want to believe him. To believe this smooth-talking, charismatic man, but Courtney’s voice screams not to. No matter what happens tonight, I can’t let go of Courtney’s voice. I have to recognize this for what it is, a bit of meaningless fun. Otherwise I’m just an idiot.

      “Do you believe me?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Now you’re the one who’s lying.”

      “I’m not. I believe you.”

      “You can’t lie to a carny, I’m a pro.”

      “Okay,” I pause and take a deep breath, “I want to believe you.”

      “I’ll take that.”

      Before I can say anything else, his lips are back on mine. My God, this guy knows how to kiss. In hindsight, Connor was like kissing a fish. I could kiss Steel all night long.

      His lips are soft, but somehow he’s in complete control of me. My lips and tongue are merely reacting to his.

      We continue on kissing, and Steel’s hand grazes my skin as it travels from my back and through the curve of my waist. It comes to a rest on my hip bone, and a shudder runs through me. He pulls his lips away.

      “What’s on your mind?”

      “I can’t believe I’m letting someone with a neck tattoo kiss me.” I can’t believe I just said that.

      “Do you like me kissing you?”

      A massive smile spreads across my face. “You could say that.”

      “Then what’s the problem?”

      “There’s no problem,” I say, leaning forward and trying to coax his soft lips back to mine.

      He moves his head away and says, “I’m worried you’re cold.”

      “Trust me, cold is the last thing I am right now.”

      “Yeah but we should go someplace warmer. ‘Cause I want to rip this dress right off you, and if I do it here, you really will freeze.”

      “Okay,” I say with a coy smile.

      I really am going to do this. And not because I want to prove something to my parents anymore. Because I want to. More than I’ve ever wanted anything else.

      “Wait here.”

      “Where else could I go?” I say, laughing.

      Steel gives me a broad smile, then jumps out of the car. My heart stops for a moment and I hurry to look over the side. He’s grabbed onto part of the wheel just below us, and is making his way to the bottom.

      It’s insane, he should have a safety harness or something on. Before long, the wheel is turning and my car reaches the bottom. Steel opens the door and grabs the fleece off my lap.

      When I stand, he holds out his hand. I place my cold hand in his warm one and step off the ride. My heart sinks when he lets go of it, but he wraps the fleece over my shoulders, then takes my hand again. It feels right in his, even if it is only for one night.

      “We’ll go to my bunk.”

      I hesitate and say, “Is that where the others are partying?”

      “Don’t worry, I’ll get you there without those goofs seeing.”

      We move between and behind several trailers so big they have to be towed by big-rigs. The noise of the other carnies gets louder and louder with each step. If my hand wasn’t in Steel’s hand, I’d be turning and running in the other direction. But I trust him.

      “You do that every night?”

      “What? Party? Hell ya. Like I said, it’s one of the perks of the job.”

      “That doesn’t get too much after so many months?”

      “Hasn’t yet.”

      We stop at the short end of a big white trailer.

      “Wait here,” he says, poking his head around the corner, “I’m going to unlock my door.”

      Steel leaves my side, and I feel exposed without him. To what exactly, I don’t know. I just feel so out of place here, surrounded by the living quarters of carnies.

      He reappears in seconds, with his same movie star smile. My chest flutters like I swallowed a million butterflies. I can’t believe someone so gorgeous is taking me to his room.

      Laying his arm tight around my waist, he starts to bundle me toward his door.

      But since I really am doing this, I have to tell him. I can’t not. I mean, he’ll be able to tell, right?

      “Steel, I have to tell you something.” He urges me up the aluminum steps of the bunkhouse.

      “What?” he hisses, turning his head from left to right as we hurry along the narrow aluminum walkway in front of several doors.

      We reach his door and in lightning speed, he opens it, shoves me through it, follows me and locks it shut it behind us.

      I swallow and say, “I’ve never done this before.”
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      What’s that supposed to mean? She’s never hooked up with a stranger? Or… fuck.

      “You mean you’ve never had sex?”

      Emily bites her lip and shakes her head. My hand involuntarily goes to my hair and scratches it. No, no. This isn’t what I wanted.

      I mean, it’s not like I haven’t fucked shitloads of virgins over the years, but not Emily. She’s different. I’ve never actually sat and talked with anyone like that before. Everyone always bores me after the first sentence.

      I can’t be her first. It should be special for her, not with someone like me.

      She looks scared or awkward or something, and I feel bad for letting her stand there like that. I press my body against hers and draw her against me. She wraps her arms around me, and I can feel the length of them trembling.

      Fuck, I’d planned to nail her up against the wall with her long legs wrapped around my waist.

      “I thought you’d had a boyfriend.”

      “I did, but it was in high school. This is a small town, you don’t sleep with anybody unless you want everyone and your grandma to know.” Her face is buried against me, she can’t even look me in the eye when she talks. I give her a reassuring squeeze.

      “And you’re sure you want to be here now?” Please fucking say yes, I need to taste her.

      “That’s why I’m here,” she says, looking up at me with sparkling eyes. “I may not have gone all the way, but it’s not like I’ve never given a blow job.”

      “Did the whole town know that?”

      “Maybe, I don’t know. Connor used to say I was really good at it. He probably bragged to all his friends.”

      Hearing her talk about blow jobs makes my dick rock hard. I dig it into her, and she gasps. Can she handle the sight of the monster cock in my pants?

      I slide my hand up her back until I have a fist full of her hair. Pulling it out of my way, I kiss the sweet spot of her neck. Emily’s shoulders hunch for a second, but I keep kissing her neck. Near the base of it, up the side to her earlobe and around the back.

      She can’t move her head, because I’m holding it in place by her hair. Her breathing is getting heavier. I love the soft flesh of a woman’s neck. It gets them good and ready for when I move down. Hell, sometimes I don’t even have to move anywhere before they’re screaming my name.

      Emily gasps. Her breathing’s going crazy but she’s shaking. There’s no way she’s cold in here, it’s hot in here.

      I put my lips to her ear, and in a low voice I say, “I’m going to make your body twist and turn so bad, you won’t know which way is up.”

      Her hands squeeze even tighter on my arms, and she moans. It’s a beautiful fucking sound, but I want to hear it go so high pitched that she sounds like she’s been sucking on helium.

      “But just to make this clear,” I continue, “I ain’t fucking you.”

      Her heavy breathing stops. I know she’s confused, but I don’t feel the need to explain myself.

      “Don’t worry, Goldie, I’m still going to give you the night of your life.”

      “Why?” she asks, her voice a mere whisper.

      I sink my teeth into her neck and suck, silencing her. Distracting her. I kiss and nibble at a few more places, until she’s nice and consumed with lust.

      Releasing her and taking a step back, I say, “You have five seconds to get that dress off before I rip it off you.”

      Her eyes are heavy with want. I’m positive her panties are soaked by now. She fumbles to undo the dress with her trembling hands. I’d rip the damn thing off her right now if it didn’t look so expensive.

      After a few seconds, she gets if off. I grab it from her hands and toss it in the corner behind me.

      “Step back,” I say, motioning with my head.

      I like to enjoy the sight of a beautiful woman right before I ravage her. And Emily’s about the best sight I’ve ever seen.

      While my eyes rake up and down her perfect body, her trembling has increased and she looks at her feet. Her bra and panties match, and look just as expensive as her dress. The material is thin and shiny. Shit, they’re covered in pink bows. No way am I getting my dick out, she’s far too sweet.

      “Bra,” I say.

      Without looking up or saying anything, her hands go to her back and she undoes her bra. She puts her arms back to her sides, and it falls at her feet. Not that I’m looking where it fell, my eyes are staring straight at her tits. My tongue rubs against the top of my mouth, itching to get on those nipples.

      I reach out and grab her waist, bend down and take one of the nipples in my mouth. When it hardens, I move to the other nipple.

      In one quick movement, I hook my finger in her panties, rip them off and drop to my knees.

      While inhaling her rosy scent, I reach my hands around and grab her firm ass.

      I start to kiss her again, just like I did with her neck only this time across the bottom of her belly, the tops of her thighs and the fleshy hollow between her thighs and pussy.

      Emily’s trembling changes into a gentle rocking of her hips. Her body is begging me. I’m about to blow her mind. But like I said, I’m not fucking her. I mean it. No matter how bad I want to bury my cock in her. Doesn’t matter anyway. What I’m about to do to her will make her remember me forever.

      I push her down onto the narrow bed. The bed’s short, so I kneel on the floor and pull her ass to the side of the bed. I spread her legs, pinning them apart with my hands. Even in the dim light, I can see the glistening of her lips.

      My tongue darts out to lick her lips, a quick taste of things to come. My dick is so hard, it hurts like hell. It’s screaming to have her lips wrapped around it, no matter if she’s ready for it or not.

      But first, I need to properly taste her.

      To tease her a little longer, I lick and nip all around her peach of a mound. Emily’s hips are still moving, still begging me. Their need increases, holding them a little higher with each rock, slowing and speeding her pace in reaction to my own.

      Finally, I put her out of her misery. I brush my lips across her mound, flicking my tongue out as I go. Her body wiggles and she’s moaning already. How’s she going to react when I really start?

      Leaving my hands pressing on her thighs, I start with my tongue. I explore every bit of her folds and her entrance before finally focusing on her clit. After I caress all around it, I flick it.

      “God,” she moans.

      I latch my lips around it, and suck it in pulses while her moaning gets more and more frantic. No doubt about it, every carny in the camp can hear her now.

      The sounds coming from her are the sexiest fucking noises I’ve ever heard. Her body is reacting so perfectly to me that my dick has never hurt so much in my life. It’s begging me to undo my jeans at least, but I won’t. Instead I grind it against the side of the bed.

      Without waiting any longer, I plunge two thick fingers into her slick entrance. Her juices coat my fingers as I pump my fingers in her. Her moaning is driving me wild, and I pump harder and faster. My cock screams as I grind it against the bed.

      I get rougher, scissoring my thick fingers in her. I feel something, she flinches, and the moaning stops. Shit, did I just break her hymen or something?

      I take my fingers out and focus on her clit with my mouth. Holding my fingers in front of my face while I suck, I squint in the dim light to see if there’s any blood. There is. This is my pussy.

      That fact surges more blood to my cock and I think I’m going to bust right through my jeans. Holy fuck, this is intense.

      Emily starts moaning and moving her hips again. Being more gentle, I slide one finger back into her entrance and find her g-spot. I push against it gently while my tongue plays with her clit. I’m so caught up in how I’m making her feel that I keep grinding against the side of the bed.

      Her moans get higher in pitch but breathier. The way she’s responding to me is incredible. She’s close, and so am I. The muscles in my back tense in anticipation of it.

      And then it happens. Her whole body twists, her legs wrap tight around my head, and her pussy spasms around my finger.

      “Steel!” Emily screams.

      Fuuuck. A massive shudder courses through my body. I growl into her pussy and blow my load in my jeans. Sweet Jesus. How did she do that to me? How?

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Never Say Goodbye (Emily)

        

      

    
    
      My entire body is boiling over. I can’t lie still, and my hips and shoulders writhe around on Steel’s bed. I can’t stop screaming and moaning, even though I’m struggling to breath. All my nervousness has flown out the window.

      Steel’s finger and mouth stop for a moment. He leaves his finger in me, which is good, my walls need something to clamp onto. My hips slow, and he lays gentle kisses over my mound and legs.

      I sink into the mattress in bliss, and bask in the sensation of the bubbling that still fills my body. My moaning and screaming has stopped, and my chest heaves while I try to catch my breath.

      What was that pain earlier? Oh well, it doesn’t matter.

      I’m ready for him to climb up here and put his dick in me. Except he said he wasn’t going to. He wasn’t serious, was he?

      Steel rests his cheek on my hip and says, “You’re unreal.”

      Unable to form words yet, a small groan comes from my throat.

      His hands slide up my body, my skin humming under the contact. Before I know it, his body is alongside mine, his hand resting on my breast. It feels good to lie here with him like this, and I close my eyes to listen to his breathing.

      With huge effort, I roll onto my side to face him. He’s still wearing his jeans and t-shirt, I can’t wait for him to take them off. Our faces are inches apart, our blue eyes at the same level. Our gazes lock, filling my body with warmth. It’s a comfort almost, and I’m perfectly at ease where I am right now.

      “You sure ain’t like any other girl, ever,” he says, his voice low and rich.

      The words fill me. I don’t care what Courtney would say, they wrap around me and fill up with something I’ve never known before. And it feels damn good.

      I open my mouth to respond, but before I get a word out, his mouth is on mine and he’s kissing me. Not the heated kiss like earlier, it’s a different quality.

      I pull away for a second, “Aren’t you going to take your clothes off?” I ask, moving my hand to his crotch and rubbing his dick through his jeans.

      “I already said that’s not happening.”

      Why does he keep saying that? I don’t understand.

      “You promised to show me all your tattoos.”

      The tip of his nose brushes against mine, before he tilts his head and kisses me. His kisses start off soft and gentle, before becoming more and more fueled by want. The hand that’s been holding my breast moves, his fingertips caressing it until they circle onto my nipple.

      When he pinches my nipple, a shot of heat pools between my legs and a groan escapes my throat. Steel’s kisses move down my body, stopping in the curve of my waist, my hip bones and my inner thighs.

      By the time he finally reaches my mound, I’m so full of lust and need I can barely contain myself. I hope no one hears my moaning, but I can’t help myself.

      As much as I want him to take his clothes off, any wondering about his clothes vanishes from my mind. Nothing else exists except the pleasure he is bringing my body.

      His tongue and his hand make me more and more crazy with each second.

      “Steel!” I scream as my back arches involuntarily. An even more powerful orgasm rips through me.

      As it subsides, I melt into a puddle under his touch. After the first time tonight, I never thought I’d feel that way again. Yet here I am, thirty minutes later feeling every bit as amazing, if not better.

      “Don’t move,” he says.

      As if. I vaguely notice him go into his little ensuite washroom and reappear a moment later. Steel stands in the little floor space beside the bed and looks down at me. His eyes travel over my body while his head shakes.

      Scratching the back of his neck, he climbs into the narrow bed and lies beside me. I’m still on my back, and he lies on his side.

      Steel rests his head on my shoulder. His fingers trail over my breasts, making my nipples stand.

      I want to ask why he won’t take his clothes off. I want to ask why he doesn’t want to have sex with me, or at least let me play with his dick. But I don’t. Maybe I’m too chicken. Maybe it’s only four in the morning, and I don’t have to go home just yet.

      We lie in silence for ages, listening to each other breathe.

      “I had to get away from my foster family,” he says, breaking the silence.

      He told me. He fricking told me.

      “Were they a real nightmare?”

      “Not too bad, I was just a stranger in their house, and that’s how I got treated.”

      “How old were you?”

      “Like I said before, seventeen.”

      “And the carnival called?”

      “It was one option, and it turned out good.”

      I hesitate for a moment, and say, “No regrets.”

      “Exactly. How else would I get to meet you?”

      “Are you from North Carolina?”

      “I’m from wherever my bunkhouse is.”

      “Georgia?”

      “My bunkhouse seems to be in North Carolina right now.”

      I’m not going to ask again. He won’t answer anyway. We fall back into silence. I’m exhausted and fighting to stay awake. As much as I want to sleep, I know Steel’s leaving soon, and I’ll never see him again.

      His hand leaves my breast and runs over my skin until it comes to a rest between my legs.

      Steel swallows, and says, “Does it hurt?”

      “What hurt?”

      “This,” he says, gently moving his hand against my mound.

      My God, it’s feeling pretty damn good.

      “No,” I say.

      He kisses my shoulder and says, “Good. Because I popped your cherry.”

      My heavy eyes open wide as I remember the little bit of pain when he first touched me. The question and the memory make me blush.

      “Oh. Yeah, I think I felt something.”

      “I didn’t mean to.”

      “It’s fine, it doesn’t matter.” At least it makes the idea of having sex for the first time more appealing.

      More silence follows. I could lie here forever like this. Although I really do need to sleep. Time fades away as we talk and rest, then talk some more. Who knew the carny with the neck tattoo was such an amazing person. I should’ve known by his smile.

      Sunlight starts to come through the window, brightening the room. Shit, it’s seven thirty. I sit upright and reach for my bra.

      “You don’t have to go, we don’t open until ten today.”

      “My car is at the gate! Someone will see it.”

      “What happened to the girl who wanted the town to know she’s all grown up?”

      “There’s a difference between an after-closing party and spending the whole night. Word will travel fast. I need to get home.”

      The panties are a write-off, Steel ruined them when he ripped them off me. Commando it is. I pull my dress on and Steel helps me do it up.

      “I’ll walk you to your car,” he says, opening the bunkhouse door.

      I look at him and sigh. I really wish he’d taken his clothes off.

      “When do you go?” I ask, wanting another night like this. Except my parents get home at supper time today and I don’t think that’s an option.

      We rush through the quiet trailers and vacant rides.

      “We close early today, at five, then leave tomorrow night or Tuesday morning.”

      “Good, maybe I’ll come to the carnival later, to enjoy myself.”

      Steel flashes that broad, Hollywood smile at me and it takes all my willpower not to turn around and go right back to his bed.

      We reach my car, the boring mom-car Corolla. I open the door and turn to face Steel. He immediately pulls me into him and squeezes me tight. My heart pounds against my ribs, telling me I shouldn’t be leaving this man. I don’t want to, but I have to.

      “I’ll come back tonight,” I say.

      “You get rested up today. I’m taking you back to my bed tonight, and I don’t think we’re going to get much sleep again.”

      A smile springs across my face, and I say, “I can’t wait.”

      He gives me a nice goodbye kiss, one that reminds me what I’m coming back for and will make sure I’m back here the second they close.

      I get into my car and look up at him. Steel rests a hand on the top of my open door and leans down to me.

      “I can’t wait to see you again. I mean it, Goldie, you’re not like any other person I ever knew. You’re amazing.”

      Sucking air into my lungs, I swallow and say, “You’re pretty amazing yourself.”

      There’s that smile again, the one that I could follow like a lost puppy.

      “Later,” Steel says and shuts the door.

      I start the car and drive the few minutes to my house. It’s a good thing it’s so close, and my head is nodding with fatigue. I’ve been awake for over twenty-four hours. I’m grateful the streets are still pretty quiet, even though it’s after seven.

      When I get home, I stagger up the stairs and flop into my bed, not even bothering to take my dress off. I close my eyes and sleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Victim of Changes (Steel)

        

      

    
    
      The carnival opened an hour ago. I slept for an hour after Emily left, but I’m a walking zombie. Even though I’ve chucked endless coffees down my throat, the noise of this place is the only thing keeping me awake. That and the memory of her. I don’t know what she did to me, making me cum in my fucking pants like that. It freaks the shit out of me.

      Already I’m missing her, for fuck’s sake. I’ve never missed anyone before, ever. Not even my mother.

      I’m going to need a good sleep since I plan to stay up all night again with her tonight. Hopefully Papa Smurf doesn’t send me off to the next town until Tuesday, giving me tomorrow night with her as well.

      Another hour passes, and another. My feet are dragging something awful. I’m a bigger zombie than Zombie.

      We’re supposed to start ripping apart the rides right after close. I’m going to need energy. For that and Emily.

      “Razor, keep an eye on things for me, I need some shut-eye.”

      He nods. At least I think he does.

      There are not many choices of places to sleep in peace in the middle of a carnival in full swing. Going back to my bunkhouse isn’t an option. The best place I can think of is the back of Cess’ basket toss game. I may get hit with the odd softball, but I’m so tired, I doubt I’ll notice. I’ll be too busy dreaming of Emily screaming my name.

      I slip in the back of it and lie down.

      “You lazy son of a bitch, do you know you cost me today?” Papa Smurf screams.

      “Huh?” I say, disoriented with sleep.

      “That useless-piece-of-shit Whiskey fucked up on the tickets and cost me big. Because you weren’t doing your job.”

      Rubbing my eyes, I try to digest his words.

      “Sorry, boss.” I sit, hoping he’ll go away and let me lie back down.

      “Fucking sorry don’t mean shit. If you want to stay up all night fucking some local pussy, that’s your business, but make sure you’re here and ready to work when it’s time to work.”

      “I’ll work, right now.” I still don’t make any move to stand. Papa Smurf is famous for interpreting anything as being aggressive.

      “The twenty-four hour man is leaving now, and you’re going with him.”

      “Fuck that. Since when do I go with the twenty-four hour man? You need me here to break down the rides.”

      “You’re too fucking tired to be any use to me here. Go help him put up signs in the next town. It’s about all you’re good for today.”

      “No, I ain’t going.”

      “Get your sorry ass in his truck now, before I bust it open so bad you won’t be able to sit for a year.”

      Papa Smurf is a mammoth mountain of a man with a passion for beating the shit out of his employees.

      “Maybe I want to stay in this town.”

      “One night with some local pussy and you’re ready to screw the carnival? Then what would you do? Show up at her doorstep and be welcomed in with open arms? Dream the fuck on. Now get in the truck. This is your last warning.” He hoofs me something fierce in the thigh and I stand.

      This thing with Emily was only ever going to be a weekend fling. Tonight and maybe tomorrow, depending on when the carnival leaves.

      I’m only losing one night. Though one night with her was already better than all the others I’ve spent with other women combined.

      There’s no doubt in my mind I could floor Papa Smurf, but he’s probably right. As much as I’d love to go knocking on Emily’s door, I don’t expect a good girl townie like her would let me move in. Plus her father would shoot me.

      “Fine,” I say, walking away to my bunk.

      I grab my backpack. I fill it with a change of clothes and my toothbrush and get into the carnival’s advanced advertising truck. I can’t believe Papa Smurf’s sending me to staple signs to lamp posts.

      The twenty-four hour man pulls the truck away from the carnival. As we leave the town, I can’t help thinking what a stupid mistake I’m making.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Alone (Emily)

        

      

    
    
      “Emily Grace Williamson, how dare you disgrace our family!”

      The roar of my father’s voice startles me from my sleep. Disoriented, my heart thumps in my chest at being awoken so abruptly.

      I sit up and blink to clear the sleepiness from my eyes. A glance at the clock shows the time is five pm. I vaguely panic that I should be getting ready and going to find Steel.

      “What kind of whore are you?” my father screams. He moves to the side of the bed and towers over me, his eyes burning into my skin. My mother stands behind him, looking worried.

      Still in the process of waking up, I don’t say anything.

      “Do you know how many phone calls I got about you whoring at the carnival? The carnival! So help me God, what did I ever do to deserve a daughter who goes around with carnies? Carnies!”

      “Dad,” I start.

      “You single-handedly destroyed my good name in this town. How am I ever going to be elected regional Lions Club president now?”

      I pull the pillows over my head, blocking myself from him.

      “Honey, why did you do that? You’re a good girl from a good family, it’s not safe,” my mother says, on the verge of tears, her voice breaking. Or maybe she’s been crying already.

      All I want to do is get out of here and find Steel.

      “Leave me alone,” I say, my voice muffled by the pillows.

      “How am I supposed to recover from this? I’m the president of the Lions Club, and your actions are going to cost me that.”

      I fling the pillows off and sit up.

      “I am an adult. My actions are nothing to do with you and your stupid club.”

      “I don’t give a damn what age you are, I will not stand by why my daughter drags my name through the mud!” my father screams.

      “Honey, I’m just so worried about you, it’s not safe to be hanging around with those types, you’re liable to end up dead in a ditch,” my mother says through her sobs.

      “You two are ridiculous. And selfish. I’m leaving.”

      Grateful I still have my dress on, I leap out of bed and stomp to my door. My father moves faster than a wide receiver and reaches the door before me.

      “Over my dead body,” he says through gritted teeth, his nostrils flaring.

      “You can’t stop me, I’m an adult. Get out of my way.”

      “Don’t you dare speak to me like that in my house,” he says.

      “So get out of my way, and I won’t have to.”

      My mother latches onto my arm and pulls. Her tears are flowing uncontrollably and she tries to wrestle me back to the bed.

      “They’re all drifters who are lying cheats and criminals. It’s not safe. I need my baby to be safe. I couldn’t live if something happened to you,” she says.

      “Let me go,” I say, shaking my arm, “I mean it!”

      My father steps over the threshold and beckons my mother. She goes to his side and he slams the door.

      I yank at the door handle, twisting and turning, but it won’t budge. He’s holding the handle from the other side. The hiss of his whispering to my mother comes through the door, but I can’t make it out.

      “This is confinement, you can’t do this to me.”

      “Emily, I’m going to bring you up some supper,” my mother says in her most caring voice. It’s as though I’ve fallen off my bike and skinned my knee.

      Growling, I storm back to my bed and grab my phone from my bedside table. As fast as I can, I type Maddie a text.

      My parents are holding me captive

      -Good then you won’t go back to that creep carny today

      Unbelievable. I thought she’d understand, unlike Courtney.

      He isn’t a creep

      I hit send, slam the phone down and cry myself back to sleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          I Remember You (Steel)

        

      

    
    
      It’s November, we’re in Georgia, near the Florida border, and it’s the last night of the carnival before the winter break. Traditionally, it’s the biggest party night of the year. Only I don’t feel like partying.

      “Going to be a great night, this is always the best night for choice pussy. Remember last year? You had two at once,” Razor says.

      I grunt at him. He knows I’ve lost all interest in it. Emily still hasn’t left my head. Pretty local girls keep throwing themselves at me, and all I’ve done is curl my nose and push them off me.

      It kills me that she thinks I left without saying goodbye.

      “Zombie went and found a whole truckload of girls for tonight.”

      “Don’t care.”

      “Come on, man. You can’t get hung up on that chick. Face it, you’re never going to see her again.”

      “I’ll find her.”

      “Then what? You get married and have babies? Keep it real, none of these townies see us as anything other than one of the carnival rides. One weekend a year is all the fun they want from us.”

      I don’t feel the need to respond to him. Something happened that night between us, something more. I’ll be damned if I don’t find her and keep her for good. Whatever it takes.

      Every night since Papa Smurf sent me away with the twenty-four hour man, I’ve been trying to find out what the name of her town is.

      Papa Smurf had something big on the twenty-four hour man, and whatever it was, it was big enough that he wouldn’t even give me a whiff of a hint about the name of the town. The minute the carnival season finished, he took off, never to be seen or heard from again. Whatever Papa Smurf had on him must’ve been big.

      I kick myself every day for not paying more attention to the names of all the small towns we go to. But it’s the same with Razor and Whiskey and all the other carnies. You’d think at least one of us would pay attention to the names of towns. But no, apparently not, and now I’m paying the price.

      I sit and party with them every night, but as soon as I’ve had enough, I go back to my bunk and spend forever on my phone to try to figure out what town Emily lives in.

      It’s costing me a fortune in data charges on my phone, but I’m been looking at photos of every potential town to find hers. Not that I saw anything about the town, other than my look of it from the Ferris wheel when we first put it up. There are a whole lot of Golden Arches out there, and they aren’t much of a landmark to go by.

      When I’ve had enough of that, I close my eyes and remember her scent, her taste and the way she responded to me. After I’m spent, I think of the rest of the night with her and the things we talked about. Nights always end in me making a new resolution to find her again.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The season finished a couple of weeks ago. We’ve gone further away from North Carolina, and are in Mississippi, near the Gulf. Only the core ride staff is working here over the winter: me, Razor, Whiskey and Zombie. Everyone else is on their own over the winter months, and many will join us again in the spring. Of course, lots will never be seen or heard from again.

      “Tell me, dammit. I finished the fucking season. Now tell me the name of the town,” I say to Papa Smurf.

      “You expect me to remember the name of some shitty town? Do you know how many we’ve been to this year?” he says.

      “I know damn well you know it, I’ve been asking since the day we left.”

      “Maybe I’ll remember it after the painting and yearly maintenance on the rides.”

      Asshole. I’d be out of here today if he told me the town. Now he’s using it to make me do the shit work. Maybe my fists could make him change his mind about telling me it.

      Except I know him too well. If I break his nose, there’s no chance in hell that he’d ever tell me the name of the town.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          All by Myself (Emily)

        

      

    
    
      It’s December, and I’m standing in the line at the coffee shop. I hear others in line chatting to neighbours, friends, nobodies. I used to be that every time I went out, everyone smiled and said hello. Since the carnival, no one says hello. It’s like I have a scarlet A stitched to my shirt.

      Steel gave me one thing that night, and that’s the courage to be my own person. They can judge me all they want, but I’m going to walk around Colmar with my head held high. They can snicker behind my back all they want.

      The Lions Club sponsors the annual carnival, and as the president my father has vowed to never allow Steel’s carnival -- or Steel -- to set foot in this town again.

      “I’m praying for your family,” the old bitty Barbara behind the counter says.

      For my family. Not for me, because I don’t matter one bit to these people. It takes everything in me not to tell her to fuck off. Barbara’s the biggest gossip in this town, and I’m positive I’m her number one topic.

      I still haven’t forgiven my parents for barricading me in my room. They wouldn’t let me out until all trace of the carnival was gone. The tension in the house is still thick. There certainly wasn’t any ‘I’m thankful for my family’ at Thanksgiving. On their part, or mine.

      The thing that upsets me most is that Steel thinks I didn’t come back for him. He probably long forced any thoughts of me out of his head. I feel so terrible.

      I don’t remember the name of the carnival. All I remember is that the logo had a clown on it. A zillion carnivals have clowns in their logos. I never knew there were so many clowns before I spent hours online trying to find out the name of Steel’s carnival.

      Too bad my best friends won’t help me. I can’t believe they’ve taken the side of my parents on this. I feel so alone, which only makes me more desperate to find him.

      “Actually, Barbara, I’ll take my coffee to go.”

      “Uh huh.”

      I always have my coffee here, it’s part of my Saturday routine. But today, I’m tired of it. Tired of it all.

      With cup in hand, I get into my car. There’s something I’ve been thinking of ever since that night with Steel, and I’m finally going to go through with it.

      First, I send a quick text to my mother.

      Going Christmas shopping in Raleigh

      I wonder what she’ll get me for Christmas this year, a chastity belt or something nicer.

      I Google tattoo parlors in Raleigh, I know better than to step anywhere near one in the remote area, and phone the one with the highest rating.

      “The Ink Spot,” a gruff man’s voice says.

      “Hi, do you have any appointments free today?”

      “What were you thinking of getting? Is it something big or small? Do you know the design?”

      “I just want a small rose, but I don’t have a design for it.”

      “That’s okay, we’ve got plenty of roses to choose from. Can you make it for two?”

      “I think so.” It’ll be tight, and I’ll have to put my foot down a little on the highway to make it.

      “Okay, I’ll put you down.”

      I give him my name and number and hang up. After ramming my phone into my purse, I turn on my car and head to Raleigh. My chest is bursting with anticipation.

      Steel’s right. If I want a tattoo, I should get one. No one ever has to know but me, and hopefully him. Even if someone does find out, it’s my body and none of their business anyway.

      By the time my hands connect with the tattoo parlor doors, my tummy is fluttering with equal parts nerves and excitement.

      “Hi, I’m here for my two o’clock appointment.”

      A man who looks twice my age stands and says, “The rose?”

      “Yep, that’s me.”

      The man pulls out a big binder and opens it to some laminated pages of rose designs.

      “These are the roses,” he says.

      “I want to be able to wear a bikini without it being seen.”

      “No problem, I can put it anywhere you want.”

      “And the size?”

      “Whatever you want, I can do.”

      I’ve always pictured having a red rose bud, and it doesn’t take me long to zero in on the one I like best.

      “That one,” I say.

      It’s perfect and I’m crazy excited. I’m finally going to have something I’ve wanted for a long time, and it’s all because of Steel. I need to find him again, whatever the cost.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          The Memory Remains (Steel)

        

      

    
    
      I am so sick of looking at, smelling and being covered in bright yellow paint. Papa Smurf has me painting the whole damn Zipper by myself. Asshole.

      Any other year I would’ve loved it, because it means not finding a job for the winter months. This year it just feels like he’s abusing me because he knows he has information I want. Information I’d do anything to get.

      I can’t help this feeling in my gut, that I should be hitching around North Carolina, going from town to town to find Emily myself. It would be faster than playing his fucking game. Assuming I didn’t freeze to death sleeping on park benches in the middle of winter.

      My Googling must be getting close to finding her town. It would be a lot easier if they didn’t all look the fucking same, but I have to be getting close. I have to.

      Razor said I’d forget all about her by Christmas, but she’s stuck in my head even more.

      I have to find her. And I will.

      Papa Smurf walks across the lot, and I fling down the paintbrush to chase after him.

      “Tell me the name of the town,” I say, balling my fists.

      “The painting’s not done.”

      “I don’t fucking care. The painting’s never going to be done, because I’ve had enough. I’m going to find her, with or without your help.” I puff my chest at him, my nostrils flare.

      “Steel, calm down,” he says putting a hand on my shoulder. “It’s not what you think. I seen carnies like you fall hard for townies before, and it never ends good for them. You’ve been with me since you was a teen, and I don’t want to see you get hurt like that.” His voice is smooth, and he is saying the most genuine thing any male father figure has ever said to me in my life.

      “It’s not like that, she’s different.”

      “I heard that before, too.”

      “I’m going to find her, with or without you.”

      “Think about it long and hard first is all I’m saying. One night is one thing, but you’ll find out the hard way that you’re from a different world than her, and that the outside world don’t approve of us. Her folk ain’t ever going to think otherwise. The prejudices against us run deep, don’t never forget it.”

      I shake my head at him and walk away, trying to digest his words. Everyone always paints carnies as no good, but Emily’s different. I’m sure of it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Love Walked In (Emily)

        

      

    
    
      “My regular latte, please, Barbara.” Each of my Saturday lattes marks another week since I spent the night with Steel. It’s already February, and in my heart I thought I’d find him before Valentine’s Day. But that’s this week, and now in my heart is heavy with the fact that it’s not going to happen.

      I still look at my tattoo in the mirror every day, picturing what it will be like to show Steel. And what his reaction will be.

      My Googling still hasn’t gotten me very far, despite the number of hours I’ve spent searching the internet. But I have a new plan. A plan that will solve three of my problems at once — my over-protective parents, the snitty snits of this town and, most of all, finding Steel.

      I’m going to apply for a job at the carnival. I found a website that’s exclusively for carnival jobs. And I’m going to apply for all the ones in the Carolinas. Then I’ll figure out which one is Steel’s, and join it.

      I’ve sent emails to all of the ones I could find already, but I said I was looking for Steel instead of looking for a job. Not a single one responded to me.

      My mind's made up. I am running away to join the carnival.

      “Here you go, Emily,” Barbara says, passing me my coffee to go. I haven’t had it to stay since I got my tattoo.

      “Thanks.”

      “I’m still praying for your family.”

      Barbara still says that, every Saturday without fail. I’ve never acknowledged her comment. Because her comment doesn’t acknowledge me.

      Without regret, I turn and open the door to the main street in town. Or rather, the only non-residential street in town. I take a step out, hoping I don’t run into any other gossipers.

      “Goldie,” Steel’s deep voice coats my skin in goose bumps and makes my heart starts pounding at ninety miles an hour.

      I turn around to find him walking up behind me, his Hollywood smile beaming at me. My heart melts at his sight, and my entire body starts buzzing.

      “You came back for me,” I say, my face beaming.

      “Course I did.” My heart leaps at his words.

      “Listen, we can’t really talk on the street, all the town busybodies are out.”

      “Sure.” Steel makes a grunting noise. He probably thinks I’m crazy, but he doesn’t understand what it’s like. Or maybe, he doesn’t care what anyone thinks and thinks I’m being silly.

      But I have to be careful, no one can think we’re together. Otherwise my dad will be on my ass before I knew what hit me. And lord knows what he’d do to Steel.

      He follows me to my car, and I make him get in the backseat and lie down.

      As I hop into my car, I glance in the backseat. Steel’s face beams up at me from his position lying curled up in the backseat. Good thing he had the foresight to put his legs behind the driver’s seat so we can talk.

      “Stay down so no one can see you. Do you have any idea how much shit I’ve been through because of that night? My parents locked me in my room when they found out. That’s why I didn’t come back to see you the next night, I couldn’t.”

      “You didn’t?” He heaves a sigh of relief. “My boss got pissed off and made me leave that day, so I wasn’t there that night. I’ve been worrying all this time about you thinking I skipped town on you.”

      My eyes widen at his words. I’m so relieved he didn’t think I bailed on him.

      I want him in the front seat, but can’t risk it in town. I start driving and head out down one of the country lanes. When we’re a little ways out of town, I pull the car to the side of the road.

      “You can come up here now,” I say.

      “About time,” Steel says, climbing into the front passenger seat.

      As he’s doing up his seatbelt, our eyes catch and we freeze. Our faces are inches apart and neither one of us moves. My insides melt and explode at the same time. I still can’t believe he came back for me.

      “You’re even more beautiful than I’ve been fantasizing about,” he says.

      “You’ve been fantasizing about me?”

      “Only every second I’ve been out of this town.” The comment makes me burst with joy.

      “I might be guilty of that too.”

      “Yeah, I’d be fantasizing about myself if I was you, too,” he says with a broad smile.

      I burst out laughing.

      “I meant about you.”

      “Oh, you meant me?” he says, cupping the back of my head.

      His smile is back, and I have to close my eyes and open them again in order to believe it’s real. And all for me.

      Steel’s nose grazes mine, and his hand cupping my head tilts it. My lips part as his soft lips press against mine. He’s really here. At first he didn’t seem real, like I might’ve been imagining his return, but now his kiss puts any doubt of hallucinations out of my head.

      His lips are the most wonderful feeling in the world, and make all the pain and loneliness of the past few months vanish.

      A pick-up flies past us, bringing me back to reality.

      I put my hand on his chest, and say, “We can’t here, we’re not far enough out of town.”

      “What’s the matter with the town?”

      “It’s small.”

      “And full of people who don’t mind their own damn business?”

      “You got it. Is your car parked in town?”

      “Don’t got a car, I hitched.”

      “Okay, at least we don’t have to worry about it.” How can he not have a car?

      Putting my car in gear, I carry on down the country road. I intend to go to Woburn, the nearest big town, just to make sure no one sees us. It won’t take long. Thirty minutes max, once I get back to a decent-sized road.

      “Where’re you staying?” I ask. I don’t want him to stay at the one motel in town, everyone will figure out who he is sooner rather than later, and someone will probably confront him. Most likely my father.

      “Haven’t figured that out yet.”

      “Huh?”

      “I just got to your town this morning, and I’ve been hanging out on the street.”

      “Good thing you didn’t do that, my father might have seen you and kicked your ass.”

      “What the hell went on here after I left?”

      “You don’t even want to know. Let’s just say, my father freaked out and the whole town’s talking.”

      “So leave,” he says.

      “I can’t just leave.”

      “Sure you can.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Stranger in a Strange Land (Steel)

        

      

    
    
      “There’s a place up here we can get a coffee at and talk,” Emily says.

      “Sounds good to me.”

      We carry on driving down the country road, eventually turning left onto a main road. The closed space of the car is filled with her rosy scent. It’s exactly how I remembered it, and each inhale makes me want her more.

      “Did you freak too, like your dad?” I ask.

      “What do you think?”

      “I think you didn’t, not after the way you yelled my name in the bunkie.”

      Her cheeks turn bright red and she stares at the road ahead of her.

      “I’m just kidding, Goldie, it wasn’t just the way you yelled my name.” She’s the only person I’ve ever talked to, really talked to, instead of just shooting the shit. I’m sure it was the same for her.

      “I knew there was something more between us,” she says, her voice quiet and hard to hear over the noise of the car.

      I reach over and put my hand on her thigh, the way I did that evening in The Zipper. The warmth from her leg fills me, washing away the freezing cold stuck in my bones from the three days it took to hitch here.

      We spend the rest of the twenty-minute drive talking and laughing. It’s like we’ve never been apart. Or like we’ve known each other forever.

      The coffee place looks like a truck stop, the kind of place I feel at home in after all the years spent on the road, going from town to town and state to state. I get out of the car and glance down the road, tall signs advertising gas stations, fast food joints and motels line the street.

      We each have a drip coffee and sit on opposite sides of a booth. We continue to talk, through three whole cups of coffee.

      “What are your plans?” Emily asks, changing the subject.

      “My plans?”

      “Yeah, how long are you staying in town? Are you still working at the carnival?”

      Fuck if I know, I haven’t thought that far ahead. All my focus has been on getting back to her.

      “Don’t know. All I was thinking about was finding you.”

      “Well, you found me,” she says with a coy smile while tilting her head.

      Plans don’t matter much to carnies. I feel like a fish out of water.

      “My plan was to find you and now I’ve done that, it’s to be with you.” Emily’s eyes sparkle and she hooks her foot around mine under the table. Her actions cause a huge smile on my face. “And that’s my plan.”

      “I like that plan. But where are you going to stay?”

      As if I’ve thought that far ahead. Doesn’t she get the way I live? Looking out the window, I see a Motel 6 sign down the road.

      “Figure I’ll stay at a motel while I figure out what we’re going to do.”

      “Isn’t that going to be expensive? I mean, how long are you going to stay there?”

      “Don’t matter how long I have to stay there, as long as it’s near you, I’ll pay the price.”

      What am I going to do? Find a nine-to-five job? The same jobs I’ve been criticizing my whole life?

      “Shit,” Emily says, pulling her phone out of her purse. “I didn’t text my parents, they’re probably wondering why I’m not back from the coffee shop.”

      “What business is it of theirs?”

      “I don’t want them to worry. Normally, I would’ve been home hours ago.”

      “I hope you’re telling them you won’t be back anytime soon.” She’d better not rush off on me.

      “I’m telling them I’ve gone shopping at the mall. They won’t expect me back soon.”

      “Say you’ve gone with your friends.”

      “I don’t do much with my friends anymore. Not since that night.”

      “Fuck, seriously?” Am I that hated just because I’m a carny?

      “We’re still friends, just not as close. They didn’t support me when I said I was going to find you. All they did was try to stop me.”

      I lean back into the booth and look up at the ceiling, Papa Smurf’s words rattling through my head, ‘You’ll find out the hard way that you’re from a different world than her, and the outside world don’t approve of us.’

      Maybe no one in her life approves of me, but she does, and that’s all that matters.

      Emily sets her phone on the table and says, “What are we going to do?”

      “I’m getting real tired of having this table between us. Let’s go check into my motel.”

      We get back in her car, and I direct her to the Motel 6. It’s forty bucks a night, and that’s going to add up fast. I don’t want to blow my savings on it. I’m going to have to find another solution.

      Sliding the key into the lock, I open the door. The overpowering smell of Lysol hits me, but at least it’s clean. Other than that, it’s your standard two double beds and ugly pictures on the wall motel room.

      “Are you finally going to show me the rest of your tattoos?” Emily asks with her killer smile as she goes through the doorway.

      It’s all I’ve been thinking about all these months.

      “Wait here, I need a quick shower.”

      “Okay,” she says, shrugging.

      I have expected her to ask to join me, but then I realize this is Emily, the good girl. Who’s still a virgin.

      Stepping into the hot flow, I stand still while I let the water wash over me. After three days of hitchhiking in big-rigs, I could stand here all day. But I don’t want to keep her waiting. After ripping the paper off a tiny bar of soap, I thoroughly clean myself and shut off the water.

      My clean clothes are in my backpack, which is still in the bedroom area. With only a towel tied around my waist, I leave the bathroom.

      Emily is sitting back on the bed, looking at her phone. Good, I’m glad she’s relaxed and not perched on the edge of the bed or something.

      When she notices I’ve come back in the room, she looks up. Not very far up, her eyes seem to be stuck on my abs. When I take a step in her direction, her eyes move down to my legs. I realize she’s seeing the tattoos on my lower legs for the first time, and stay still while she examines them. My dick is twitching under the heat of her gaze, the towel shows each little movement.

      This wasn’t my plan. I didn’t bring her here expecting anything from her. I just want her. The last thing I want is for her to feel pressured.

      The television remote is on the desk behind me, and I turn and grab it. Turning the tv on, I flip through the channels until I find MTV. Coldplay is playing, which is perfect even if they are old.

      “Do you have any more under that towel?” she asks.

      Am I going to show her the rest under my towel?

      “You’ll find out,” I say, turning to face her. “Now come over here and kiss me.” I stay where I am but hold out my hand, beckoning her.

      Emily flies off the bed and into my arms. Exactly the way I’ve been imagining all these nights alone in my bed.

      Holding her close to me, I inhale her rose scent and let it soothe the frustration of the time we spent apart.

      I kiss her silky hair and down along her cheek. Tilting her head to mine, my mouth connects with her soft lips. Emily gasps and submits to my touch. My tongue probes her mouth, and before long her own tongue is twirling with mine.

      All these nights I’ve been thinking how I can make her first time special for her, and now I finally get to. Shit, I almost forgot to show her something.

      I pull my lips away from hers and say, “Hold on, Goldie, I did something I want to show you.”

      Her brow furrows in puzzlement as I move away from her and to my backpack. I rifle through the papers, my passport, and birth certificate until I find the piece of paper I’m looking for and pull it out of the bag. I step back to Emily and place it in her hand.

      “What’s this?” she asks, confused.

      “It’s a test I did to show you I don’t have any STDs or anything.”

      “This is from October.”

      “That’s after the last time I was with anyone. The last time I was with you. Now I know you, I could never look at another woman.”

      “What happened to the party every night?”

      “The parties were pretty boring without you there,” I say, chuckling.

      Emily flings her arms around me. Speaking into my chest, she says, “Thank you for this.” She hesitates before continuing, “I haven’t been with anybody else, either.”

      I know that already, Goldie. Your pussy is all mine.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          More Than Words Can Say (Emily)

        

      

    
    
      Steel’s clean scent envelops me, and I take a deep breath to savor it. He tucks my hair behind my ear. The warmth from his hand helps to ease the tingling in my tummy. But the heat from his body pushes the tingles straight down between my legs.

      He brushes his finger down my cheek before using it to tilt my chin. His mouth crushes against mine, and all the tingling between my legs flies throughout my whole body.

      Every single night since the carnival, I’ve gone to bed sad that I hadn’t found him, and tonight I won’t be thinking that at all, instead I’ll be elated that he found me.

      Though I didn’t wake up this morning thinking today would be the day I’d be in a motel room with a mostly naked Steel. It’s all so fast, but at the same time, so right.

      In the back of my head, it seems like I should be more nervous, but I’m not. Everything feels exactly as it should. In the months I spent longing for Steel, I sometimes wondered if my memory of that one night was wrong.

      My friends and family told me over and over that I was being silly, and that one night could never mean so much. But after the hours spent with Steel today, I know they were wrong and my memory was right.

      The test he did for me proves it. That was so sweet of him. It makes me crazy happy to know that all these months he’s been thinking of me the same way I’ve been thinking of him.

      And now I’m in Steel’s arms. I never want to leave them.

      I’d be lying if I didn’t admit I’m a little nervous. I have no idea what to expect, or even what we’re going to do. But at least this time he doesn’t have his jeans to hide behind.

      Already his erection is digging into me. It seems so big. Huge in comparison to Connor’s.

      As his tongue explores deeper into my mouth, his hand slides down the back of my sweater and settles on my jean-clad butt. A moan escapes me as he squeezes it.

      Following his lead, I run my hands over his naked chest. No matter where I touch, his muscles under my hands are rock hard. Everything about this man is perfection.

      Steel’s hands grip the hem of my sweater, and leans back from me. I lift my arms over my head to allow him to take it off. He reaches around behind me and undoes my bra before pulling it off and letting it drop on the floor.

      His eyes slide over my breasts and torso before capturing my own eyes in his.

      “You’re beautiful,” he says.

      Wrapping my back in his arms, my bare skin presses against his for the first time. The feeling is electric, and my skin prickles with goose bumps. I want to feel all of my body against his, and start tugging at my belt.

      “I’ll do it,” Steel says.

      Without any warning, he scoops me from my feet and cradles me in his arms, and I gasp. My heart beats at a million miles a minute as he takes the few steps to the bed and lays me down in the center of the bed.

      “I started eating a lot of candy apples to remember how sweet and juicy your pussy was on my lips.”

      I laugh, and his words ease my nerves.

      Another slow song, Ed Sheeran I think, comes on MTV.

      Steel undoes my belt and jeans, and slowly pulls them down my legs. The anticipation of him touching me has made my panties sopping wet.

      Once my jeans are off my feet, he kisses from my baby toe up to my knees and then all over as much of my thighs as he can. I close my eyes to try to commit every little kiss and my body’s reaction to him to my memory.

      He pauses what he’s doing to say, “Every time I thought of you, remembered your taste, my cock got so hard it hurt like hell.”

      His words wash over me, quickening my breath and causing a throbbing between my legs.

      By the time Steel reaches my upper thighs, the rest of my body is fluttering as much as the zillion butterflies between my legs. Each time he kisses my thighs, I rock my hips, wishing, hoping he’ll move his kisses along. It seems like an agonizing amount of time has passed and my pussy is begging for his attention.

      Steel’s finger brushes over the fabric of my panties, and a high-pitched moan flies from my throat. He groans in reaction.

      Hooking a finger into my panties, he yanks them off and makes a funny sound.

      My eyes shoot open and I lift my head to see him.

      “Nice tattoo,” he says, and smiles.

      I’d been dying to tell him about my rose tattoo, but wanted him to discover it for himself.

      “I did it for you,” I say, embarrassed.

      “Now your body matches the way you smell,” he says, and kisses it.

      “Huh?”

      “You always smell like roses.”

      I giggle. I always wear rose perfume, and can’t believe he noticed.

      “Are you going to show me the rest of your tats now?” I say, propping myself on my elbows.

      “I’m busy,” he says, and kisses my mound, sending heat coursing through me and making me forget all about whatever it was we were talking about.

      I flop down off my elbows and sink into the bed as his lips and tongue take control of my body. He kisses all around my mound and through my folds, but avoids my clit. Every cell in my body is worked up and desperate for release.

      “Please,” I try to say, but it comes out as a breathy gasp.

      Steel growls, the noise only heightening my need. He flicks my clit with his tongue, and I squeal. Without waiting, he slides his fingers into me and sucks my clit into his mouth.

      It forces me to moan and squeal as my body bubbles into a frenzy. I fist and knead the bedspread in my hands. He keeps going, bringing me higher and higher until I crash. Heat explodes between my legs, sending a rush of pleasure to my toes, fingers and head. The intensity forces me to squeeze my eyes shut again.

      “Steel,” I moan.

      After I calm, he moves up over my body, stopping along the way to kiss my breasts and neck. I’m vaguely aware of the music on MTV.

      His kisses stop, and I open my eyes. He’s hovering over me, his nose almost touching mine. Our eyes connect for a moment, before he kisses the tip of my nose.

      “You’re sure you want this?” he asks.

      “I’ve spent every minute since October wanting this.”

      “Good, but I’ll warn you now. I’m going to be gentle on you this time, for you, but only this time.”

      I gasp at his words.

      His mouth crushes onto mine, and we kiss. Steel brings his hips closer to me, his hard dick lies up against my mound, the towel still between us.

      As he moves his hips, his dick pushes against my clit, drawing all of the heat in me back between my legs. I moan through his mouth.

      We’re getting close, he’s going to enter me soon, once he gets rid of that towel. Part of me starts to worry, to wonder what it will be like or if it will hurt. But I force those worries away and focus on the incredible man on top of me.

      Steel pulls his head away, and asks, “Want to see the rest of my tattoos?”

      “Now?”

      “You don’t want to take my towel off?” he says, rolling off me and onto his back.

      My eyes widen and with a coy smile say, “Definitely.”

      Moving onto my hands and knees, I move over him. His massive erection creates a bump under the towel. I decide to start at the bottom edge and quickly work my way there. I push my hands underneath it and slide it up, kissing each of the tattoos I find.

      There’s an eagle on the top of his left thigh, and some kind of tribal design wraps around his right thigh. They are both incredible hot, like the rest of his tattoos. I’ve even come to love the one on his neck.

      Feeling bold, I slide my hand up the rest of the way under the towel and touch his cock. It’s silky, but hard, and I rub it with my palm as my fingers slowly explore up it. When they reach the top, I stop in confusion.

      Something is hard, and not in a natural way. It’s a little hard ball. I move my fingers around and find another hard ball. I find four in all.

      I flick my eyes up to his. He’s staring back at me, a grin on his face.

      “It’s pierced,” he says.

      The two words send a twinge through my body. For some reason, they’re the sexiest two words I’ve ever heard and my walls contract.

      “So that’s the reason you’re called Steel?”

      Without waiting another second, I rip the towel open. Holy shit. I found the last tattoo. My pussy twinges, and I let out a small moan.

      The shaft of his dick is a colorful, winged dragon, the head of his dick is the head of the dragon. There’s two piercings in the rim of his head, each with a silver ball at either end — one ball behind the rim of the head as each of the dragon’s ears, and the other end emerging from the head and forming the eyes of the dragon.

      I can’t stop staring at it, for some reason it’s the most erotic thing I’ve ever imagined.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Rock You Like a Hurricane (Steel)

        

      

    
    
      “A dragon,” Emily says, her eyes wider than fuck.

      Before I can answer, she tightens her grip on my cock and then slowly licks my shaft.

      “Didn’t it hurt getting it?” she asks, looking up at me with nothing but lust in her eyes.

      I open my mouth to say, do you think I give a shit about a little pain, but her tongue connects with the barbell sphere on the head of my cock, and I groan instead.

      Emily licks around the head of my dick, pushing her tongue against the second barbell sphere when she gets to it. She moves her attention to my shaft, and licks down it.

      I lift my head to watch what she does to me. When she reaches my balls, she sucks on them before moving back to my shaft. She moves back up to the tip, kissing as she goes. I realize the parts she kisses are the different features of the dragon.

      She takes the head of my dick into her mouth. The heat of her wet tongue makes the muscles in my back shudder. I let her take my shaft deep in her mouth and suck.

      When it starts to feel too good, I grab her arms, pull her off me and lay her on the bed beside me.

      “Hey,” she protests.

      Ignoring her, I scramble off the bed and grab a condom and package of lube from the side pocket of my backpack. I toss them on the bed and climb back on top of Emily.

      My cock lies across her mound, begging me to ram it inside her. But I have to remember she’s never done this before. She seemed kind of nervous before, which is why I moved off her and let her take off my towel. Good thing I did, because now she seems too overtaken with lust to notice any worries.

      Emily’s sopping wet, but I’m fucking huge, and her pussy’s super tight. I got the lube to make extra sure I don’t hurt her.

      I put my weight on my elbows and using my teeth, I tear open the lube and squeeze out the contents onto my fingers. I lift my body out of the way, and reach down between her legs. My lubed fingers slip around her already wet pussy, and I push them into her entrance, swirling them around to lube it up. I spread them wide a few times, and she moans.

      Fuck, she feels incredible. The condom can wait until later.

      “I need to feel you bare against me, then I’ll put the condom on,” I say.

      “Okay.”

      I glance down at her, her back is arched and her lips are slightly parted. Putting my body over hers, my lips find hers. I kiss her slowly, wanting her attention on my mouth.

      I lose myself in the softness of her lips, cherishing how sweet Emily is. Though I could carry on forever, eventually I pull my lips away.

      With my hand, I place my tip at her entrance and kiss her harder. I take my hand away from her pussy, putting it on the bed alongside her.

      “Tell me if it hurts.”

      “Will I feel the piercings?” she asks, her voice a whisper.

      I grin and say, “I’m ribbed for your pleasure.”

      She swallows and her eyelids flutter. That look alone is enough to make my balls tighten.

      As gently as I can, I push the head of my cock into her. She’s tight, and her walls squeeze around my head. At least her hymen is already gone and the lube is helping me get in easier. I pause a second to make sure she’s okay, then continue to push into her.

      Emily whimpers, and I pause. I’m not sure she’s ready for every inch yet. I stay still, letting her walls relax and ease to the size of my cock.

      “Okay?” I ask.

      She moans in response. That’s the sound I wanted to hear. Fuck, she makes me crazy. I push in deeper, her slick walls are starting to get used to me.

      When I’m all the way in, I start to move. I go slowly, the grip of Emily’s tight pussy makes my cock feel like a volcano full of red hot lava that’s ready to blow.

      She moans something fierce and I know I’m not hurting her. But before I do anything else, I have to put the damn condom on. The last thing I want to do is knock her up.

      I lean down and kiss her, letting her soft lips distract me from the screaming of my cock. I can’t remember being in a woman ever feeling this good before, and don’t want it to end.

      I pull out, and put the condom on in record time.

      “Do you trust me?” I ask, capturing her gaze.

      “Uh huh,” she answers, her voice breathy.

      “Good,” I say, grabbing her hips and flipping her onto her front. “I think your pussy’s ready for this. But tell me if it hurts.”

      Emily moans in approval, and I lightly smack her luscious ass. On my knees, I pull her to all fours and move against her. The tip of my cock is at her dripping wet entrance.

      This time, when I push in, her walls take me a little easier. Emily makes several breathy moans as I push into her.

      After a second to let her adjust to the stretching, I move my hips again. Her walls grip my shaft as I move back and forth in her. With each thrust, I go deeper than before, until I’m in all the way to the hilt.

      “Do you know how many nights I dreamed of being in you like this?”

      Emily’s moaning and whimpering gets faster.

      “I’ll tell you, every fucking night. Whenever I closed my eyes, I’d think of all the things I’m going to do to you.”

      The pitch of her noises is getting higher, sending shivers up my back.

      My balls are getting tighter and tighter with each of the sounds she makes. Keeping my movement steady, I reach around and roll her clit between my fingers, making her moans turn to breathless squeals.

      “Every night I’d grab my cock and think about what it would feel like to be inside you but it’s better than I’d ever imagined. Your pussy was made for me.”

      Emily lets out a gasping moan, and her arms buckle, her head landing on the mattress as she starts writhing under me.

      The sight of her squirming makes me explode. A massive shudder rockets up and down my back as I spill my load into the condom. The only thought going through my head is Goldie is mine, and I’m never letting her go.

      We’re both breathing heavy, and I lower my body against hers to catch my breath.

      “I hope that didn’t hurt,” I say into her ear, my voice low.

      “I only remember the ending, and that most definitely didn’t hurt,” Emily says, laughing.

      I pull out of her and lie beside her. After I take off the condom and drop it on the floor, I pull Emily against me so that I’m spooning her. She’s trembling, so I pull on the edge of the bedspread and wrap it over us.

      We lie in silence for ages. My arm rises and falls with her breath, and everything feels right.

      “You’re not really going to stay here long, are you?”

      “I’m never leaving you.” Not after what I went through to find her.

      Now I only have to find a job. I’ll start by hitting up every place on this road, places always need muscle, it shouldn’t be hard to find something.

      I’ll do whatever it takes to be with Goldie, even get a nine-to-five job. Somehow.

      She chuckles, “I meant in the motel.”

      “It’s my only choice.” I shrug. “I got to find a job, then I can find an apartment or something.”

      “You’re not going back to the carnival?”

      “I just said, I’m not leaving you.” How I’ll make that happen is something I still have to figure out, the carnival is all I know. But if they let me work full-time for cash, there must be others.

      “I have an idea,” she says, rolling to face me.

      “Oh?” She’d better not say she wants to join the carnival.

      “Since it’s winter, no one goes near our pool house. It has a bathroom with a shower and everything. You can stay there and save the money.”

      “Seriously?“

      “Yes, seriously.”

      “That’d be perfect.” I run my hand along her shoulder.

      “You just have to be careful my parents don’t find out.” Hold on, what did she just say? I take my hand from her shoulder.

      “Why won’t they know?”

      “It’s down a little hill from the house, and no one goes out there in winter anyway. They’ll never know, just don’t have the lights on at night, or they’ll see from their bedroom window.”

      “Thanks Goldie, but I ain’t sneaking into your parents’ house. I’m good here,” I say and give her a chaste kiss.

      “But it’s expensive staying here.”

      “It’s fine.”

      “But,” she hesitates, “Can you afford it?”

      “I’ve had a job for the past decade, why wouldn’t I be able to afford it?”

      Emily’s cheeks flush. “Sorry, I, uh, I just…”

      “It’s all right, everyone always assumes a lot of shit about carnies that ain’t true. I got all my own teeth, I’m not inbred, and I don’t smell like cabbage.”

      I thought Emily was different.

      “I wouldn’t care even if all the things people say about carnies are true,” she says, nuzzling into me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Silent Scream (Emily)

        

      

    
    
      I’m such an idiot. I hope Steel wasn’t offended. We lie in silence, with each breath, I draw him deeper into my core.

      There are so many things I wonder about. Where’s he from, for starters.

      “Are you going to tell me your name?”

      “You know my name, Steel.”

      “I mean your real name.”

      “Nobody’s called me my real name in ten years. I don’t even remember what it is.”

      “Of course you remember your name. Is it something weird. Is it Homer? Jupiter? Bojangles?” Steel’s laughing at me, so I carry on. “Are you a boy named Sue?”

      “No, I ain’t called Sue.”

      “So why won’t you tell me?”

      “I’ll tell you, I just don’t see why it’s relevant.”

      “I don’t know. I’ve just had sex for the first time in my life, and I don’t even know the name of the guy I gave my virginity to? Yeah, not at all relevant.”

      “Okay, but on one condition.”

      “Anything.”

      “You never call me it.”

      “And here I thought you were going to say I had to suck you off or something.”

      “Didn’t think I had to bribe you for that. But if you’re telling me I do…”

      I chuckle, “No, you don’t have to bribe me for anything.” Steel’s dick twitches against my body.

      “Anything?”

      “Anything,” I say with a coy smile.

      “I ain’t forgetting that.”

      “Good.” If I wasn’t so tender down there, I’d demand he show me what he’s talking about right now.

      “It’s Kayden. And the condition is, you call me Steel.”

      “Kayden. I like that name. It suits you.”

      “Does it suit me more than Steel?”

      I laugh, “Not with that piercing of yours.”

      “I was worried the piercing would freak your innocent ass out.”

      God no. A pierced dick? A tattooed dick? A tattooed and pierced dick? It’s so naughty that just thinking about it sends a rush of heat between my legs.

      “It’s fair to say I’m okay with it.”

      “Just okay?”

      “Maybe a little more than okay,“ I say, my cheeks hot with how I really feel about it.

      Steel pushes his hand into my hair and grips my head. “Do you know how good your mouth felt wrapped around it?”

      “Just good?”

      “Fuck, Goldie, I wanted to blow my load in your mouth so bad it hurt.”

      “Now I feel ripped off.”

      “And here I thought you were a good girl.”

      “I am a good girl. A good girl who’s lying naked in a cheap motel with a carny who has a tattooed, pierced dick. Wanting to suck on that dick until it loses control isn’t that much of a leap, is it?”

      “Watch yourself, talk like that is going to have to be followed through.”

      Steel’s dick hardens against me, and I reach down to stroke it. My God, it’s huge. My fingertips can’t even reach my thumb around his cock.

      He growls, and pushes on my shoulders. I slide my body down until I’m eye to eye with his dragon. My mouth fills with saliva, desperate to taste it again. To taste all of it this time.

      I lick between the two ends of the barbell piercing. Steel’s hips push his dick forward, trying to bring it against my lips. I lick and kiss it again around the piecing.

      Not taking my eyes off it, I say, “So can I ever call you Kayden?”

      “When your toes are curled, you can scream anything you damn well want.”

      “What about when your toes are curled?”

      “Your mouth will be too full to say anything, now suck it.”

      Steel laces his fingers through my hair and pushes my mouth against his dick. I open, and take it in, pressing my tongue against the hardness. I suck and lick as much as I can, but he pushes my head further against him.

      Relaxing my throat to take him in, my body fuels with heat at what I’m doing to him. I relax the rest of my body to let him throat fuck me, all the time I can’t stop more and more heat from coursing through me.

      I cup his balls, and they draw tighter and tighter against him. Steel relaxes his grip on my head, and I pull my head away enough to get the tip of his dick back on my tongue and my hand around the base.

      Pushing my tongue all around his pierced head, and I suck.

      Steel groans, a long primal groan that he has no control over. His dicks surges under my hand. His cum sprays over my tongue and down my throat. The muscles in my back quiver at his taste. I leave my mouth on him until he pulls me away, back up into his arms.

      “If you get yourself on the pill, I can fill your pussy like that too.”

      Without waiting for me to reply, his lips connect with mine. We slowly explore each other’s mouths, his tongue finding parts of me I didn’t know existed.

      He breaks our kiss, and in a low voice asks, “Are you sore?”

      I’m conflicted. It’s definitely sore down there, but also full of heat from having his dick in my mouth.

      “A little,” I finally admit.

      “Fine, I ain’t touching it right now. I’m never doing nothing that’d hurt you.”

      “It wouldn’t be so bad if you touched me.”

      “Listen, I told you before, I was only going gentle on you your first time. Trust me, you don’t want to start out sore, just end up that way.”

      If the way he gripped my head and fucked my throat is anything to go by, he’s not exaggerating. Just thinking about it covers my skin in goose bumps.

      He squeezes me tight, my head rests against him and I close my eyes. After all these months, he found me. I still can’t believe it. And that I’ve actually had full sex, and with someone who seems too good to be true.

      After a while, Steel asks, “What’s the deal with your parents anyway?”

      “How do you mean?”

      “Everything you’ve ever said about them makes it sound like they treat you like a child. You’re twenty years old, why do you let them?”

      Good question. Why do I? They treat my younger brother like an adult, why not me? Except I know the answer to that.

      “My dad’s really old fashioned, and thinks that because I’m a girl, he needs to protect me from the world.”

      “And your mother?”

      “Pretty much the same, except at least it seems like she cares about me. All my dad cares about is his precious reputation. I think he has dreams of running the entire worldwide Lions Club.”

      “That don’t make it right,” Steel says, shaking his head.

      “Tell me about it. It’s also complicated because he’s my boss.”

      “You work for him too?”

      “He had my life all planned out the day I was born. Or at least the day he realized I’d never get into Harvard. I’m destined to be the office manager at his head office.”

      “Sounds like your daddy’s rich.”

      I shrug. “He does okay. He has the most car dealerships in North Carolina, and manages them from a head office. That’s where he wants me to work, so that’s where I work. It’s a pretty good deal, it makes life easy for me anyway.”

      “As long as that’s what you want to do. You shouldn’t ever do things just because that’s what he wants you to do.”

      “What I’d really like to do is have my own dealership, because I’d make a lot more money than pushing papers. My older brother does, and that’s his plan for my younger brother, but not me.”

      “Let me guess, because you’re a girl.” Steel rolls his eyes.

      “You got it.”

      “So go get a job selling cars at a different place.”

      “Oh my God no, he’d write me off as his daughter if I did that.”

      “You’ve got to be your own woman, Goldie. Otherwise he’ll treat you like a little girl your whole life.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          She’s the Woman (Steel)

        

      

    
    
      “Can I confess something?” Emily says.

      “What?”

      “I only went back that night because of my dad.”

      “You mean the night at the carnival?” I ask, my brow furrowed.

      “He kept going on at me not hurting his reputation, so I went to you to get back at him.”

      I shake my head. That’s just her excuse, she would’ve come to me anyway. I could tell by the way her thigh relaxed under my hand the first time I touched her. Her body needed me.

      “You’ve to stop doing things because of other people and start doing things for you.”

      “It turned out well, didn’t it?”

      “If that’s what it took to get you in my arms. I’m not used to girls not falling into them all by themselves, but I guess you’re a true good girl.”

      “According to my daddy I am because he raised me right.”

      “And what’s he going to do when he meets me?”

      “I haven’t thought about it.”

      “You’re not planning to keep me a secret, are you? Because I’d hate for you to be embarrassed of me.”

      Papa Smurf’s words are rambling through my head now. The outside world doesn’t approve of us, just because we’re carnies. The prejudices against us run deep.

      “No, I’m not. But I have to figure out how to ease them into the idea of a boyfriend. I haven’t even had a serious boyfriend since Connor and I broke up just after graduating high school.”

      “So you don’t care that I’m a carny?”

      “I thought you left the carnival.”

      “Only because of you, but it will never leave my blood.”

      “That makes sense since it’s all you’ve ever known.”

      “I told you before, it’s who I am.”

      “Don’t worry, I’m sure my parents are going to love you. How could they not?”

      “And what about that brunette friend of yours? Is she going to put her snarl away when she sees me again?”

      Somehow all these issues didn’t enter into my mind when I was focused on finding Emily. Now here they are, smacking me in the face. But I’m not leaving her, no matter what her family and friends think.

      “I don’t care about any of her snarls. I don’t care about what anyone in the town thinks, and my parents are going to have to learn to live with it. All I want is you, and that includes the carny part.”

      I knew Emily wasn’t like other people.

      Stroking her hair, I grip around the base of her neck and kiss her before pulling away to examine her face. Our eyes lock in a steady gaze, and I start feeling more naked than I already am.

      In order to break eye contact, I roll onto my back. Emily might have jumped all over my monster cock, but I don’t know if she’s ready to know more about me. Hell, I don’t know if she’ll ever be ready.

      The trouble is, she’s so far from the other side of the tracks as me, I don’t even understand what her life is like. There’s no way she’d be able to understand mine.

      Emily cares so damn much about what her family thinks of her, and she lets them influence every bit of her life, am I really going to win out over them? There’s no doubt in my mind they’ll do everything they can to pull her away from me, I just hope the magnetism between us is stronger than them.

      I’m prepared to give up everything I am for her. Will she do the same?

      “What’s going to happen when your parents don’t approve of me? Because they won’t, you realize. No father with a reputation to uphold would ever stand by while a carny fucks his daughter senseless.”

      “Hmm. Maybe it’s better if you find a job here first, before I introduce you? Then you won’t be a carny.”

      “Goldie, I am a carny. Once you’ve been one, people look at you like you’re contaminated for the rest of your life.”

      “So we won’t tell them.”

      “And the tattoos? How will they go over?”

      Emily’s eyes run over my naked body, lingering on each of my tattoos before getting stuck on the one on my neck.

      “The neck one might be an issue for them. They’ll think it means you’re an ex-con or a gangster or something.”

      “Well, I ain’t no gangster.”

      “You’re not an ex-con are you?”

      “Not exactly.”

      “So they’ll just have to learn to accept it.”

      “It’s going to be that easy, is it?” No fucking chance.

      “Like it or not, they’re going to have to accept it.”

      “As long as you can handle their reaction.”

      “All these months I’ve been dreaming about you, but I didn’t even know what was under your t-shirt, let alone your pants.” Emily says, changing the topic. She pushes herself against me. “Now I finally know.”

      “I didn’t think it was possible to fantasize about someone wearing clothes.”

      “Oh it is, believe me.”

      “I’m going to guess the Steel in your dreams was nothing like the reality.”

      “You could say that.”

      “And how did the real thing compare to your dreams?” I ask, flashing my biggest smile.

      “Are you kidding me?”

      “So tell me, what did you dream about?”

      “Every night I’d etch the lines of your face in my head, so I’d never forget a single thing about the way you look. I’d remember the feel of your strength as you pulled me close and kissed me. Mostly I thought about your lips, you know, down there.” She shifts her eyes down her body before continuing, her breathing rapid. “I’d close my eyes and touch myself, pretending my fingers were your big, thick ones when they broke into me.”

      “We’re going to have to stop talking about this, because I know you’re sore, but if you keep it up, that ain’t gonna matter to me.”

      Emily closes her eyes and pauses a moment before saying with a smile, “I’ll tell you another time.”

      “Smart move.”

      The next several hours flew faster than loose change out of The Zipper. Emily left to go home around nine.

      I’m lying awake on the first queen-size bed I’ve slept in in my life, thinking back over the day with Emily and about how keeping up my search for her was the best decision I ever made.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I’ve been at the Motel 6 for a month. It’s costing me forty bucks a night, which is almost what I make in a day at the carnival. Good thing I’ve been socking money away all these years, but this isn’t how I’d pictured spending it.

      It’s been easy to pick up lots of odd cash jobs for people needing an extra set of strong arms, but I’m still figuring out what to do about something permanent. How am I going to manage finding a decent permanent job for cash under the table?

      Emily and I already have plans to get our own apartment when I find one. But she’s still keeping me a secret. She’s still worried at how her parents are going to react to me. Figures it’s better if she can first introduce me after I have a job so at least they won’t be able to complain about her dating an unemployed guy.

      Except I’m only unemployed because of her. I’ve held the same job for ten whole years, doesn’t that count for something with these people?

      The carnival season is starting up, and I need some indication from her before I go and quit the only life I’ve ever known for good.

      So now we’re in a catch-22, one she probably isn’t even aware of.

      There’s no fucking doubt in my mind that we’re meant to be together, but how am I ever going to overcome the problem with her family when she won’t even introduce me in the first place?

      Somehow all my anger and frustration flies out the window whenever Emily comes to see me every day, and I’ve never brought it up to her.

      You’d think we’d have run out of things to talk about by now, but every day I talk to her for hours. Until our talking turns into her leaving scratch marks down my back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Symptom of the Universe (Emily)

        

      

    
    
      It’s Saturday evening, and Steel and I are at the big mall in the town just past where Steel’s staying. It’s our one-month anniversary of finding each other, and he’s taking me to a movie and then back to his motel.

      For fun, I’m wearing the dress I wore to the carnival on the night we first met. And nothing else, no bra, no panties.

      I hate having to lie to my parents about where I’m really staying all these evenings. It’s just I can’t face my father freaking out. Even if he didn’t know who I was staying with, he’d accuse me of damaging his reputation because everyone in the town would know I was out sleeping around.

      Living in this town is all I’ve ever known, some days all I can think of is getting the hell out of it. And that thought has been consuming me more and more every day.

      All I want to do is live my life like the adult I am, and be with the person I want to be with. I’m tired of people still whispering behind my back about the carnival that happened months ago. How deafening would their whispers be if they knew I was with Steel right now? I can’t figure out how to go public with this. Or even why I should have to deal with this shit as an issue in the first place.

      “Burrito with cheesy chips,” I say to the teenager behind the counter.

      “The same,” Steel says.

      Steel takes our tray and choose a table at the far edge of the food court. I take a seat beside him instead of across from him so I can tease him with my thigh. Though I have to be careful, knowing him he’d bend me over the table and fuck me right here in the middle of the mall.

      We sit as close to each other as we can get in the fixed chairs, enough that our arms are touching as we eat.

      I take a sip of my Coke, clear my throat and say, “I’ve been thinking. I’m getting really tired of living in a small town.”

      “And why’s that?”

      “For starters, it’s boring. Every day is the same, doing what’s expected of me.”

      “Boring doesn’t sound the issue in that sentence.”

      I sigh. “No, it’s not. It’s something else. I’m tired of everyone having their noses in my business. Of the way people have talked behind my back ever since the fair. And somehow my family thinks that whatever those people think is the most important thing in the world, when all I really want to do is walk down the street with your arm around me.”

      “The only thing stopping me from doing that is you.”

      “Whatever, the thing stopping me from you doing it is my family.”

      “No, it’s you caring what they think.”

      “Maybe if the town isn’t ever going to accept us, it’s time for me to leave.”

      Steel smirks. “You know I’d go wherever tonight, but are you really serious about leaving? It’s not only your family, it’s your job.”

      “I know. And I’m been thinking a lot about this. We can move far enough away that I can still commute to work.”

      “And you’d still keep me a secret,” he states, his voice flat.

      “Not from my family, only the town.”

      “Because I’ll never be good enough for your family.”

      “You know what? If you’re not, then I don’t care about them anymore. They’ll be dead to me.”

      My heart is racing, I thought he’d like this plan. I didn’t know it would offend him.

      “Dead to you as parents, but still your boss.”

      “So maybe I will find another job. We can go wherever, do whatever we want. Be nomads, just like you want to be.”

      “That might be who I am but that’s not who you are,” he says, bringing his face near mine.

      “I’d follow you just about anywhere.”

      Steel’s blue eyes shine into mine, seeming to decide if I’m being serious or not. I wish I could figure this out. How do I take him home to meet my parents? They’ll freak, even if they didn’t know he was a carny. It’s been a month and I still don’t have any better ideas than I did on the first night.

      “I hope you’re serious, Goldie, because I can’t take much more of this. I need my woman at my side all the time, not just when she can sneak out of her parents’ house.”

      “Are you going to go all caveman on me, and drag me back to your cave?”

      “Fucking right, I will.”

      We each take another bite of our burritos and chew in silence. He’s right. It’s not being fair on him, and I need to solve this problem as fast as I can.

      To try and smooth things over, I swallow my food and throw my arms around him. I squeeze as tight as I can, letting his clean scent soothe me.

      “Emily?” my mother’s voice comes through the noise of the food court.

      Shit. Not now. Not here.

      Releasing my hold on Steel, I sit up straight. My chest flutters with nerves, and before I know it, Steel takes my hand. If I get through this, it will only be because of his touch.

      In an instant, my mother is at the side of our table.

      “Who’s this?” she asks, trying not to look at Steel.

      “Mom, this is Kayden, Kayden, my mom, Carol.”

      Steel stands and offers his hand for her to shake. When my mother finally does look at him, her eyes beeline straight to his neck tattoo. She is frozen but eventually lifts her arm and touches only the tips of his fingers between hers. I stand as well.

      A moment later, my father appears behind her, loaded down with shopping bags. At first he looks confused, his brow furrowed as his eyes flit over me and Steel, before his face turns to stone.

      “And this is my dad, Greg,” I say, resigning myself to what is happening.

      “Sir,” Steel says, offering his hand again.

      My father ignores him, instead turning to me and saying, “Who is this?”

      “Kayden,” I hesitate before adding, “my boyfriend.”

      “Boyfriend? Why haven’t we heard about any boyfriend?” He looks at Steel and stares, his eyes boring into him.

      “Why don’t you join us,” I say, gesturing to the table.

      “I can get you some drinks,” Steel says.

      “That’s not necessary,” my dad says.

      I turn to sit back at the table, and take Steel’s hand. Once we’re seated beside one another, I turn my head to look at my parents. They look back at me for a moment, before sitting down across from us at the table.

      None of us speaks. My mother’s lips are pursed and my father looks as though his head might explode.

      They ignore Steel and speak to me as though he wasn’t sitting at the table with us.

      “What’s going on, Emily?” my father says.

      “Steel and I are getting something to eat before we see a movie.”

      “Steel?” my father says. Oops.

      “It’s his nickname.”

      My father rolls his eyes.

      “Is this some kind of prank?” my mother says.

      “No, Mom, this is not a prank. This is the man I’m in a serious relationship with.”

      “Since when?” she says.

      I shrug. “A few months now. Since October.”

      “Dear Jesus, he’s that fucking carnie, isn’t he?” my father says, slapping the table with his hand.

      My body flinches, I’ve never heard him say the F word in my life, let alone directing it at me.
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      Emily flinches at her father’s words, and I put my arm around her to comfort her. This wasn’t how I’d pictured her introducing her parents to me, but at least they finally know about me.

      “We met at the carnival, yes. Now Steel lives here.”

      “Oh, and what does he do now?” her dad says.

      “He’s looking for a job.”

      “I’ve been picking up lots of day work until I figure out something permanent,” I say.

      Her dad’s eyes shift to me and then back to Emily.

      “How old is he?”

      “Twenty seven,” I say.

      Her father ignores me, and says, “I’m not going to sit here and watch my twenty-year-old daughter throw her life away with some degenerate.”

      “I’m an adult, Dad.”

      “I don’t care how old you are, no self-respecting woman goes around with his kind.”

      “It’s not safe,” her mom whispers. Does she think I can’t hear her?

      “Emily, why are you disrespecting yourself like this?” her dad says.

      “You know he’s sitting right here, right? You could talk to him, you know.”

      Her dad looks at me with disgust. Papa Smurf wasn't kidding about the rest of the world hating on us.

      “You don’t have to do this, you know. Whatever point you’re trying to make has been made,” her dad says.

      “The only point I’m trying to make is that I want you all to get along,” Emily says.

      “We can’t have him in our house for dinner, he’ll steal something. That’s probably how he got his nickname. Does he have a criminal record?”

      “Give me a break, he’s not a thief. Maybe if you actually talked to him, you’d find out what a great guy he is.”

      “Get real, Emily, he’s a slimy carnie,” he says.

      Unfuckingbelievable.

      ”Listen to yourself. I can’t believe how rude you’re being,” Emily says, leaning across the table.

      I stroke down her arm and pull her elbow until she’s sitting straight again. I let go of her and roughly scratch my temple before resting my hand on her arm. It’s best if she stays calm.

      “You listen to me”, her father says. “I’m not going to sit by and watch my daughter do something stupid like turn into a carny’s whore.”

      Enough.

      “Sir, I can sit here and listen to you insult me all day long, ain’t nothing I never heard before. But don’t think I’m going to sit here for one second and listen to you insult Emily,” I say, my voice steady and forceful.

      Her mother visible recoils, I’m tempted to say ‘boo’ to her, but she’d fall off her chair.

      “What'? That’s supposed to mean something to me?” her dad says, his nostrils flaring.

      “It means you’re sitting here lecturing your daughter about having some respect for herself, so where’s yours?”

      “My what?”

      “Respect for her. Because all I’m hearing is disrespect. And I’d got to tell you, she’s worth more respect than anyone I’ve ever known.”

      Emily starts weeping, and I pull her into my arms. I don’t give a fucking damn about her parents. I don’t think I’ll ever give a damn about them. They don’t even want to have a polite conversation with me? Fuck them.

      All that matters now is her. This is crushing her, I can tell. It’s everything she’s been stressing about come true.

      “Are you okay, Goldie?” I say into her ear, my voice low.

      She sobs harder against my chest. I blot out everything else, her parents, the food court, the mall, everything except her.

      “Do you want to stay, or do you want me to get you out of here? It’s up to you.”

      Emily’s mother starts to speak without even attempting to lower her voice, “Oh, dear God, she said she was going to stay at Courtney’s tonight, Greg.”

      A shudder runs through Emily's body. She’s obviously heard what her mother said. Fire courses through my veins. How dare they do this to her.

      “Come on, we’re leaving,” I say, standing and pulling Emily up with me. I glare at her parents and say, “She’ll speak to you when you can be civil. You should be ashamed of yourselves, treating your daughter this way.”

      Her dad starts to say something, but I don’t hear it. I need to get her out of here.

      I have no idea if they’ll follow us to hassle her some more, or if her dad will try to stop us from going, so I hustle my ass, half carrying Emily, all the way to her car.

      “I’ll drive,” I say, grabbing her purse and fishing through it for her key.

      Once the car is unlocked, I open the passenger door and bustle her into the car, all while watching behind me for signs of her father. I hop into the driver's seat, slide it back to make room for my legs, and pull away. Her phone beeps, probably a text message.

      After a mile or so, I ask, “How are you doing?”

      A massive sob shudders out of her chest. I reach over and rest my hand on her thigh, wondering how fast I can drive to get back to the motel. Ten over, twenty? I don’t want those two following us or finding out where we’re staying.

      Emily’s sobbing lessens after a few more miles. I don’t think there’s any point in talking until I can do it with her in my arms. She needs the time to digest what just happened. I’ve got to calm myself down anyway. Her phone rings, and she pulls it out of her purse and turns it off.

      The last thing I need to do is saying something about her parents that pushes her back to them. Even though I’d like to bust her dad’s nose open right about now.

      We pull into the Motel 6 parking lot and I park near my door. I help Emily out of the car, and grip her hand while I unlock the door to the room.

      The second we’re in the room and the door is shut behind us, I pull her against me and hold her tight.

      “I need some water,” she says, looking up at me.

      “Sit down, I’ll get you some.”

      I guide her to the side of the bed and she sits. There’s a wrapped glass on a shelf, and I unwrap it and fill it with water from the bathroom tap. Turning to leave the bathroom, I come face to face with Emily. Her eyes are puffy and rimmed in red.

      “How could they treat you like that? They didn’t even give you a chance. No hi, how are you, nice to meet you. Nothing. They just sat there and insulted you.”

      “Welcome to my world,” I say, passing her the glass.

      “But why didn’t they listen to me at all? I told them what a great guy you are, and they didn’t give you a chance.”

      “Honestly? I can’t say I’m too surprised. I told you, no one approves of their daughter hooking up with a carnie, especially not some rich guy like your father.”

      “I don’t care, they were just plan rude, like you said. I can’t believe the way they treated you, or me,” she says.

      “Hopefully it was just the shock of them finding out, and they’ll think about things tonight and be rational in the morning.”

      Emily put the glass to her lips but doesn't open her mouth. Instead, she lets the water wash against her lips, her eyes narrowed. The longer she stands there, the more her eyes narrow.

      She opens her lips and takes several gulps of water. I take the glass out of her hand and set it back on the shelf, before pulling her back into my arms.

      “It pisses me off so much, it makes me want to run away and join the carnival,” she says, her voice steady and strong.

      It’s a bad idea, she’s not cut out for the carnival. But I can’t deny her words make my heart leap a little.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Running with the Devil (Emily)

        

      

    
    
      “You’ll figure things out with them,” Steel says.

      “You’ve been right all along.”

      “About?”

      “I need to be my own woman and live my own life. Instead of doing what they want and expect me to do.”

      “You don’t mean that.”

      “My entire life is laid out in front of me, it's so boring. I'm twenty and drive a mom car. I want to do something fun for once.”

      “So you’re serious?”

      “Yes, I’m serious. Let’s go work at the carnival all summer. It’d be so much fun.” I need to get away from my shitty little small town and figure out my life. It’s difficult to think of a funner way to do that than by running away with Steel.

      “It’s not all fun and games, you’d be working your ass off.”

      “I don’t mind getting my hands dirty.”

      “You sure about that? Those nails look pretty polished to me.”

      Taking a step back from him, I say, “I didn’t just think of this today. I’ve been wondering about it for ages. Before you ever showed up in town again, actually.”

      “I don’t buy it.”

      “It’s true. When I was trying to find you, I wondered about taking off and joining different carnivals until I found you.”

      Steel rolls his eyes and my heart sinks. I take the glass of water from the shelf and walk back to the bed. Why isn’t he excited by this? I thought he’d be all over it.

      Plunking myself on the edge of the bed, I set the water on the bedside table and grab my purse. Unable to resist the urge any longer, I pull out my phone and turn it on.

      It vibrates non-stop, and the room fills with the chimes of new texts messages and voicemails. From my mother, my father, my brothers and Courtney.

      The texts are more of their shit. My mother begging me to be safe, my father accusing me of only doing this to hurt his precious reputation, and the others asking me what the hell is going on. I can’t be bothered to listen to the voicemails, I have a pretty damn good idea what they say.

      I send a response to Courtney.

      I’ve been dating Steel and my parents found out and flipped.

      A phone call from my mother comes while the phone is in my hand. I hit ignore and set the phone on the table.

      Steel pulls up the desk chair and places it in front of me. He sits and leans forwards, taking my hands in his.

      “Remember the way your parents talked about me? That’s how people would talk about you.”

      “People can say whatever they want about me, it’s not like it’d be any worse than the way my parents talk about me.”

      “I ain’t kidding. You won’t believe the shit the public will try on you. They’ll look at you different than they do now. You’ll be a carny, and they think that means they can treat you anyway they feel, because you’re scum and don’t deserve any respect. In their minds, you’ve had your trial, and you’re guilty.”

      I’m quiet and stare at my hands in his while I contemplate Steel’s words. How bad is it? Is he exaggerating because he doesn’t want me to join?

      “What about the other carnies? How would they treat me?”

      “Other carnies won’t do nothing to you, they’d all know you was my woman and it’d be hands off. They’re good people, they’d make sure no townie did something to you.”

      “What do you mean, physically?”

      “A pretty girl like you? Trust me, some of those townie folk think they have to the right to get handsy with you.”

      “I somehow don’t think you’d let anything happen to me.”

      “Fucking right I wouldn’t, that’s why I’m telling you this.”

      My phone rings again. My father this time. I pick up the phone and hit call reject. A half dozen more texts have come in while we’ve been talking, including one from Courtney.

      -That’s insane. What on earth are you thinking? Why didn’t you tell me?

      Gee, I wonder, Courtney.

      I didn’t tell you because you’d get all judgmental, like you are now.

      Another text comes, this one from Barbara at the coffee shop. How the hell does she even know my number?

      -Emily, I just wanted to let you know that some friends and I are having a prayer meeting for your family, Barbara

      How is this happening? It’s not even been an hour, and the entire town of Colmar is talking about it already. The gossips are out in full force tonight.

      “You know what? Right now I want out of this life and this town so badly that I’ll put up with any bullshit the carnival goers want to throw at me.”

      “You sure you want that?”

      “I told you before that I’m being serious. This isn’t a spur of the minute thing that I just came up with. I need to find myself as an adult, to get away from all the crap with my family and learn to be the person I want to be.”

      “It’s a good life. We can go all over the country. See the Everglades, the Mississippi. And the best thing is, we’d be together all the time. But…”

      “But what?”

      “But you don’t have to decide tonight. This is a big decision to up and leave your family, and you don’t want to have any regrets.”

      “You up and left yours.”

      “That was my foster family, not my real one.”

      I look up at his eyes, wondering if he’s finally going to reveal more about himself.

      “And your real ones?” I ask softly, unsure if he’ll answer.

      Steel stands and walks towards the tv, a silence hanging in the air.

      “I never knew my father,” he says with his back to me.

      My heart wrenches in my chest. He opened up. Do I dare push for more? I want to know everything about this damn man, but he never talks about his past.

      Do I go up behind him and hug him? Or is it better to stay here, sitting on the bed. My phone beeps again, but I ignore it. I open my mouth to speak, but Steel interrupts me.

      “You’d better check that.”

      Sighing, I look at my phone. It’s a text from Courtney

      I’m not getting judgmental, but the guy has a neck tattoo. Don’t you see warning signs?

      While the phone’s in my hand, I flick through some of the ones from my mother. She’s having a conniption fit about my safety.

      I only manage to look at the top one from my father.

      The whole town is talking about my daughter whoring herself to a scumbag

      It fills me with rage, and I slam the phone onto the pillow.

      I don’t care about answering any of them. I only want what’s in this room.

      Steel’s still standing with his back to me. I wish I knew what he was thinking. Hopping up from the bed, I move to him and put my arms around him, pressing my face into his back.

      “No regrets?” I say.

      “Not a single fucking one.”

      “Me neither.”

      He spins in my arms to face me. Our eyes lock and I’m flooded with the warmth he always brings me. Always. That’s all that matters. Not that anyone else cares, but if I’m learning anything, it’s that what anyone else thinks doesn’t matter.

      “If you’re serious, I’ll phone Papa Smurf and find out where he’s at. I’ve worked with him so long, there’s no doubt he’d want me back. But I have to find out if he’d take you,” he says, cupping my cheek.

      On the one hand I’m buzzing with excitement. On the other, I hadn’t considered the idea that I wouldn’t be hired. I feel foolish assuming I could just expect them to hire me.

      My phone starts ringing and beeping like crazy, all the vibrations move it to the edge of the pillow and onto the bed. The calls and texts keep coming.

      Trying not to panic, I move back to the bed and grab it. Courtney is phoning. Do I answer it?

      In the end I ignore it, and look through the most recent texts. My mother’s hysteria has reached new heights.

      I won’t let that man take my baby’s innocence

      I snort with laughter. Too late for that, Mom.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “My mother doesn’t want you to steal my innocence.”

      Steel chuckles, “Too fucking late for that.”

      “Should I tell her?” I say, laughing, ready to type.

      The phone rings again, it’s Courtney. I let it ring until it goes to voicemail. Courtney instantly rings again. Have they put her up to something?

      “Hey, what is it?” I say into the phone.

      “Emily, I don’t know what’s going on with you and that guy, but you need to know your father rounded up a bunch of his friends to go out hunting for your car.”

      Courtney’s words punch me in the chest and knock the wind out of me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Hell Bent for Leather (Steel)

        

      

    
    
      I don’t know what the fuck the person on the phone just said to her, but Emily’s face is paler than a kid who’s just gone through the Haunted House.

      “Thanks a bunch, Courtney. I’ll call you later,” Emily says and turns off her phone. She looks at me and says, “We need to get out of here, now.”

      “Huh?”

      “My dad and his buddies are out looking for us.”

      “For real?”

      “My parents have gone insane. Why don’t they think I can make my own decisions? Good decisions. Ones that make me happy.”

      “I don’t get it,” I say, shaking my head.

      “We have to go to the carnival now,” she says, her voice forceful.

      “I don’t even know where they’re at.”

      “Can’t you phone from the car? My parents are freaking, I’m not having them hold me prisoner again. They’ll know we’re not in Colmar, and Woburn is the first place they’ll start looking.”

      Maybe she’s right, the carnival is the perfect place for her to grow up and get away from their hold on her life.

      I grab her chin and force her eyes into mine. As much as I want to go back to being what I am, I’m not taking her to that life unless she’s certain it’s what she wants.

      “Are you sure the carnival’s the place you want to go?” I ask, my voice gruff.

      “Yes.”

      “Really sure?”

      “Yes.”

      “That doesn’t sound like a carny talking to me.”

      Emily giggles and says, “Fuck, yeah I’m sure.”

      “We’re in for some fun,” I say and kiss her cheek.

      Going around the room, I start gathering my stuff and cram it in my backpack.

      “What about all your stuff?” I ask.

      “It’s gone.”

      “Huh?”

      “There’s no way I’m going home to get a damn thing. I’ll buy whatever I need.” Her words are strong, but her voice trembles. I drop the backpack and hold her tight against me.

      “Don’t be scared, Goldie, I’ll take good care of you.”

      “I know,” she says, sinking her body into mine.

      I kiss the top of her head and stroke her back. We stay still for a minute, while she controls her nerves.

      “We should go,” I say, my voice soothing, “before they find us. A cheap motel is the first place they’ll look. It’s only eight. We can drive for an hour and find another place to stay.”

      Emily nods her head, and I release her from my arms. We move around the room, gathering the rest of my stuff and cramming it in my backpack. I bought some more clothes while I was here, and it’s a struggle to fit them all in.

      “I’ll check out, you wait in the car.”

      I lock up the room and go to the office to check out. When I leave the office again, the Corolla is smack in front of the office door. Emily’s sitting in the driver’s seat, her fingers gripping the wheel so tight, her knuckles are white.

      Opening the driver door, I say, “Why don’t you let me drive?”

      “You don’t know where we’re going,” she says, looking up at me, her jaw tight.

      “Neither do you.”

      I take her hand and lead her out of the car and around to the passenger side. She opens the door and gets in, and I close it again.

      In the driver’s seat, I pull out of the motel parking lot and turn right.

      “If you go straight, you’ll eventually get to the freeway,” she says.

      That was luck. We keep hitting reds, and I put my foot down each time the light goes green to get us out of here as fast as possible. Emily keeps looking all around, as if she’s being hunted. I put my hand on her thigh, trying to relax her.

      Once we’ve reached the freeway, we drive for an hour towards Raleigh. There’s a sign for a gas station, so I pull into it and put the car in park.

      “I’m going to phone Papa Smurf,” I say taking out my phone.

      “Okay,” Emily says, and turns to stare out the back window.

      “Papa,” I say when he answers the phone.

      “Steel. You had enough of chasing that tail and coming back?”

      “Oh, I’m coming back all right, but I’m bringing my woman with me.”

      “Fuck, man, for real? You always had the magic.”

      “As real as day. You going to put her to work?”

      “For you, anything.”

      “Thanks, Papa. Now, where you at?”

      “Near Gulfport.”

      “Where the fuck’s that?”

      “Mississippi, right on the Gulf.”

      “Okay, what’s that? A day’s drive. I’ll be there tomorrow or the day after.” Depending on if I want to stop and show Emily something along the way.

      “Buses here ain’t that fast.”

      “We got our own car.”

      “No shit. In that case, I have your own trailer for the two of yous, if you can tow it. We’re leaving in the morning, you get here first thing, and it’ll be here for you.”

      “Fuck yeah, how you swinging that? Screw it, I’m not asking questions, I want the trailer.”

      My own trailer, there’s no way I’m missing out on that.

      “Then you better get driving, it’ll take you about twelve hours and we’re leaving in ten.”

      “We’re on our way. Text me directions to Gulfport.”

      I hang up the phone and turn to Emily, my face beaming.

      “We got ourselves our very own trailer.” I can’t hide the excitement in my voice.

      “That sounds good,” she says, unsure of her words.

      “Can this little car tow a trailer? Google it.”

      Emily taps into her phone and says, “Up to fifteen hundred pounds, apparently.”

      “And this thing has a trailer-hitch?”

      “My father made sure this car had everything there was to have. One of the perks of being the dealership boss’ daughter.”

      “Is that a yes?”

      “Yeah.”

      “We need to get ourselves to Gulfport, Mississippi by morning.”

      “How far is that?”

      “Maybe a twelve-hour drive and we have ten hours to do it in. Do you know how to get to Mississippi? Look it up on your phone.”

      Without waiting for her, I put it in gear and pull back onto the highway.

      “I can’t believe I’m really doing this,” Emily says, turning her phone on.

      The phone starts beeping and chiming.

      “Ignore the texts.”

      “I’m looking at Google Maps. It’s easy, follow I-85 past Atlanta, change to I-65 at Montgomery, Alabama.”

      “Easy. Now turn off your phone.”

      “I can’t not look at the texts.”

      “Yes, you can,” I say, reaching over to grab her phone.

      Emily moves it against her window, out of my reach, her eyes fixed to the screen. My eyes flick between her and the road. Her breathing’s getting fast and I grab her nearest arm to try to get her to stop looking at the phone.

      “My mother is throwing all kinds of mud at you. There’s no word from my father, I guess he’s too busy looking for me. Should I tell her we’ve gone?”

      “No way, then he’ll follow us. Better to let him drive in circles around town.”

      “Your carnival isn’t on the internet. I know, I looked hard for it.”

      “That’s because we’re small. Papa Smurf don’t care about that shit. We go different places every year, what’s the point?”

      “So they’ll never find us.”

      “Not likely.”

      “So who cares if I tell them.”

      “Why don’t you say we’re going to Georgia?”

      “Same highway,” she says, sighing.

      “So don’t tell them nothing.”

      She starts tapping away at her phone.

      “What are you typing?”

      “A text to my mom,” she says and sets the phone on her lap. I assume she’s hit send. “I said they’ve given us no choice but to leave the area, because they were so rude to us. And also that I quit my job.”

      Her words surge through me and make my dick twitch, she’s all mine now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Drop Dead Legs (Emily)

        

      

    
    
      Steel’s speeding down the highway. We’re going way faster than I would drive, but I feel safe sitting here beside him.

      I can’t believe I’m leaving home and everything I’ve ever known behind. But after the way things have turned out, I have no regrets.

      A month of being with Steel every day has taught me one thing, I don’t want those days to end. I’m completely under his spell. Being with him means more to me than anything else. And I’m doing the unthinkable in order to make it happen — becoming a carny.

      “I’ve never been to Mississippi,” I say.

      “It’s nice. Good to see the river. I went to Elvis’ birthplace there before, but I don’t know if we’re going near there this year or not.”

      “Wow, it all sounds so exciting. I didn’t realize carnies were into sightseeing.”

      “Sure we are, why not? See all that different shit all over the place? It’s great.”

      “So where else have you been?”

      “Lots of places, I’ve told you, I’ve been to forty-one states.”

      “Which one are you from?”

      “That don’t matter, I joined the carnival so long ago I barely even remember.”

      “That’s crap.”

      “It ain’t, I don’t care, why do you?”

      “Fine. So, what states haven’t you been to?” I’m trying a new tactic. He’s always so guarded about himself. I suspect he’s ashamed, since he knows how privileged my life’s been.

      “Alaska. Hawaii.”

      “California?”

      “Yep, been there but nowhere else on the west coast. Razor and me went there one year during the winter break. Saw the Santa Monica Pier and the Hollywood sign.”

      “That’s so cool.”

      “It was, but I prefer the east coast.”

      Does he prefer because he’s an east coast boy, or is he a west coast boy who wants to leave it behind?

      “What about Oregon and Washington?”

      “Nope, never been.”

      I try to visualize a map before realizing how futile that is. Time for Google Maps again.

      “What about Montana?”

      “No.”

      “North Dakota?”

      “The towns are too spread apart in those places.”

      “Idaho?”

      “What is this, twenty questions?”

      “No, I’m just trying to eliminate the places you haven’t been so I can narrow down where you’re from.”

      “I keep telling you, it don’t matter.”

      “But where’s your home? Why won’t you tell me?”

      “I told you before my home was wherever my bunkhouse is, but.”

      “But what?”

      “I suppose now my home is wherever you are.”

      My body bubbles over from his words. There’s no doubt in my mind that what I’m doing is the right decision. A lump forms in my throat, and I can’t say anything more.

      It’s after midnight. The darkness of the road and the movement of the car are lulling. My eyelids are heavy, and I’m struggling to stay awake.

      I wish I was wearing something more comfortable than this dress. And had some panties on. I didn’t wear any as a surprise for our one-month dinner and a movie celebration. Sitting in a car for ten hours wasn’t a consideration, or I would’ve worn sweat pants.

      Trying to get more comfortable, I hitch the dress up to the top of my thighs. It’s not much, but at least it lets me move my legs to a more comfortable position.

      “Tired?” Steel asks.

      “Very.”

      “You should sleep, you’re going to have a busy day tomorrow.”

      “Am I going to have to work right away?”

      “Probably. Papa don’t do freeloaders, though he might make an exception for me. But when we get there, we’re hitching up the trailer and moving on to the next town, probably another hour drive.”

      Tired and nervous, emotions threaten to overwhelm me. I recline my seat and close my eyes, trying to calm myself.

      I’ve managed not to check my phone since I sent my mother the last text, and I’m determined not to look until morning.

      “Good night,” I say, already half asleep. This is the first night we’ve spent together since the night at the carnival. It’s not exactly how I pictured things when I got up this morning, but then, no moment with Steel has ever been how I expected.

      In seconds, I’m asleep and dreaming about Steel holding me.

      In a haze, I’m aware of the car stopping. Steel’s hand moves high up on my exposed thigh. I open my eyes, and he’s staring at me.

      “Are we here?” I ask, my voice groggy.

      “No.”

      “Where are we? Why did we stop?”

      “Because I’ve been driving the past three hours, listening to you breathe and unable to focus on the road as I’ve looking at your long legs.”

      I’m still more asleep than not, and I don’t know what he’s talking about, but his words wrap around me like a hug. I let out a soft noise of approval.

      “All I keep thinking is how you’re mine.”

      “Yours?” I ask, biting my lip.

      “All mine.”

      “Yours.”

      “I’m telling you now, I always protect what’s mine.”

      I furrow my brow, trying to process his words.

      “Are you mine?” I ask, my voice quiet.

      “Have been ever since that night in October.”

      My chest swells, but before I can respond, he pulls me up, grabs the back of my head and his mouth presses against mine.

      His hand slide further up my thigh, and under the fabric of my dress. Heat burns under his touch.

      Our kiss is different somehow. The tenderness of his lips sends waves of warmth that fill me until I threaten to overflow and burst with joy.

      His fingers reach my mound, and brush across it. I moan, and he pulls his lips away.

      “No fucking panties?”

      “It was a surprise for you, for our one-month anniversary.”

      “I can’t sit here any longer, I need to be in you. Get out of the car,” he says, pulling his hand away.

      I moan in protest but he ignores me. Steel opens his door and gets out. Before I know it, he’s opened my door and is pulling me out. He grabs me tight, his hard dick digging into me.

      “You think I’ve been sitting there and thinking of anything else but fucking you? Knowing you’re all mine now?” He kisses me roughly before continuing, “I swear my cock has been hard for the past hour. I need to bury it in your pussy. Now. Then I’ll be able to concentrate on the road.”

      My skin coats in goose bumps as all the heat it my body pools between my legs. Steel nuzzles my neck, his hands slide up the outsides of my thighs, pushing my dress up to my waist.

      The night air is cool, and blows across my exposed lips and ass. I glance around. We’re in some highway picnic rest stop area. It’s empty, except for a truck at the far end of the parking lot. The highway itself has a steady trickle of middle-of-the-night traffic.

      Without warning, Steel spins me and pushes my body against the car. He grips the back of my neck and presses my head onto the trunk. I’m still catching my breath from the movement when he drives his dick into me.

      I gasp. My pussy blooms with heat. Steel keeps pushing my body into the car as he thrusts into me. Over and over and over.

      My hips bash into the car with each thrust, but my walls are throbbing too much to care. I’m breathless, my head is spinning, and before I know it, a tidal wave of pleasure rushes over me.

      My legs give out, and I’m held up only by the car. I’d slide off it if Steel wasn’t pushing me down on it.

      Wave after wave of a massive orgasm rushes over me from being woken up and fucked in the cold at the side of the road. My walls spasm around his dick, gripping it tight in me.

      He’s right, he’s mine. And I, undeniably, am his.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Every Rose has a Thorn (Steel)

        

      

    
    
      Emily’s bent over, her head in the passenger area, looking for something. Her movements are slow, and her limbs look clumsy.

      “What are you doing?” I ask, anxious to close her door and get back on the road.

      “Looking for Kleenex.”

      “So get in and then look for them, we need to go.”

      “I can’t get in until I find them, your cum is leaking down my leg and I don’t want to get it all over the seat.”

      “So use your dress to wipe it off.”

      She stops what she’s doing and cranes her head about to look at me, “My dress, my one piece of clothing? No way. Give me your t-shirt, and I’ll use that.”

      I’m about to object when I realize how much cleaning up her pussy appeals to me. Like I can see what I do to it, plus touch it some more. I’ve got more clothes in the trunk anyway.

      “Keep looking for the Kleenex,” I say, squaring myself behind her hips.

      Pulling my t-shirt over my head, I ball it in my fist and rub it up her leg. Emily freezes, but doesn’t say anything. I wipe off both of her inner thighs, and press my shirt against her lips, causing her to arch her back. Slowly, I moved the shirt through her folds, loving this idea of mine.

      Damn, if we weren’t in such a hurry, I’d fuck her again right now.

      She’s all cleaned up for now, but I gush like a bull. I push her hips to the side, and lay the t-shirt on the seat. It’s something, anyway.

      “Thank you,” she says, her breathing slow.

      Emily hikes her skirt around her waist, I guess so she doesn’t sit on it, then gets in the passenger seat. Shit, I thought the first five hours of looking at her long legs was hard, now I’ve got a view of everything below the waist to contend with.

      I get back into the driver’s seat and pull back onto the highway. Emily reclines her seat, her luscious lips on full display to me. I force my focus on the road and get us there in time.

      She falls asleep almost straight away, and I keep on driving. When we get near, I use Emily’s phone for directions.

      The sun is up when I pull into the lot where the carnival is. Emily wakes up when I stop the car.

      “Where are we?” she asks, her voice groggy.

      “We’re here.”

      Emily’s eyes shoot wide open and her spine straightens.

      “You don’t got nothing to be worried about,” I say and grip her hand. “Come on, I’ll introduce you to everyone and you’ll feel better.” She looks at me like a deer in headlights and I grip her hand tighter. “Don’t worry, Goldie, I’m here for you. Just trust me.”

      With tight lips, her head nods, almost imperceptibly. I release her hand and get out of the car. I go around to her side to coax her out, but to my surprise she gets out on her own and is standing waiting for me by the time I get there.

      “Holy shit, you made it,” Papa Smurf says, walking towards us.

      “The promise of my own trailer? You’re damn straight we made it,” I say.

      “And this is her, the one you drove us all nuts about over the winter?” he says, eyeing Emily.

      “Papa Smurf, this is Goldie.”

      “Goldie, huh. Nice to have you with us. I still can’t believe Steel convinced you to come.”

      The comment makes her smile, and with a soft voice she says, “I was the one who had to convince him to bring me.”

      “I’ll be damned. Ain’t never heard that one before,” he says.

      “Enough of the Steel bashing, where’s our trailer?”

      “How you going to pull it?” he asks, laughing.

      “With this.” I point to the Corolla.

      “You’ve gotta be shitting me. That little thing?”

      “You’ll see.”

      “I’d sure like to. Trailer’s over there, the little blue one.”

      I grab Emily’s hand and say, “Come on, Goldie, let’s go check out our new home.”

      “We’re leaving in half an hour,” Papa Smurf calls after us.

      Pulling her across the field, various carnies I’ve known for years yell and whistle at me.

      “Fuck you all,” I shout at none of them in particular.

      “Fuck you too, asshole,” someone yells. I think it was Razor. Doesn’t matter anyway, they’d all say the same thing. So would I.

      “This is it,” I say, pulling my hand on the trailer door latch.

      It’s small, not much bigger than a bunkie room, but I don’t care. It’s all ours.

      I open the door and Emily climbs in, looking around. I enter and shut the door behind me.

      “It’s nice,” she says, her voice a bit deflated.

      “It’s great, look at this, our own table and chairs.”

      “That’s a bed?”

      “Now it is, but it turns into a table.”

      “Oh.”

      “That means we can sit in here when it rains, and don’t have to sit on the bed.”

      “I thought you’d prefer the bed in the rain.”

      “Don’t you worry about that. Bed, table. Hell, I’ll even bend you over this little stove.”

      Emily laughs, “Is that a promise?”

      “Don’t you worry, Goldie, I wouldn’t be surprised if we bust this trailer’s axle.”

      I grab her hips and grind into her. My mouth smashes against hers, my woman in our trailer, and I know where this is going to end.

      “Get the fuck out of there, we got to get ready to go,” Razor says, pounding his fist on the door.

      “Give us five minutes.”

      “That’s no way to please a woman. Goldie, he ever lets you down, you can come running to my bunkhouse any night.”

      Enraged, I let go of Emily and fly out the door. I don’t care if he is like a brother to me, these fuckers need to know she’s off limits, and I need to make that loud and clear now.

      “What did you say, asshole?”

      “I wasn’t talking to you,” Razor says, not looking behind him as he walks away.

      “I said, what did you say?”

      “You heard me, that pretty woman ever gets tired of your disappointing fucks, she needs to know where she can come get a good one.”

      Covering the ground between us as fast as I can, I lunge at Razor from behind and we go crashing to the ground. I’m on top of him, and push myself up by pushing his back down into the ground.

      Everyone in the lot has stopped what they were doing and is rushing towards us.

      “Let me make this clear now,” I yell, “Goldie is mine, and if anyone does anything to upset or disrespect her, they’re going to have to deal with me. I don’t care who you are or how long I’ve known your fucking cocksucking ass.”

      “Easy, buddy, I was just messing around,” Razor says.

      “And that includes messing around,” I bark, and shove his back to emphasis my point.

      “Fine,” Razor mutters.

      Standing, I look around at everyone and continue yelling, “And so help me God, if anyone lays a hand on her, I’ll beat your fucking head in until you don’t have a face left. Is that fucking clear?”

      I glare at various nodding faces. Some people murmur things before turning away and going back to their business.

      Good. I think I got the message across.

      At that moment, I look up and notice Emily peeking out the door, looking whiter than she did when we first got here.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Welcome to the Jungle (Emily)

        

      

    
    
      I can’t believe that just happened. The way Steel took that guy down was crazy. He was serious when he said he wouldn’t let anything happen to me. But are the other people here really in need of a physical threat? He told me they were all cool, and that it’s the people who come to the carnival that I have to be careful of.

      “We’ve got twenty minutes, let’s go get you some clothes,” Steel says, arriving back at the trailer door.

      “I can’t buy clothes in twenty minutes.”

      “Sure you can, we walk into Walmart, you load up the cart and we leave. There’s one just down the road, we passed it on the way in.”

      Looking down at my Burberry dress, I remember the last time Maddie, Courtney and I went shopping. It took all day, and we each ended up with two outfits, not including shoes.

      That life is over now. Somehow it doesn’t even seem to matter. I’m here, I’m free to do whatever I want without being judged by all my neighbors, and I have Steel at my side.

      Even if he did just go a bit psycho on that guy and everyone else here, he’s never done anything even remotely like that before. He seems stressed about making me feel comfortable here, and I’m grateful for that.

      I give him a half smile, “Okay, we’d better go now.”

      We drive the short distance, grab a cart and enter Walmart. The smell is the first thing that hits me, it’s plastic or something. Not like the perfumed boutiques I’m used to.

      The only other time I’ve been to a Walmart was when I had to buy camping gear. I’ve never been anywhere near the clothing section. It’s kind of exciting, discovery something new.

      Steel leads me to the women’s clothing area, and begins pulling summer dresses off the racks.

      “What size are you?”

      “It depends on the store.”

      “In this store.”

      “I’m going to have to try in on.”

      “Ain’t got time.”

      “Yeah, you’re right. Let me see it,” I say, and grab the dress from his hands.

      I walk over to a mirror and hold it up to be, pulling it across my hips.

      “This looks good,” I say and fling it into the cart.

      It’s actually a cute dress, a floral design with a skater skirt. Steel starts pulling more off and putting them in the cart. He doesn’t even look at them to see if they’re nice or not. Oh well, they all look pretty similar anyway.

      “How many do you need?” he asks.

      “I don’t know, seven? Plus some shorts and t-shirts, plus some leggings, and some sweaters.”

      “My shit fits in one backpack,” he says shaking his head.

      “So what, I’ll put it in the trailer. Or my trunk. Whichever, we have room for it all,” I shrug.

      “And you can afford all that?”

      “I’ve had a job for years,” I say screwing up my face. I remember him saying the same thing to me. Besides, all this is going to cost less than my dress anyway.

      “Fine.”

      “Anyway,” I hesitate, “That was pretty extreme back there, attacking that guy like that.”

      “He was fucking asking for it.”

      “Yeah, but still, you jumped on him.”

      “That’s my buddy Razor, he was trying to get a reaction out of me.”

      “Your friend?” I say, raising an eyebrow.

      “I hope it didn’t upset you or nothing.”

      “It’s just a little freaky, is all. I’m not used to seeing such physical violence.” I struggle to keep the volume of my voice down.

      “I had a strong message to send. I sent it.”

      “Should I expect to see a lot of fighting?”

      “By me? Only if someone touches you.”

      “And others?” I ask, cocking my head.

      “Not much. Sometimes if someone does something stupid. Usually because a townie starts something.”

      I trace his face for truthfulness. I’m not sure if I can handle a lot of violence around me. His face is full of concern, and he strokes down my arm. He says it’s the case, and I trust him.

      It’s not like I’m about to run home now, when I haven’t even been gone twenty-four hours. My life would be worse than it was before. The town would never stop talking about me, and my parents would criticize me all day long, forever and ever.

      “And you promise me you’re not going to be violent and start attacking people, your friends or otherwise?”

      “I can’t make that promise. If someone disrespects you, you’re damn straight I’m going to beat his face in.”

      “But I’m telling you, I don’t want you to. I don’t want you fighting. I can’t handle that. It’s a step too far for me”

      “A step too far?” Steel makes a sharp intake of breath and looks at the floor. I remain silent, trying to let him know how important this is too me. “It won’t matter anyhow, no carny’s going to touch you after today anyway.”

      “Fine.”

      “Okay.”

      “Let’s get the rest of the stuff,” I say. I need everything, a hairbrush, toothbrush, you name it. We need to hurry.

      We walk past the underwear, and I grab several bras and a couple packs of panties and throw them in the cart. Speed walking through the store, I get all the toiletries while Steel stocks up on food.

      The big pharmacy sign catches my eye, and I make a mental note to figure how I get the prescription for my birth control pills renewed. I’ve only been on it a couple of weeks so have enough for a few months, and don’t need to stress about it yet, I have enough in my purse to last until the end of the month. There are too many things to think about as it is.

      Back at the camp, I stand to the side while Steel and Razor get the trailer hooked up to my car. They’re working together without any drama, and seem to know exactly what the other is doing. How were they just fighting?

      “Goldie, in the car. We’re ready to take you to your first carnival,” Steel says to me, one foot in the driver’s side.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I’m sitting on the edge of the bed in the trailer at the carnival site. Steel is setting up but I haven’t been told where to go, or what I’m doing yet. I think they’re still trying to figure out what to do with me.

      I keep staring at my purse. My phone is in it. I haven’t looked at it since last night, but now the draw is too strong. I have to let my parents know I’m safe, at least. I don’t want them worrying about me. Not for rational reasons anyway.

      When I turn the phone on, it goes through a crazy amount of vibrating and beeping as all the text and voicemail notifications come through.

      After it’s finished, I brave looking at the screen. My mother responded to the text I sent her last night. Several times.

      -Don’t do this

      -Come home, please don’t risk trusting him

      -Your father is panicking. Please come home

      I stop reading after that. What’s the point? The only reason I would read on would be if she apologised, and she wasn’t even close. You’d think she at least would have offered to give him another chance.

      I type one last text to her.

      I’m not coming home, we’re fine. You need to learn to accept us as a couple. I’m done with this phone now, I might phone in a couple of months when you’ve calmed down. Stop worrying about me, you’re being ridiculous.

      Hovering my finger over the send button, and my heart stops when I finally push it.

      I put my finger on the power button, before realizing I need to send Courtney something.

      Thanks for your call last night. Steel and I are have gone traveling for the summer, your bff

      The trailer door opens and I switch off the phone. Steel appears in the doorway.

      “Good news, I’ve talked Papa Smurf and Cess into having you sit in on her basket toss booth.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “You’re working a game, paid hard cash every week, just like me.”

      “What do I do?” They just throw me right in like that?

      “Cess will show you everything. It’s just selling. You said you wanted to sell, and now you are.”

      “Who’s Cess?”

      “The carnival princess. She’s a friend, and she’ll take care of you while I’m working.”

      My hands start trembling, and I sit on them to hide it from Steel. I’ve only ever worked in my dad’s office before, never in a store or anywhere that I had to deal with the public before. The idea is daunting.

      Steel sits down beside me and pulls my hands out from under me. He takes them in his hands, and the strength of his fingers helps me find my own strength.

      “You’ve got nothing to be nervous about, if you can make me walk away from my life of ten years, then you can convince some teenager to try to toss a softball in a peach basket.”

      I smile and lean my head against him. He always knows how to make me feel better. There’s no question, I’m happier with him. I don’t care about my parents, or his fight, I care that he can sit here beside me and make everything better. Make me better.

      “Let’s go toss some balls,” I say, standing up.
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      It’s a Saturday in mid-May, and we’re still in Mississippi. It’s raining this afternoon, and the smell of damp earth mixes with the stink of the rides. Doesn’t matter, the carnival is busy anyway. That’s the thing with these little towns. The weekend the carnival comes to town is the only thing that happens all year.

      I’m tired of standing out in the rain, and am going to swing by Emily’s booth to dry off under the awning.

      But first I’m getting her a funnel cake. I even paid for it, and am loading it up with chocolate, toffee sauce and whip cream.

      I make my way down the midway. A couple of chicks in shirts soaked from the rain and clinging to their tits are coming the other direction. They’re bleached blondes, and the taller one has tits so big that half the men she walks past crane their heads for another look.

      They see my yellow carnival t-shirt, and bee-line towards me. These girls know they can come to a carny for a mind-blowing fuck no local boy is capable of giving them.

      Last year, I’d have had both of them at once in my room. This year, all I can think of is avoiding them.

      “Hey, sexy man,” big tits says.

      I ignore them and keep on walking.

      “At least let us feel them muscles,” one of them shouts after I’m past them.

      “We’ll give you a dollar if you show us them abs of yours,” the other shouts.

      I used to pocket a pretty penny from local girls wanting to see my body. This year I’ve been turning it all down, which Razor’s been loving. He’s raking in all my turnaways, and is planning to buy a PlayStation from all the extra money.

      Not breaking my stride, I ignore them and arrive at Emily’s booth. She’s standing there, somehow managing to make the yellow carnival t-shirt sexy.

      “Hey, sexy,” I say, sitting on the counter. “I brought you something.”

      Emily comes over to me, and leans in for a kiss.

      “God, that smells good,” Emily says, breathing in the funnel cake.

      “Don’t suppose you brought me one of them,” Cess says, tossing a softball in her hand.

      “Next time,” I say.

      “You said that last time,” Cess says.

      “How’s it going, you selling any?” I ask Emily.

      “She’s a natural. Ain’t you, Goldie?” Cess says.

      “Not surprised. That pretty face could get a man to do anything,” I say.

      “It worked on you,” Emily says and laughs.

      She takes a big bite of the funnel cake, her eyes close as the flavor fills her mouth. That’s the look I’m used to seeing in our trailer, not from a bite of food.

      A big, blond dude slaps five dollars on the counter. He’s with a buddy, a guy only slightly shorter who’s wearing a polo shirt. They look like the kind of people I’d expect Emily would be related to.

      Cess snaps up the money and holds out three balls to him.

      “I want them from her,” he says, nodding to Emily.

      My attention is drawn from Emily’s pretty face to the idiot trying to win an impossible game.

      “She’s busy, you gotta take them from me,” Cess says.

      “I said, I want them from her,” he says.

      The dude’s face coats in a smug smile as he stares at Cess. The back of my neck prickles. This guy had better drop it, if he knows what’s good for him.

      “Your choice, you take my balls, or you forfeit your money,” Cess says.

      “Oh, I think that pretty girl wants to give me the balls.”

      It pisses me off, but I know how common fuckers like these guys are. I take another bite of funnel cake and wait to see how Emily handles the situation.

      “Now careful boys, you wouldn’t want my boyfriend here to pulverize your pretty-boy faces now, would you?” Emily says.

      “He’s your boyfriend? Sweetheart, you can do a lot better than him. Let me show you all the things a real man can do.” He pauses and stares at me. “Not some scumbag like him.”

      Enough. I slip off the counter and ball my fist, intending to knock the mother-fucker down with a right hook.

      “This is nothing, we get at least one of him an hour,” Emily says, a worried look in her eyes.

      “Don’t mean he doesn’t need his head kicking in.”

      A crowd has gathered round the booth. Everything inside of me is telling me to beat the guy into next Tuesday, but I decide it’ll be more fun to humiliate him in front of the town. He’ll be the laughing stock for years to come.

      “Tell you what, I’ll give you six balls, no charge. If you get one in, good things will happen.”

      “Good things like what?” he says.

      “Good things like I won’t break your faces,” I say, and take another bite of the funnel cake.

      “And I’ll give you the balls you paid for,” Emily says, laughing. She knows it’s impossible for them to win. Emily walks back to the baskets, getting the balls. But I know the real thing she’s doing is making sure the angles on the baskets are set to impossible.

      “I don’t know, Steel, that’s giving them pretty good odds. He looks like he knows how to throw a ball, ain’t no way you’ll win that one,” Cess says, winking at me.

      “Six balls and you don’t think we can get one in?” the blond laughs, “I’m a pitcher.”

      “Line ‘em up, Cess,” I say.

      Cess puts the six balls on the counter, three in front of each of them. He picks up the first ball, aims, and throws. The ball hits the basket, and bounces out again.

      “Five more tries to prove you’re really a pitcher,” I say, wiping toffee sauce from the corner of my mouth.

      He ignores me, and takes another throw. The ball hits the back of the peach basket and bounces out.

      “I hope you don’t treat women the way you treat the balls, just nailing it as hard as you can. It takes finesse,” I say, smirking.

      “Up yours,” he says.

      He throws the next ball, gentler this time, but it still bounces out. The guy’s got good aim, I’ll give him that.

      “This is bullshit,” he says, looking around at the crowd.

      “Ain’t no bullshit. Pass me some balls, Goldie, I’ll show him how it’s done.” Emily gets two balls out of the basket at the far end. I take one from her, look at the asshole and say, “I only need one.”

      She tosses the other ball in her hand, and I take aim.

      “Pay attention, you might learn something,” I say and release the ball into the basket Emily took the balls from.

      It lands in the basket and thuds against the ball that’s already in it. The ball she left in it stops the new ball from bouncing out again.

      “Your turn,” I say, looking at the crowd and laughing. I lean against the counter, glaring at him as he takes aim and I take another bite of the funnel cake.

      “Ah, come on, let’s stop embarrassing the poor guy,” Emily says.

      “Shut up,” the guy snaps.

      He throws two more balls, both of them hit the basket and bounce out again.

      “Seems like this town is in need of a better pitcher,” I say.

      The crowd laughs, and the guy turns red with anger and embarrassment. He throws the last ball, and it bounces out again, of course. He puts his head down, mutters something under his breath and pushes his way through the crowd.

      “That was fucking hilarious, you crack me up,” Emily says and gives me a quick kiss.

      Her kiss floods me with heat, and I know I made the right decision in humiliating the fuck out of the guy instead of throwing that punch. Various people from the crowd have now lined up for their chance at doing what the town’s star pitcher couldn’t. Emily takes the first guy’s money, an old guy wearing a t-shirt that barely covers his beer gut.

      She hands him three balls and directs him to the basket I used, with the extra ball still in it. The guy takes aim and his first ball lands in the basket.

      I look at the crowd and say, “Good to see there’s someone in this town who knows how to throw a ball.”

      They laugh and some even clap. I’m buzzing from defeating the asshole. Surprisingly, it was far more satisfying that giving him a black eye.

      Leaning across the counter, Emily throws her arm around my neck and pulls me close. I crush my mouth against hers, reveling in the taste of my woman.
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      It’s June tenth. My twenty-first birthday. But it’s a Saturday, and that means I’ll be sitting in this booth all day, convincing idiots to give me five bucks to try to throw a ball into a basket.

      When are they going to realize they can’t win? Unless I want them to, that is.

      Cess says we have to make sure it seems like you can win, so every so often, we tilt the baskets to keep the balls from bouncing out again. You can’t tell the angles from the other side of the counter, but we still have to be extra cautious because the state regulators are known to come round posing as players. They’re checking for fixed games, and if we get caught, that means a big fine for the carnival, and Papa Smurf’s boot up my ass.

      I love getting to choose who I want to win. Somehow, men who are dicks to their girlfriends never do. But when I offer a discounted or free set of balls to their girlfriends, they always win. Assuming they can hit the basket.

      Kids also tend to win a lot. I just have to be careful not to let too many win, or it eats into mine and Cess’ commissions. We have to pay for the stuffed animals ourselves, and I’m not Santa Claus.

      I’m loving it though, it’s lots of fun. And now I totally get what Steel was saying before, about one of the best things about this job being all the smiles we put on people’s faces. And sometimes wiping the smiles off the faces of assholes. It’s a real buzz.

      We’re still in Mississippi. I never appreciated just how many small towns there actually are in one state before now, and Papa Smurf said we’re not even going to most of them.

      It’s three, and I need to eat before the rush starts at four. Once it starts, we’re busy until close.

      “Are you good here if I take my break?” I ask Cess.

      “Sure, honey, you go get something to eat.”

      “Great, back in twenty minutes,” I say, taking off my money apron.

      I head straight to The Zipper. If Steel isn’t there, Razor will know where to find him.

      Steel sees me pushing my way past the people in line and walks away from the pod he was loading. He meets me at the front of the line.

      “Happy birthday, Goldie,” he says, hugging me and swinging me around.

      His blue eyes are electric in the daylight, and even though I look in them a zillion times a day, my tummy still flutters under their gaze. He presses his lips against mine, and we lock together in a kiss that increases the fluttering inside me.

      There are a few catcalls and whistles from people in the line.

      “Get a room,” someone calls, but we don’t give a shit. He presses his hand into the small of my back, and our kiss deepens, so does the need in me.

      I break the kiss, and say, “I only have twenty minutes.”

      “Come for a ride, and I mean come,” he says with a devilish grin.

      “I’m starving,” I say. I’d planned on getting some onion rings for lunch.

      Ignoring me, Steel takes my hand and leads me to a waiting Zipper pod.

      “Hey, no butting, asshole!” someone yells from the line.

      “Easy, dude,” Steel says.

      “You can’t just drag your carny bitch ho to the front of the line,” the guy says. He’s young, around my age, and is standing in line with what looks like his twin brother.

      “I can do whatever the fuck I want,” Steel says, screwing up his face.

      “Anything, except get a real job,” the guy says.

      Steel glances at me, and looks at the ride. He sees something on the ride, and his massive, Hollywood smile springs across his face.

      “Tell you what, buddy, why don’t you and your twin come up here right now, as a way of me apologizing to you,” Steel says.

      This is weird. I don’t know what his plan is, but I know he’d never apologize to a townie, ever.

      Without further prompting, the guy and his twin push past the people ahead of them in line, not seeing the irony, and arrive at the pod.

      “Hey, how’s that fair?” a woman’s voice shouts.

      Steel glances back at the line, and with his smile says, “It’s good. These big, tough guys want a ride, we’ll let them have a ride.”

      The twins climb into the pod, and Steel secures the door. Razor moves the ride around to the next pod, and the people get out. I go to get on, but Steel holds me back.

      “Not this time,” he says, “Go stand with Razor.”

      Confused, I walk over to where Razor’s standing at the controls.

      “What’s going on?” I ask.

      “Those assholes are about to stink up my ride, is what,” Razor says, shaking his head.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “They just got on pod nine, we call it Loosey Goosey, because it spins easier than the others.”

      “And?”

      “And this ride is going to be a little faster and a little longer than usual, and those two will be trying to get the stink of puke off themselves for days.”

      Grossed out, I chuckle, and say, “How do you know they’ll puke?”

      “Because unless they’re one of us or fighter pilots, they’re going to puke.”

      “And all the other people on the ride?”

      Razor grins, and says, “They should be okay. Unless they’re pukers to begin with.”

      When the ride’s fully loaded, Steel comes and puts his arm around me.

      “Let’s torture these assholes,” Steel says.

      Since the day at my booth with the pitcher and all the missed balls, Steel’s taken to embarrassing anyone who pisses him off. He thinks it’s hilarious, and so do I. According to Razor, he can’t believe Steel hasn’t thrown a single punch this year.

      It still freaks me out that Steel, according to Razor, ‘could beat the shit out of a giant,’ but he hasn’t this year. I’m guessing because of me. And I think it’s amazing that he hasn’t for me. It’s just proof of how much he cares about me, and how much he wants to be a better man because of me. It makes me all warm and fuzzy just thinking about it.

      Razor starts the ride, and it doesn’t take long before it’s creaking around the track. I keep my eyes on Loosey Goosey, the pod the twins are in, and it’s spinning probably four times the rate of the others.

      Sure enough, after a few minutes, flecks of puke spray from the twins’ pod. The sight makes my stomach turn, and I fight back retching.

      “This better not turn into a barf-o-rama,” Razor says.

      Steel laughs, “I’m outta here, it’s all your problem if it does.”

      “Like fuck, at least get me the hose.”

      Razor stops the ride, and I stand well out of the way while they unload it. Even where I am, the acrid smell of puke poisons the air.

      They unload the twins last. It takes several minutes to unload and load the ride, and the twins must be desperate to get out of their little puke-coated cage.

      “Oh, fuck,” Steel says, shielding his face with the crook of his arm in an exaggerated way. Both him and Razor mock puke, and walk away from the car while the twins get out.

      Everyone in the line is either laughing or gagging at the puke-covered twins.

      “I can’t even remember the last time we had a puker, you two sure ain’t tough. You want us to hose your down?” Steel says, laughing.

      The twins don’t even look at him, instead they look like the walking dead as they make their way from the ride.

      Razor turns on the hose and starts spraying out the pod.

      Steel meshes his hand through mine, and says, “Let’s get something to eat.”

      “I’ve lost my appetite, thanks.”

      “It was worth it though, right?”

      I chuckle and say, “Maybe. Those assholes had it coming.”
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      It’s the start of July, and we’re still in Mississippi. We’ve been weaving around, hitting all the little towns Papa Smurf arranged to get us a weekend in. It seems like we’re going to be in this sweat-box of a state all summer.

      Emily doesn’t seem to mind though. Even after four months, she’s still fresh with the excitement of being in the carnival.

      Cess says she’s a real natural at getting men to play their game. Can’t say I’m surprised one bit. She just has to flash that pretty smile and let her blue eyes twinkle, and they start digging into their pockets for a chance to impress her.

      I’m lying in bed awake, coated in sweat even in the middle of the night. Emily’s beside me, sleeping on her back like a baby. Propping myself up on my elbows, I examine her.

      All the curtains are wide open to let as much breeze through the open windows as possible. The light from outside outlines her face. I still can’t believe I wake up next to such a beautiful woman every day. More than that, I can’t believe I want to.

      For the past nine months, I’ve had scantily dressed townies throwing themselves at me, begging me for a piece of action. The whole idea of touching someone else turns my stomach. I’m not interested. Not a single one has remotely tempted me.

      No, this woman right here is the only one I want. The one who’s more than just a pretty face with crazy long legs I love feeling wrapped around me.

      Unable to resist any longer, I brush my fingers down the side of her cheeks and along her neck. I bend down and kiss her forward. Emily shifts her body, and half opens her eyes.

      My intention wasn’t to wake her up, just touch her to make sure she’s real.

      “What’re you doing?” she asks.

      “Nothing. Just lying here and thinking about how lucky I am to have you next to me.”

      Emily’s mouth turns up in a sleepy smile, her eyelids heavy.

      “You just want sex.”

      “I don’t. It’s too hot for that, it must be a hundred degrees in this tin can.”

      “We should pay to get the air conditioning working.”

      “Too expensive, we only do that if it goes up another twenty degrees.”

      “Then go to sleep.”

      I chew the inside of my lip, trying to find a way to tell what I can’t get out of my mind lately. I’m not good with this stuff, I’ve never had to deal with it, with feelings, before.

      Lying flat, I wrap my arm over her and pull her tight to me. My heart’s hammering against my chest, but I’ve got to tell her. I have to.

      “You’ve changed me, Goldie,” I say, forcing the words out my throat.

      Emily’s eyes open, and she turns her head to look at me. In the dim light, our eyes lock together.

      “How?” she says, her voice a whisper.

      “In about every way possible,” I say and swallow.

      “You’ve changed me, too,” she says. “I was such a little kid when you found me. Now I feel like a normal adult, one with an amazing man at my side.”

      “I kind of feel like you did the same thing to me.” She has made me grow up. I’d never wanted to be an adult before, I only ever wanted to play at my job, my women, everything.

      “It’s lots of fun living in this trailer with you. Even if it is an oven,” she says, all trace of sleepiness gone from her voice.

      “Hope you don’t see this as slumming it.” Papa Smurf keeps warning me that rich girls like her go through a phase of playing poor with a man, out of curiosity and rebellion.

      “What do you mean?” she asks.

      “I mean, you’re not playing a game here or nothing. Playing at being poor for the summer, then go back to your nice, rich life afterwards.”

      “This isn’t a game to me. This is real. Lying here with you, that’s definitely not slumming it by any definition of the world.”

      “Most people would consider living in a tiny trailer and traveling with the carnival to be the definition of slumming it.”

      “That’s because people are stupid. You just have to look at the ones forking out for games they can’t win on the midway to know that.”

      “You know I’ll never be able to buy all that fancy stuff your parents have and you’re used to.” It kills me to think I could never give her everything she wants.

      “If I’ve learned anything this summer, it’s that material stuff doesn’t matter. It was all just a way to mask an empty life. It wasn’t real the way you are.”

      I ignore her comment. I have to say what I need to say before I chicken out again.

      Clearing my throat, I say, “Since I met you, these thoughts and feelings keep percolating around in me, and I didn’t know what they were at first. That happens when you’ve had my life. But now I think I know what it is.” I’m halting and rambling, but the warmth of her eyes gives me the courage to carry on. “Goldie, I ain’t never said this to anyone before, but I think I love you. I’m sure of it, I love you.”

      A tear trickles from her eye and across the bridge of her nose. She doesn’t say anything. Please don’t reject me. Maybe I should’ve kept my big mouth shut. My heart stops, waiting.

      After an eternity, she says, “Since I met you, I realize how unhappy I was before. My life was suffocating.” Her voice breaks, and tears stream steadily from her eyes and onto the sheet. “You’ve given me so much, and you’ve made me feel loved — loved for who I am and not what I’m supposed to me. I could never express how grateful and lucky I am for your love. And I love you too, Steel. I love you for who you are, Kayden.”

      She said my real name. It felt good. Emily’s words hit me and squeeze around my ribs, forcing my heart to beat again. I’d even say it’s beating different now than it did before. Thumping like each beat is full instead of it rattling around empty.

      The idea had crossed my mind before, but now I want it. I need it.

      “You’re the most amazing person I’ve ever met,” I start, my words unsure, “I can’t imagine going another day of my whole life without seeing you.”

      She swallows and starts, “Me…”

      I interrupt her and carry on, “We have this thing at the carnival, a tradition. And you know us carnies, it’s what matters. Our tradition. It means more than those government rules. I’m a carny, and tradition matters a lot to me.”

      “What are you saying?”

      I take a deep breath to try to stop my rambling. “What I’m saying is, I want to marry you. Here in the carnival. In our tradition.”

      “Are you serious?” she says, sitting up, turning her head to keep our eye contact.

      “Yes. Of course.”

      “What does your tradition mean?”

      “It means you’d be my wife. Mine forever. Real as any wedding there is. So how about it? Emily, will you marry me?” I’ve never called her by her real name before, I hadn’t intended to, it just came out.

      “Yes,” she pauses, “on one condition.”

      My heart sinks into my gut.

      “What’s that?”

      “I can’t marry someone when I don’t know where he’s from.”

      “Is that the only condition? That’s easy. I’m from Niagara Falls. You happy now? Because I don’t want you thinking I’m keeping secrets from you. You know me better than anyone in the world, who I really am, stuff that matters, not trivial things like where I’m from originally.” I wish she’d stop bringing up my past.

      “Thank you,” she says, and flings her arms around me.

      We hold each other tight, and I know she’s all I need. And I’m sure I’m all she needs.

      “We have to get Papa Smurf’s blessing,” I say.

      “Why?” she mutters, her face pressed against me.

      “It’s the tradition. He gives his blessing, and performs the ceremony on the Ferris wheel. Three times around, and you’re mine forever.”

      “That sounds fun,” she says.

      “Promise me this isn’t a game to you. This is as real to me as any church wedding.”

      “I promise. This is no game. I want to be in your arms, just like I am now, when I’m a little old lady.”

      A lump the size of a basketball forms in my throat, and I squeeze her tighter.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Orgasmatron (Emily)

        

      

    
    
      It’s been two weeks since Steel proposed. And now we’re sitting in the car at the very top of the Ferris wheel, the very same car I was sitting in with Courtney and Maddie when he jumped into the car.

      Cess decorated the car with pink and white streamers, twisting them up the bar in the middle and draping them around the umbrella roof.

      She came with me to Walmart, and we found the pretty white dress I’m wearing now. It comes almost to my knees and has a full skirt and halter top. We even found a plastic tiara, and I’m wearing it now feeling like the princess my father always said I was.

      I’m clutching a bunch of flowers that are tied together with a string. They’re colorful roses mixed with baby’s breath. Part of me didn’t want to spend the extra money to get roses, but they’re my favorite flower, and between my perfume and my tattoo, I didn’t want a different type of flower.

      Steel is sitting beside me, in his old black jeans and a black dress shirt he bought just for today. He must be hot as hell, but he looks hot as hell so I can’t complain.

      Papa Smurf is on the other seat, holding the rings in his fist and a piece of paper in the other.

      “I’m going to say it again because I need to make sure you both realize how serious what you’re doing is. You don’t have to get married in a church, this is as real and as serious. Your vows are as real as saying them anywhere, because you’re saying them to each other, and you have to trust and be true to each other. Do you understand that?” Papa Smurf says.

      “Yes,” Steel and I say.

      Steel takes my hands, and we shift our attention from Papa Smurf to each other.

      “Right then, Steel, do you want Goldie as your wife?” Papa Smurf asks.

      “Absolutely,” Steel says.

      “And Goldie, what about you? Do you want Steel as your husband?”

      “I do,” I say.

      “In that case, we’re going to start the wheel. The ups and downs of this wheel represent the ups and downs you’ll face in your marriage. We’re going three times around, and either of you can have me stop the ride at any time. If neither of you stop the ride, and we go three times around, then you’ll be husband and wife.”

      The idea of stopping the ride isn’t a consideration for me, and I’m positive it isn’t for Steel either.

      The wheel starts up, and Steel pulls me close.

      Into my ear so only I can hear, he says, “I’m going to give you one hell of a life, Goldie. I’ve known you’re all I need since the first night we met. I’m all yours. And you can hold me to that.”

      My chin quivers, and I try not to cry. This wedding is serious to me. I can’t imagine my life anymore without Steel in it. This isn’t exactly how I imagined getting married, but it feels right. No, it feels better than right. It feels perfect.

      I sink deeper into Steel’s arms as the wheels take us up and down.

      “That’s twice around, you sure you don’t want to stop this thing?” Steel asks with a smile.

      “No chance,” I say, my voice weak from choking back tears.

      “Because once we’re married that’s it. We’re married forever.”

      “What about you, are you going to stop it?”

      “Are you kidding me? If the power blew right now, I’d make those fuckers down there turn it with their hands.”

      I’d laugh, but there’s no trace of joking in his voice.

      “I love you,” I say.

      “And I love you,” he says, and we kiss.

      “That’s it, three times around is done, you two are married,” Papa Smurf announces, taking us out of our own little world.

      The wheel stops with our car at the bottom. Steel opens the door and takes my hand to lead me out.

      All the carnies here have gathered, waiting at the wheel, and they cheer and clap us as we walk down the ramp. Steel’s arm is around me, pulling me along. My cheeks hurt from smiling so hard.

      “You dog,” Razor yells.

      “I’m the luckiest man alive,” Steel hollers back at him.

      “Where are we going now?” I ask.ß

      “On our honeymoon.”

      I laugh. “And where do carnies go on their honeymoon?” I’d wonder if we’d go offsite to a motel for a few days, but I know better than that now.

      “The Gravitron, baby,” he says, the seriousness he’s had all day now gone from his voice.

      “Shut up! In there? I should’ve known.”

      Steel laughs, “I’m going to sweep you off your feet.”

      “Ha, four G’s of force and the ride’s the one that’s going to sweep me off my feet.”

      “Not the way I’m going to.”

      Arm in arm, we walk into The Gravitron. From his the seat at the center console, Steel pushes the button that closes the door.

      It’s dark, and he turns on the ride’s flashing lights and music, transforming the space into our own magical dance club.

      “Scratch this,” he says, turning off the song.

      He messes around with the controls and “Wild Horses” starts blasting through the speakers.

      The ride isn’t moving yet, he hasn’t turned it on. Instead, he pulls me onto his lap.

      Steel’s hand finds my knee, and moves up the outside of my thigh, moving the edge of my dress up with it. His hand comes to a rest on my upper thigh. He wraps his other arm around me, and rests his hand on my waist.

      “You look beautiful in your wedding dress,” he says.

      “Thanks,” I say, my cheeks flushed.

      I don’t know why I’m blushing, since we’ve been together so long. Maybe because this is the first time we’ve been alone together since getting married. Everything feels new, fresh.

      “I never thought I’d ever have a wife. I never thought I’d ever want a wife.”

      “Well I’m proud to be your wife, it’s an honor.”

      His lips brush against mine, and I part my mouth wanting more. Our mouths lock in a slow kiss that fills my chest with tingling.

      Steel breaks the kiss and says, “You hear that?”

      “What”

      “The song, wild horses couldn’t drag me away from you. That’s how I feel about you.”

      Not sure whether or not to laugh, I bite my lip. But I can’t hide my smile. Everything he’s ever done has filled me up, and now I feel so full, I can’t believe there could ever be room for more.

      I slide my fingers between the buttons of his shirt, trying to feel his hard chest muscles. He lets out a small grunt, and cups the back of my head, bringing my lips to his.

      Our mouths crush against each other in a raw kiss that numbs my lips. Steel’s hand travels higher up my thigh and he rubs his fingers over the outside of my panties.

      They’re already damp, wet for the excitement of knowing that I belong to him. I widen my legs for him as I work to undo the buttons of his shirt.

      As our kiss continues, his dick grows hard and digs against my thigh. I’ve gotten his shirt all the way open now, and press my body up against his chiseled body.

      He yanks he head back and tugging at my dress says, “Get this off.”

      I hop off his lap, and pull the dress over my head. Steel makes a growl of approval, and I make a show of removing my bra.

      Kicking off my shoes, I slide my panties down my legs, watching him watch me as I do. His eyes are fixed on my breasts, and the knowledge makes my nipples harden.

      Standing, I shimmy my shoulders to shake my breasts for him.

      Steel stands, and brushes his fingertips all over my body, coating my skin in goose bumps.

      Leaning, his takes a nipple into his mouth and sucks hard. A twinge shoots from my nipple to my walls, and I swallow in anticipation.

      I moan in protest as he steps back from me, removing his open shirt and stripping off his jeans and boxers. His erect cock stands in front of him, his pierced dragon ready for me.

      He looks up, and before I can react, he sweeps me off my feet and carries me around the railing. We go several spots along before he puts me down, my back against one of the backrests.

      Kissing down my body, he kneels in front of me and pushes my legs wider. Steel starts kissing and licking the insides of my thighs, gripping my ass with his hands. I press my head into the padded backrest and let the sensation of his touch take over.

      His mouth reaches my mound and he flickers his tongue through my folds. The tip of his tongue circles in on my clit, making me gasp. My walls flood with anticipation.

      Steel continues with his tongue, and my entire body is now tense with want. Want for my husband.

      I moan and squirm from the intensity. He moves his hand, bringing his fingers to my entrance. Without pause, he pushes two thick fingers into me and presses against my most sensitive spot.

      I scream in delight, but it gets lost in the pounding music. Steel puts his other hand on my belly to hold me in place. Even with his hand, my head and shoulders slump forward.

      I’m on the edge, and tense with the need for release.

      Steel stands and presses his body against mine, which straightens me up against the backrest. Steel kisses my neck, just like he did on that first night, and the ache for him between my legs becomes unbearable.

      “Please,” I say, breathless.

      Steel puts his lips to my ear, and in a low voice says, “Anything for you, Goldie. Wait here.”

      He springs away, and my legs can barely hold my weight. He sprints to the booth in the center of the ride and leans over the control panel.

      The ride starts, and Steel sprints back to my side.

      “I’ve been dying to do this to you,” he says. “You’re going to be stuck against the wall and unable to move while I do whatever I want to you.”

      Steel won’t be stuck from the g-force, I’ve seen him dance and run around on the walls in here. He’s strong enough to do whatever he wants in here, and the idea of every single one of his muscles being flexed sends a rush of heat that pools between my legs.

      We kiss, but it becomes too difficult for me to do. The speed of the ride has increased enough that the force pushes me against the backrest. The g-force has completely immobilized me against the backrest.

      Kicking my feet apart, he spreads my legs wide. My feet aren’t touching the ground anymore.

      His body is heavy against mine, pressing against me though he’s using his arms to keep from crushing me.

      The tip of his cock is at my entrance, and as he pushes it into me, the entire backrest slides up, taking both of us off the ground. My slick walls clamp around and somehow he’s able to thrust his hips into me.

      I’m disoriented, the flashing lights, loud music and four Gs pressing against my body. The side of Steel’s head presses against mine. I’m dazzled, which clears everything from my mind.

      It seems like my entire body is out of my control.

      The only thing I’m aware of is the intensity radiating out from between my legs. All of my muscles tense and my heart beats faster and faster. Steel continues thrusting into me, and after a moment I cry out in bliss as a tidal wave rips through me.

      A moment later, Steel grunts loudly and his dick throbs against my walls.

      The ride slows and the backrest slides down the wall. It comes to a stop, and both our chests heave. Steel’s skin is slick with sweat, and my own hair is damp with it.

      “Welcome to married life, Goldie,” he says and kisses my cheek.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Rainbow in the Dark (Steel)

        

      

    
    
      It’s September, and it’s still hot as hell in Mississippi. I swear to God, I’m finding myself a carnival in Alaska next year.

      Emily’s doing real well at the basket toss, getting guys to part with their money hand over fist. Next year, I’m sure Papa Smurf is going to give her her own booth. Then she’d be making some serious money and we’ll be able to pay for all the air conditioning we want.

      It’s early morning, and I’m sitting on a lawn chair in front of our trailer drinking a coffee, enjoying the cool breeze before it turns into a furnace blast again. With Emily here, we almost never party late, we’d rather be alone in our trailer. Even when we’re not fucking.

      Getting to sleep at a decent hour means we’re always up at a normal time. Usually eight, but sometimes earlier. I’ve realized how much I enjoy being up before everyone else, when the camp is nice and quiet.

      I take a sip of my coffee, breathing the aroma through my nose as I drink. This is good. Life is good.

      It’s Wednesday, we get the big rides put up today, and finish them off tomorrow and open the carnival Friday night.

      Emily comes walking between the trailers, returning from the communal washrooms. She’s not watching where she’s going and narrowly misses the corner of a picnic table.

      As she gets closer, the look on her face becomes clear. Her eyes are wide, but vacant, and her jaw is tight. Her fists are balled, and something is in one of them. I set my coffee down, jump up and go to her side.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask.

      She looks at me, her eyes boring into my face, and says, “I’m pregnant.”

      Her words knock the wind out of me, and I feel like I’ve taken a cannonball to the gut. I can’t even find the way to say anything, and I stand there, feeling numb.

      Emily carries on walking past me and straight into our trailer. My feet are frozen to the ground, and I can’t move. I stand here trying to digest what just happened.

      How did this happen, I thought she was on the pill?

      I take a deep breath and drag myself back to my lawn chair. I’m not proud, I feel like an asshole sitting here when I should be in there, holding her and telling her everything’s going to be okay.

      But how can I say those things when I don’t know if it’s true or not. I mean, I can make a lot of things better, but I don’t know shit about babies. Or raising them. All I know is they sound expensive and money’s the one thing I don’t have heaps of.

      “Fuck!” I yell into the air.

      I force my sorry ass out of the chair. What kind of piece of shit am I, letting her walk into the trailer by herself? I open the door and walk in.

      Emily’s lying on the bed, flat on her back and staring at the ceiling. I lie down on my side beside her, and put my arm around her. Her temples are stained with tears, and I kiss the one nearest me. As if that can make this better.

      “I love you,” I say, my voice soft, “You need to know that. No matter what, I’ll always love you.”

      She turns her head, and our eyes connect. Her eyes are glassy from tears, and she’s breathing hard through her mouth.

      “I don’t know what to do,” she says, rolling onto her side to face me.

      Taking her hand, I grip it in mine and hold it between us, in the space between our chests. The air hangs heavy for a moment, because I don’t know how to respond to that. I don’t know what to do either. More importantly, I don’t know what she wants to do.

      “Whatever happens, I’ll be here for you,” I say, forcing the words past the lump in my throat.

      Her eyes shut and she starts crying hard, her entire body shaking with her sobs. I let go of her hand and press as much of my body against her as I can. We’re so tight together that my body moves with her sobs.

      “How did this happen?” I ask, my voice low.

      “I don’t know. Maybe getting the prescription a couple of days late last month?”

      “Does two days matter that much?”

      “What are you saying? You think I didn’t take the rest on purpose? I don’t want a baby, I just turned twenty-one.”

      Jesus, I didn’t mean it that way.

      “I’m not saying anything, just trying to understand is all.”

      “Are you blaming me for this?”

      I tilt her head and stare into her eyes.

      “Absolutely not,” I say.

      “Then what does it matter how it happened?”

      “It doesn’t. I’m only trying to digest this. It’s a big of a shock, you know?”

      “I’m not ready for a baby,” she says, sniffling.

      “It’s okay, Goldie. Everything will be okay,” I say, stroking her arm.

      “You won’t leave me?” she asks, her voice halting and weak.

      “You’re my wife, I ain’t ever leaving your side.”

      “Promise you’ll never walk out on me and the baby?”

      “I made that promise on our wedding day. There’s no way I’d ever walk away from the best woman in the world. Especially not if she’s the mother of my child.”

      Emily leans into me, and we lie in each other’s arms in silence.

      Is she going to leave me because I’ll never be able to give our baby the life she had growing up? It’s one thing for her to shun that ritzy lifestyle she’s used to, but will she think it’s good enough for her baby? My baby?

      Shit, I never considered that before. What if Emily doesn’t think I’m good enough to be the father of her child? Maybe she won’t want me in her life any more.

      Our carny wedding on the Ferris wheel meant a hell of a lot to me, but I’m a carny, it’s my tradition. Not hers. It could all have been pretend in her mind.

      What if she kicks me out of her life?

      My mind’s racing now, and I can’t stop it. I hold her tighter, trying to calm myself.

      “This is some pretty big news,” I say, “we don’t need to figure everything out right now.”

      She doesn’t respond, instead she relaxes all her weight against me. I might be imaging things, but Emily’s not crying as hard and her breathing’s almost back to normal.

      A baby in the carnival. Does she think that’s a good idea?

      Hell, do I think it’s good idea for my baby? To grow up in a carnival, where the only people to play with are adults? Ones who are often either drunk or high?

      I know what it’s like to grow up around booze and drugs. It’s not something I want for my own child.

      Emily stays in the trailer all day, but I have to make sure the rides get put up safely. These assholes can’t handle one day without me, even though they might as well change my name to Zombie because that’s all the use I’m being.

      All I can think of is a little me running around and my heart melts. Emily’s so kind and caring, she’s going to be the best mother ever.

      And I sure as shit am not going to let her down. She deserves a husband who provides her and our baby the best life possible, and I’m going to make that happen. The baby may want for material shit, but no baby of mine is never going to want for love of its father.

      There’s no way I’m letting my baby grow up the way I did.

      At three o’clock, I decide enough of this shit, I need to be with Emily. I stop by the carny cafeteria, and buy her a burger and fries.

      “Hey, I brought you some food” I say, entering the trailer.

      She’s lying on the bed, and I wonder if she’s even moved all day. Emily sits up and swings her feet over the edge of the bed. I take a seat on the edge bed beside her.

      “Thanks,” she says, and takes the fries from me.

      I set the burger on the trailer’s little stove top. I rest my hand on her knee, wanting to do more but not sure what she wants me to do.

      “How are you feeling?” I ask.

      Emily looks at me, her face long, and says, “Scared.”

      “Don’t be. I’ll take good care of you.”

      “I think I need to leave the carnival.”

      “I think we need to leave it. But not before the season finishes. If we screw the carnival, there ain’t no way Papa Smurf would welcome let us back. Besides, that gives us a month to figure out what the fuck we’re doing.”
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      It’s the end of October, and we left the carnival last weekend at a small town in the northwest corner of Mississippi. We gave Papa Smurf back the trailer, and headed straight over the Tennessee border to Memphis. We’re just over the border anyway, and Steel wanted to take me to Graceland.

      They’re heading back south for a couple more dates in Louisiana, and Papa Smurf said he didn’t mind us leaving at all, given the circumstances.

      Now we’ve been here three nights, and we’re sitting on the bed in our cheap motel figuring out our next move.

      I figure I’m over two months now, and I still haven’t seen a doctor. Papa Smurf paid decent money, but he certainly didn’t provide any insurance benefits.

      “Where do you want to live?” Steel asks.

      We’d put our heads in the sand and avoided this question for the past month. Or maybe we’re each just trying to figure things out in our own heads.

      “As far as I’m concerned, we should go where you can get a job you want,” I say.

      “Well as far as I’m concerned, we should go where is best for you and the baby. You don’t need to worry about be finding work. I don’t want you to be somewhere all alone during the day. What if something happened?”

      This is new, he’s never raised that point before.

      “What are you saying? All my family is around Colmar. We don’t want to go there, trust me.”

      “Not there, but somewhere not too far away. Close enough where you friends or your mom or someone could come help you out or come in an emergency.”

      “My mom?”

      I haven’t even told my mom yet. I’ve been avoiding it, but maybe it’s time to tell her, regardless if we move back to North Carolina or not.

      “Yes, my baby’s grandmother.”

      “But she was so rude to you.”

      “She can treat me however she wants, all I care about it how she treats my child, and you.”

      “But…”

      Steel interrupts me, and says, “Family is important to me. I never had one, and I’ve been thinking a lot about it. I want the baby to know what I never did. I never knew anything my father. My mother ran away to Niagara Falls when she was pregnant, so I never met my grandparents. Hell, I don’t even know if I had any aunts or uncles. I don’t want that for my child.”

      His words break my heart. I move close to Steel, and sit alongside him, pressing my body into him. He’s never told me any of this before, no matter how much I’ve tried to get him to open up about his past.

      “You didn’t know your family?” I say, my voice low.

      He doesn’t say anything.

      “Why did your mother run away?”

      “She never told me.”

      I don’t know how else to ask this, I take a deep breath and blurt, “Is she still alive?”

      “Don’t know. Don’t fucking care, either.”

      “Don’t you want the baby to know her? After what you just said about family and all.”

      “It’s different.”

      “How? You ran away from your mom, I ran away from my parents.”

      “I didn’t run away from her, I ran from my foster parents.”

      “Oh, sorry, of course.” I feel like an idiot. I knew that, it just came out. His mother mustn’t have been a part of his life if he lived with foster parents.

      “Did you live with your foster parents long?”

      “Long enough to know I wanted out of there. Couple months.”

      “I don’t want to go back to my parents.”

      “We wouldn’t. We can live in Woburn or somewhere like that. We’d have our own place. That’s not going back to them.”

      “But they were jerks.”

      “You haven’t even spoken to them in over six months. How do you know what they’d be like now? They might’ve gotten over everything and are waiting for you to call.”

      “Why are you defending them when they were so rude to you?”

      “Because they might be a bit crazy, but they ain’t bad people.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I mean, they aren’t criminals, they aren’t drug addicts. They’re judgmental and rude, but that’s not grounds for banishing their grandchild from knowing them.”

      “You’re pretty forgiving,” I say, my voice steeped in sarcasm.

      “It’s not for me, it’s for my baby.”

      “Stop it!” I snap.

      I don’t know why I snapped at him, hormones probably. All this talk about what he wants for the baby, but that clashes with what I want for me.

      Steel puts his hand on my belly, and all the tension vanishes from me.

      “I’ve never felt so lucky in my life,” he says, capturing my eyes in his. “At first I was freaked. But now I think that you carrying my child is the most amazing thing that’s ever happened to me. It’s also the most daunting, and I don’t want to fuck it up.”

      “You really think it’s the best thing?”

      “I know it is.”

      I look away, breaking our eye contact. What he says makes sense. Life isn’t just about the two of us anymore. I have to think about the baby’s needs.

      “Maybe.”

      He kisses my cheek, and says, “Plus, we’re going to want the free babysitting, for all the times I want to take you back to the Motel 6 and fuck you senseless.”

      Laughing, I say, “I’ll try calling my mom and see how she is.”

      The minute the words leave my lips, my laughing stops and my chest fills with butterflies.

      “Should I phone now?”

      “No reason not to.”

      The butterflies triple. I know. I fish out my phone and turn off the airplane mode. It’s the first time I’ve taken it off airplane mode since the day I arrived at the carnival. There wasn’t a need to call anyone there, we all lived and worked together. The only thing I used my phone for was playing Candy Crush.

      It beeps and chimes and vibrates like crazy. The number eighty-two shows in the bubble on the messages symbol. Somehow I manage to pretend I didn’t see it, and scroll through my contacts. My thumb stops on Courtney, and I hit dial.

      “Emily,” she shouts, her voice bursts out the earpiece on my phone.

      “Hey, how are you?”

      “How am I? How are you, Courtney?”

      “I’m good. Really good.”

      “And Steel?”

      “Yeah, he’s great too.” I look at Steel and shrug.

      “You’re still together?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “Where are you?”

      “Is this twenty questions?”

      “Are you kidding me, you took off in the night months ago, and you don’t think I have some questions?”

      “Fine, but I need to ask some first, then I’ll be able to tell you what’s going on.”

      “What’s going on?”

      “I said I’d tell you after.”

      “What do you want to know? How berzerk your parents went after you left?”

      “Have they calmed down?”

      “I don’t know. They stopped talking to a lot of people. All the gossip was about you and they got tired of listening to it.”

      That’s hardly surprising.

      “Because they disagreed with it?”

      “No idea. I saw your brothers at this year’s carnival and asked how your parents were doing. They said your parents are heartbroken.”

      “That could mean a lot of things. Like they’re heartbroken because they miss their daughter, or because their daughter ruined their reputations.”

      “I wish I could tell you. Why call now anyway? Everything okay?”

      “Yeah, um, if I tell you you have to promise not to tell anyone.”

      “Of course. I’m no gossip, you know I hate that about this town as much as you.”

      “I’m pregnant.”

      Courtney gasps. “No,” she says.

      “Yes, and Steel and I got married.”

      “Holy crap, I can’t believe all this.”

      “Believe it, it’s true. We’re thinking about moving back to the area, for the sake of the baby, but I’m trying to get a sense of how my parents would react.”

      “I’m sure they’re rather have you here than somewhere else. Especially if you have a baby.”

      “That’s me. What about Steel? Because he’s never leaving me, and if they can’t accept that, then there’s no point in me moving back.”

      “What do you want, me to ask around or anything?”

      I sigh. “No, I’ll phone.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Into the Void (Steel)

        

      

    
    
      We left Memphis a couple days ago. For the past two nights, we’ve been staying at a cheap motel in the Cherokee National Forest. It’s real pretty here, and I’ve taken Emily hiking.

      She still hasn’t phoned her parents.

      The idea was that we’d leave Memphis and go back to Woburn. We can meet up with her parents there on neutral territory. The problem is, she hasn’t phoned them yet. Which is why we stayed in the forest a second night.

      Now I’ve told her not to phone at all until we get there. If she phones now and they freak, she won’t want to go back to the area at all. And I want my baby to have a family.

      “Ready?” I say, holding open the passenger car door for her.

      “As I’ll ever be,” she says and gets into the car.

      I take her hand and bring it to my lips. “You got nothing to be nervous about. You want to move to be near family with your husband and soon-to-be baby.”

      “I hope you’re right.”

      “Why? What do you think’s going to happen? That they’ll lock you in your room again like a little kid?”

      “No. Yes. If they could, I’m sure they would.”

      “That ain’t going to happen, Goldie. I’ll bet they’ve grown up since you’ve been gone.”

      We drive the next five hours, talking about all sorts of things, but avoiding the issue of her parents.

      Mostly, I’m wondering how I’m ever going to get a regular job. How can I?

      “I think we should get married for real,” I say.

      “We are,” she says.

      “I mean in the eyes of the law.”

      Emily turns her head, and after we pass a transport truck, I glance at her.

      “You’re right,” she says.

      “Awesome,” I say.

      I flash her my smile, and rub her thigh. I never thought I’d ever suggest a legal marriage, but then I never thought I’d be living outside the carnival. I’ve got to do this right for my kid, and right now, it’s the only way I can figure to be able to get a good enough job.

      When we arrive in Woburn, I drive straight to the Motel 6. We check in, and out of pure coincidence, we’re given the same room I stayed in all those months ago. The familiarity is nice, and it almost feels like coming home to me.

      We unload our stuff, and watch tv for a bit. Emily finally seems like she’s relaxed. Her phone is on the bedside table, ignored.

      “You can’t keep avoiding this, Goldie. You might as well get it over with.”

      “I just need some time to figure out what I’m going to say.”

      “You had days for that.”

      “Well I need more.”

      “Fine. Let’s go out and get something to eat.”

      I don’t want anything to eat, I just want her in the car. Following road signs, I drive to Colmar.

      “What are you doing?” she asks, anger in her voice.

      “The phone just isn’t working. So we’re going to see them in person.”

      “What the fuck? No way.”

      “Yes, way.”

      “What happened to seeing them on neutral territory?”

      “It doesn’t matter where we see them, I’ll be standing beside you.”

      Emily flings her head back against the headrest but does nothing to try to stop me from going to Colmar. I’m still going to need her to tell me how to drive to her parents’ house though.

      I don’t say anything else, and we drive in silence. I want her to prepare herself for this.

      It’s late Sunday afternoon, and I’m counting on her parents being home. Though maybe it’s better if it’s just her mother.

      To my surprise, she directs me to her parents’ house without hesitating.

      It’s huge, with a big, white veranda around it. I put the car in park, and get out. Emily gets out and walks straight to the front door. She knocks.

      “It feels weird knocking on the door of my own house,” Emily says.

      “You don’t live here anymore, remember?”

      “I know, but…”

      The door opens wide, and her mother stands in the doorframe, her mouth wide open.

      “Who is it, Carol?” a voice asks from down the hallway.

      “Hi, Dad,” Emily shouts.

      “Emily,” he says, rushing to the door.

      Her mother smiles and steps aside, saying, “Come in, come in. I’m so glad you’re here.”

      Emily goes through the door, and I take a step to follow her.

      “You’re not welcome in this house,” her father says, pointing at me.

      “In that case, neither am I,” Emily says, reaching for my hand.

      “Greg, you said you wouldn’t be like this if she came back. Remember?” her mother says, her voice a hiss.

      “Emily wanted to meet on neutral ground, but I insisted her parents would be nice to her if she came here. Maybe I was wrong?” I say, cocking my head at her father.

      “Of course, come in. I’ll make coffee,” her mother says. She turns to me and asks, “Do you drink coffee?”

      What am I? An alien?

      “Yes, coffee sounds good to me,” I say.

      I follow the three of them into the house, Emily leading me by the hand. Damn, I knew her parents were rich, but this house is something else. It looks like it’s from the pages of a fancy magazine. The rooms are enormous, and all the furniture looks like it was made for a palace.

      We enter into a bright room, with a huge kitchen at one end, dining table in the far corner, and a sofa area near us. Her mother goes straight to the kitchen area and begins making coffee. I follow Emily and her father to the breakfast table.

      As soon as the three of us are sitting down, her father asks, “Where have you been all this time?”

      “In the carnival,” Emily says.

      Greg sucks air through his nose, and I prepare for his reaction.

      After a few breaths, he asks, “What’s the matter, the carnival’s finished for the winter, so you’ve come looking for a free place to stay, or have you come to your senses?”

      “Neither,” Emily says.

      “Greg!” Carol exclaims from the kitchen.

      “Neither? You’re just passing through town?” Greg asks. I hope I’m imagining the hopefulness in his voice.

      “It’s certainly sounding like you hope that’s all we’re doing,” Emily says.

      There’s a crash in the kitchen area, and Carol rushes to the table.

      “Honey, Emily, you just ignore him. All that matters is you’re home and you’re safe,” she says, draping her arms around Emily from behind her chair.

      “Mom, sit down. I have to say this and get it out of the way, and you guys can freak all you want. Steel and I got married,” Carol gasps and covers her mouth. “And we’re having a baby.”

      “Jesus Christ!” Greg says.

      “Greg, watch your language,” Carol says, her voice breaking. The coffee is forgotten, along with the shattered mug, and she sits at the table.

      “How could you let this happen?” Greg asks Emily.

      “Look, it wasn’t planned, or nothing,” I say.

      “At least you did the honest thing, and got married. Even though I didn’t get to be at my baby’s wedding,” Carol says, unable to control her tears.

      “We got married before it happened,” Emily says, her voice calm.

      “You what?” Carol says, wiping her cheeks.

      “We got married in July,” I say, sitting straight.

      “Where? In Las Vegas?” Greg asks.

      “No, in the carnival,” Emily says.

      “The carnival? What kind of marriage is that?” Greg says.

      “It’s carny tradition,” Emily says.

      “So you’re not really married,” Greg says.

      “As far as I’m concerned, we are. But we also plan to make it legal,” I say.

      When we make it legal, I’ll be able to get a good job, and support them.
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      “We don’t want a big wedding, just to go and sign the papers,” I say.

      I always thought I’d wanted a big wedding, but now it doesn’t even matter at all. Steel and I have already had my wedding, now it’s only about the paperwork.

      “Whenever you want, Emily. I’m just happy to have you back,” my mom says. She reaches across the table and pats my hand.

      “Thanks, Mom. I was really worried you’d never forgive me. But Steel said you would. He said it was important for me to have your help and support when the baby comes, and that he wants the baby to know its family,” I say, blurting out everything that’s been balled up in me.

      “Coming back was Steel’s idea?” she says, her brow creased.

      “Do we have to call him Steel?” my dad says into the air.

      “You can call me Kayden if you want, but I can’t guarantee I’ll realize you’re talking to me,” Steel says.

      Kayden. I don’t think I could ever get used to calling him that. But I like it, it’s a good name. A strong name, just like him.

      “And, Kayden, you don’t have a job yet? To care for my grandchild?” my dad asks.

      “Not yet, we only got here this afternoon,” Steel says.

      “Where are you staying, Emily?” my mom asks.

      “At a motel in Woburn. We’re still deciding which town to move to permanently,” I say.

      “You should stay here with us while you’re figuring things out. There’s no point wasting your money on a hotel,” my mom says.

      I look straight at my dad, and say, “I didn’t think we’d be welcome here.”

      “Greg,” my mother says in her sternest voice, “they’d be welcome here, wouldn’t they?”

      My fingers are laced through Steel’s, and I examine them. My hand is rough from the months spent putting up and taking down Cess’ booth. I used to always have long nails, polished during my regular manicures. Now my nails are jagged. Even after finishing the carnival a week ago, a layer of dirt is still stuck underneath them.

      “I said, wouldn’t they, Greg,” my mother repeats.

      I don’t know what to say now. I’m not even sure what to say if my father invites us. Would Steel want to stay here? Would I?

      “I’m not sure we know enough about Kayden to welcome him into our house,” my father says.

      My mother lowers her voice, and leans into my father, but I can still hear her say, “What do you mean, he’s the father of our grandchild.”

      “What do you want to know, Dad? I’m not saying we want to stay here anyway, but whatever it is you want to know, you go ahead and ask.”

      My father clears his throat, and says, “For starters, Kayden, why do you have a neck tattoo? Are you in a gang?”

      Steel screws up his face, and says, “No, I ain’t in a gang. I’m from the carnival.”

      “Then why?” my dad asks.

      “Come on, Dad, get with the times. Lots of people have neck tattoos now,” I say.

      “Not ones with decent jobs,” my dad says.

      “Sure they do. But it doesn’t matter anyway, because you’ve answered my question — we wouldn’t be welcome here.”

      “Anyway, Kayden,” my father says, ignoring me, “What type of job are you looking for?”

      “I’m good with my hands, strong, and work hard. I’m not too worried about finding something,” Steel says, gripping my hand tightly.

      “Funny, I hear that a lot in hiring, and it always ends up to be the opposite,” my dad says.

      “I’ve held down the same job for ten years, I worked my way up to ride foreman. Ain’t no way Papa Smurf would’ve kept me around if I wasn’t a hard worker,” Steel says. There’s fire in his voice and he squeezes my hand tighter still.

      My dad laughs. “Papa Smurf?” he says, scoffing.

      “He’s the carnival owner,” I say.

      “And he’s a real hard-ass to work for. If I can last with him, I can survive anywhere.”

      “So you’re prepared to work and provide for this baby?”

      “Of course I am, I already said that,” Steel says.

      “I know you said it, but do you mean it?” my dad says, raising his voice.

      “I’m here ain’t I? I would’ve stayed with the carnival if I wasn’t serious.” Steel turns to me, and says, “Maybe we should’ve raised the baby in the carnival, we’d get less shit there.”

      I flinch at his words, and my mother whimpers.

      “You know you don’t mean that,” I say, my voice strained. I glare at my father. “I already told you, Dad, it was Steel’s idea to come here. Remember?”

      No one says anything. All of the air in the room hangs with the tension. My heart is speeding in my chest, but I refuse to let my father get to me.

      Finally, my mother breaks the silence and says, “Emily, you and Kayden are welcome in my house anytime. If you say he’s a good man, I trust your judgment.”

      I look at Steel and catch his eyes. Blinking back tears, I say, “He is a good man. The best.”

      My mother’s never seemed to trust my judgment at anything I’ve ever done. Maybe she’s finally accepted that I’m grown up. And not an idiot.

      “I’ll tell you what. Just to make my daughter happy,“ my father says, his eyes burning into me, “You come down to the dealership in Woburn tomorrow, if you’re a hard worker, like you say you are, I’ll find something for you.”

      Steel glances at me, his mouth a tight line, and says, “I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”

      “What? I’ve just sat here and offered you a job, and you’re turning it down? You just said you were hard working,” my dad says.

      “I can find something myself,” Steel says. His leg jiggles under the table, and I can see the tension in his neck.

      “Unbelievable, Carol,” my dad says, looking at my mom and shaking his head.

      “Dad,” I say, widening my eyes.

      He looks at Steel, tilts his head, and says, “You could at least take it until you find something else.”

      Steel doesn’t respond, and my breathing stops, waiting for something to happen.

      “Goldie, can I talk to you for a minute?” Steel asks, his voice pleading.

      “Okay,” I say, my brow furrowed.

      I stand, and lead him by the hand to the den. The room is far away from the breakfast area, but I shut the door anyway.

      “What is it?” I ask.

      Steel’s breathing is fast, he closes his eyes and says, “I don’t got no social security number.”

      “So, we can apply for one, it’s no big deal. My father doesn’t have to know you were paid cash all these years.”

      “No, Goldie. You don’t understand.” He turns and walks to the window, staring out at the vast lawn.

      His actions, with both my father and now, have my insides filled with butterflies. I wait for him to tell me what’s going on. But he doesn’t say anything.

      “Are you going to tell me why, so I do understand?”

      He spins back, his eyes sunken but his stance strong.

      “I’m going to tell you, because you’re my wife, and deserve to know. But I don’t know what to do about telling your parents.”

      “I don’t understand. Oh my God, are you an ex-con?”

      “It’s not that.”

      “But are you one?”

      “Listen to me, I can’t get a social security card because I don’t have a Green Card.”

      “Green Card? Those are for foreigners.”

      This makes no sense.
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      “You know I said I’m from Niagara Falls?”

      “Yeah,” Emily says, her brow still creased.

      Why the fuck didn’t I tell her this from the day I met her? And now, how am I supposed to explain lying to her all this time?

      “Steel, what’s going on?”

      “I’m from the Canadian side.”

      “What the fuck does that mean?” Emily barks. She almost never swears. Not the f-bomb anyway.

      “I’m Canadian. I’m not American.”

      “All those times I asked you what state you were from, and you didn’t tell me you weren’t even from the country? Why?”

      “Dunno.” Emily’s face turns from confusion to anger, so I continue. “I mean, I do know. I told someone before. We hooked up for a bit, and when things didn’t go the way she wanted them to, she tried to get me deported. She told the law everything she knew about me, and she didn’t make me sound too good, you know? I spent the rest of the summer, hiding and shitting myself with the Mexican carnies whenever immigration enforcement officers came nosing around. It’s a horrible way to live.”

      “I can imagine, I’ve seen those raids, remember? But why not tell me? Especially when you proposed.”

      “I don’t have an answer for that. All I’ve ever wanted to do is leave my past behind, all that matters to me is my future with you.”

      Emily’s mouth is a tight line, and she crosses her arms in front of her. I draw her into me, her arms between our bodies. The comfortable feeling of having Emily in my arms calms me.

      “I love you,” I say into her ear.

      After a minute, Emily’s breathing slows and she unfolds her arms, sliding them up my back.

      “I can’t be mad at you for being Canadian, that’s just weird. But I’m still pissed about the lie.”

      “I know, you have every right to be.”

      “But I’m not pissed enough to end this, to kick out the father of my child.”

      “And your husband,” I add.

      “If we weren’t here, in my parents’ house, I’d be screaming and yelling at you right now.”

      “Guess this was a good time to tell you, then.”

      “Dick,” she snaps.

      “Sorry,” I say, giving her a squeeze.

      “Not sorry enough.” Emily tries to pull away from me, but I don’t let go.

      “What are we going to do about this job your dad wants me to do. In the morning.”

      “I don’t know. I don’t even know what we’re supposed to do about any job.”

      “There are lots of cash jobs for muscle.”

      Emily pushes back from me, the anger back in her eyes, and says, “Yeah, but that’s not exactly the kind of financially secure job you want with a baby, is it? Was that really your plan, to do illegal jobs forever?”

      “No, that wasn’t my plan. All we have to do is get married, and then I can get a Green Card. It’s easy.” I hope. I didn’t really have a plan.

      “So that’s what we’ll tell my parents.”

      “How will they react?” I ask.

      “My dad will understand.”

      “No offense, he isn’t really the understanding type. I don’t want him to have me deported,” I say, ruffling my hair.

      “If he does, I’m going with you.”

      Emily’s words relax me, and I realize everything is going to be okay. She’s what matters, our baby is what matters, everything else is just details.

      “Might as well get this over with, then,” I say and take her hands.

      We walk back to the kitchen. Her parents are talking in hushed tones, but stop as soon as they notice us.

      “So, what is it, Kayden? Are you going to man up and come to work in the morning?” Greg says.

      Emily laces her hand through mine and says, “Daddy, Steel is Canadian, he doesn’t have a social security number.”

      Greg leans back in his chair, and his arms fall to his sides.

      “What does that mean?” Carol asks.

      “It’s means he’s here illegally,” Greg says.

      “Illegally? Emily, did you know about this?” Carol asks.

      “Yes,” Emily says, and my chest bursts.

      “I oughta have you deported.”

      “Then I’d go with him. With the baby.”

      “You can’t do that, Greg. There’s no reason for that,” Carol says, her eyes narrowed.

      I can tell Greg thinks getting me away from his daughter is the best reason there is. He’d better realize how serious Emily is about leaving with me

      “It’s fine, Dad, when we get married, Steel will be able to get a Green Card.”

      “I’m not sure it’s that easy. Have you looked into it?” Greg asks.

      Emily looks at me and cocks her head.

      “Not yet,” I answer.

      “Well, at least I know you’re not marrying her just to make your stay legal,” Greg says.

      “I’ve been in the country ten years, that’s definitely not the reason,” I say.

      “Ten years,” Greg says, his teeth gritted.

      “Can’t you do anything to help them? You must know someone,” Carol says.

      Greg blows the air out of his mouth and thinks. At least it doesn’t seem like he’s going to deport me.

      “You two have sure come in here and dropped a ton of bombshells today,” Greg says.

      “We didn’t have to come here at all,” Emily says.

      “We came because it’s important for the baby to have family, and for Emily to have support,” I say, repeating myself.

      After a moment, Greg says, “Let me phone Rob. He’s an immigration lawyer I know from the Lions Club.”

      “Thank you,” Carol says.

      The three of us watch while Greg takes out his cell phone and scrolls through his contacts. He pushes dial, and moves to stand. Carol grabs his arm, and drags him back into his chair.

      “Hey, Rob,” Greg says.

      The three of us listen to his description of the problem, and watch his face fall as he listens to the answer.

      “Can I put you on speaker phone? They’re here, and it’d be good if you can tell them,” Greg asks.

      He puts the phone on speaker and sets it in the middle of the table.

      “Hi, Rob,” Emily says.

      “Hello,” Rob says.

      “So, you were saying?” Greg says.

      “Yes, Emily, you have to apply for a K-1 visa. Kayden, you can’t be in the country when she applies, and won’t be able to visit the country until it’s granted.”

      “How long does that take?” I ask.

      “Months. Six if you’re lucky, most likely longer,” Rob says.

      It’s a blow to my stomach. How the hell are we going to do that? I’d miss seeing her belly grow with my baby. Worst of all, would I even be able to get back in time for the birth?

      “What if we go get married now in Vegas?” I ask.

      “Then it’ll take longer for everything,” Rob says.

      “That’s just not possible, Rob. It’s too long,” Carol says.

      “Sorry, Carol. that’s just the way it is,” Rob says.

      “There must be another way,” Carol says, pleading.

      I can’t believe her mother is fighting my case so strongly for me.

      “Well, there might be. Depending on how things are with you. I’ve never met you Kayden, and I don’t know what your means or plans are. But it’s possible to get an E-2 visa in one or two months,” Rob says.

      I sit taller in my chair, and ask, “How do I do that?”

      “It’s only for people who are business investors. You have to buy or start a business here, with a substantial investment. At least two hundred thousand.”

      “And that’s the only way?” I say, slumping in my chair again.

      “Afraid so. Those are the only two options,” Rob says.

      I wonder if it’s easier to get a Canadian visa for Emily. We could go build a life there.
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      My dad hangs up and puts the phone back in his pocket.

      ”Dad, you have to let Steel have a dealership,” I say.

      “What?” my dad blurts.

      “But it’s only fair. You’re giving one to each of my brothers, I should get one too.”

      “But it would be in Steel’s name, not yours.”

      “It wouldn’t matter, we’d be married. Plus it would solve two problems, the visa and the job,” I say.

      “How does it solve the job? You’re going to have the owner being the guy detailing the cars?” my dad says.

      “No, Steel can sell,” I say. So can I, but I’ll leave that for another day.

      “That’s ridiculous,” my dad says.

      Steel clears his throat, and says, “A carny can sell anything to anyone.”

      “Fleecing them on a fixed game is a little different from selling cars,” my dad says.

      “Are you sure about that?” Steel asks, his eyebrow arched.

      “Besides, no one in their right mind is going to buy a car from a salesman with a neck tattoo,” my dad says.

      “Don’t you sell any sports cars?” Steel asks.

      “Of course. I’ve got a few Chevy dealerships that sell sports cars. What does that matter?”

      “Because I bet those customers wish they were rebels. They don’t want to buy a sports car from some nerdy car salesman who smells like cabbage. They want to buy from someone like me, a bad ass with a neck tattoo, so they can imagine they’re one too. They want to be me, so they’ll buy a car from me.”

      Suddenly, a belly laugh erupts from my dad, and he tilts his chair back as he laughs.

      “That’s a great idea,” I say, squeezing Steel’s hand.

      “It’s a pipe dream,” my dad says, wiping the tears from his face.

      “Let me prove it. Tomorrow. You put me in your dealership, and if I sell one car, we have a deal,” Steel says.

      Through his laughing, my father says, “Tell you what, since there’s no way in hell you’re going to be able to sell a car tomorrow, I’ll take you up on that deal. You sell a car, I’ll give you the quarter of a million to fund your own dealership.”

      “You’d better honor that promise when Steel sells a car,” I say. I can’t believe what an asshole my father is being. If we were in the carnival, I’d stick him in the Loosey Goosey.

      “If Steel sells a car, I’ll give you a dealership, and a house.”

      “Greg, there’s no need to be rude,” my mom says.

      “All I’m asking for is a shot, is all,” Steel says, flicking his hand in the air.

      “Even if you sell ten cars, you still have to go back to Canada for two months to get the visa,” my dad says.

      “That’s fine. We’ll go together, right, Steel?” I say, looking at him.

      “You know I want to show you Niagara Falls,” he says, his blue eyes sparkling.

      “Perfect. It’s going to be fun,” I say.

      There’s no doubt in my mind that Steel will be successful. He can do anything.

      “Wait a second, Emily, don’t go getting your hopes up. He has to sell a car first, and there’s not much chance of even my best salesman selling a car on a customer’s first visit to the lot.”

      “So then give him more time,” I say.

      “You know I can’t do that, I’m not risking having an illegal worker there for more than a day. You’re lucky I’m giving you anything at all.”

      If Steel can’t sell a car tomorrow, my baby is going to be born in Canada. There’s no way I can get through this pregnancy and birth without Steel. Besides, I’m not about to live by myself in Woburn, and all the gossip in town would be about how a carny knocked me up and abandoned me. I’m not staying here and listening to that.

      [image: ]
* * *

      It’s after eight pm, and I’m lying on the bed in the Motel 6. Steel didn’t want me at the dealership with him, and neither did my father.

      I dropped him off at the Woburn Chevy dealership at eight thirty this morning, and haven’t heard from him since. Steel has an idea he’ll sell a shiny, new Corvette, but my dad said he’d give him a dealership if he managed to sell anything, even if it’s the cheapest used car on the lot.

      He’s wearing his black jeans, and the black buttoned shirt he bought for our wedding. All the other salesmen always wear suits, or at least suit pants and dress shirts and he thought he should at least try to look like he works there. Though I did noticed he shoved in his Metallica t-shirt in his backpack that he took with him.

      My mother and I hung out at the mall for awhile this afternoon. We bought baby books, and looked at baby clothes. It’s the first time I’ve allowed myself to think about the fun side of babies, and we had a good time.

      We even grabbed an early dinner in the food court before I came back here.

      It’s kind of freaky. She’s treating me completely differently now. She hasn’t once tried to tell me what to do, or even implied I don’t know what I’m doing.

      My mom has been strangely intrigued by my time in the carnival, and yelped in excitement when I told her about the Ferris wheel wedding. Though I left out The Gravitron.

      The change in her is shocking, but Steel was certainly right when he predicted it. I only hope he’s getting along okay under my father’s glare.

      My phone hasn’t beeped all day, and I check it again to make sure the sound is on.

      I get off the bed, grab a wrapped glass from the shelf, and walk to the bathroom. The tap is stiff, so I fill it from the bathtub faucet.

      Taking a sip, I sit on the end of the bed and switch on the tv. There’s nothing on, so I flip through the channels. It’s amazing how long you can flick for, especially when you’re trying not to think about things.

      I manage to watch an entire episode of Seinfeld on some high-numbered channel.

      It’s now nine o’clock, and I can’t take it any longer. I though Steel would’ve been home hours ago, he’s been there almost thirteen hours now.

      The pit in my stomach is telling me one thing, the thing I’ve been trying to not face, all evening. Steel must not have sold anything, and is refusing to leave until the minute they close.

      Are you coming back?

      A moment later, my phone rings. It’s Steel.

      “Hey,” I say.

      “Goldie,” he says. There’s a lot of noise in the background, and it’s difficult to hear him.

      “Is everything okay? Are you coming home,” I can’t resist any longer, “Did you sell a car?”

      The only sound is of the busy bar.

      “Steel?”

      “No, I didn’t sell a car.”

      The way he said ‘a’ gives me hope, though I might’ve misheard through the noise.

      “Did you sell two?”

      “I didn’t sell any cars. No one wanted to buy a car from me.”

      The pit in my stomach grows bigger. I guess my baby’s going to be Canadian.

      “Well, you tried,” I say, my voice flat.

      “But I sold two pick-ups!”

      “Shut up!” I squeal.

      “Yeah, turns out the guys buying pick-ups like to see themselves as bad asses too. And there are a lot more people buying pick-ups than sports cars.”

      “Holy shit, what did my dad do?”

      “He was gone when I sold the first one. But he saw the whole second one, and we’ve been here celebrating at the bar ever since.”

      “What the fuck? You didn’t think you should tell me? I’ve been sitting here going out of my mind.”

      “Sorry, babe. We’re just trying to figure out the money side with Rob.”

      “He’s there too?” Unbelievable. Why am I the last to know?

      “He only got here after dinner.”

      “You had dinner with my dad?”

      “We shared a mountain of suicide wings.”

      I give my head a shake to make sure I’m not imagining things. Steel and my dad getting along?

      “I can’t believe it, am I hearing you right?”

      “Everything’s good. Your dad’s actually a pretty good guy, once you get to know him.”

      “What about his precious reputation?”

      “He says once his buddies at the Lions Club all meet me, they’ll love me.”

      Figures his reputation matters in context to his friends.

      “Let me guess, you two bonded over beer.”

      “Beer and the smell of success,” Steel says, laughing.

      “Does this mean we’re going to Canada for two months?” I’ve never been to Canada before, and it sounds like another fun adventure — now that I know I’m coming back afterwards. Even though I’ll be five months pregnant when we get back.

      “It most certainly does.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          A Touch of Evil (Steel)

        

      

    
    
      It’s the end of November, and it’s been a few weeks since I sold the trucks. Carol begged us to stay for Thanksgiving plus Emily had to have some baby scans and things before we left, and Greg and I had to get all the business plan and all this other paperwork shit in order. I don’t know anything about paperwork, I just signed where they told me.

      They had to create some whole back story on where I got the money from, and why I don’t have a record of having a job in either Canada or the States over the past ten years.

      I don’t know what they came up with. Something about working in some Central American country that doesn’t share tax info with anyone.

      Emily’s brothers are great about welcoming me, but I can’t say the same for the townies. They aren’t being vicious, from what I can tell, it’s more that their mouths can’t stop flapping about the most exciting thing that’s ever happened in the town — me.

      Now we’re in Niagara Falls. Emily and I drove up, so we’d have a car. It’s only a twelve-hour drive anyway. North Carolina seems to be a day away from everywhere.

      We crossed in Buffalo, because I wanted to be able to see the look on her face the first time she saw the Falls.

      Now we’re sitting in our one-bedroom hotel suite at the Marriott, the fucking Marriott. Who would’ve thought I’d be staying anywhere so swanky? We even have a whirlpool and a fireplace. Emily’s parents insisted we stay somewhere nice and paid for it. Said this was a gift from them and to think of it as our honeymoon.

      We’re on a high floor, and have a big floor-to-ceiling window overlooking the edge of the Falls, and Emily can’t pull herself away from the window. She’s standing with her forehead pressed against it, staring at the plummeting water.

      How long is she going to stand like that for?

      “I can’t believe how awesome this is,” she says, her breath fogging the window.

      “So you keep saying,” I say, flipping through channels. It’s been so long since I’ve seen Canadian television, I barely remember it.

      “I can’t believe you grew up, with this in your town.”

      “Yeah, I was more interested in the fun houses on Clifton Hill.”

      “Huh?” She doesn’t look away from the window.

      “All the touristy shit. Like Ripley’s.”

      “I don’t know how you bothered with stuff like that when you had this.”

      “This isn’t the most impressive. If the visa takes longer, we’ll be here in January. That’s when it’s most amazing, when there are big chunks of ice and stuff in the river.”

      A shiver runs across her shoulders, and she says, “Sounds cold.”

      “Fucking cold. Hopefully the visa comes before Christmas so we don’t need to buy parkas and snow boots. But if we do, you’ll really never move away from the window.”

      Emily doesn’t respond, instead she resumes her trance. I keep flipping through the channels, stopping only to watch the commercials and news updates so I can hear the accent.

      Without moving her head, she says, “We should find your mother while we’re here.”

      “No, we most definitely should not,” I say.

      “Of course we should, the baby has a right to know her.”

      I lose interest in the tv real fast, and turn it off. Silence fills the room, and I let it hang there while I choose my words.

      “No,” I say.

      “Are you ever going to tell me why not? I know you lived with a foster family, but it doesn’t sound like for very long, from what you’ve told me before. Were there other foster families?”

      “Nope,” I say, my voice quieter this time. I want her to drop the subject. Even though I know it’s going to keep coming up.

      “Why do you keep hiding stuff from me? You wouldn’t tell me where you were from, that you weren’t even American. You won’t tell me anything about your mother, or your childhood. I need something, because right now, it feels like you’re keeping secrets from me.” Emily’s eyes stay fixed on the water as she speaks, but her words are strong.

      “I’m not hiding anything. I just don’t like to think about it. She was an alcoholic and an addict, okay? Is that what you want to hear?” I snap.

      Emily flinches, and her eyes close but she still doesn’t move from the window.

      She swallows, and with her eyes closed says, “Sorry.”

      “It’s fine, just drop it.”

      I pick up the remote to turn the television back on, when she opens her eyes and spins to face me.

      “Why don’t you trust me enough to tell me these things?” she asks, her eyes burning into me.

      “That’s not true.”

      “Of course it is, or you wouldn’t keep hiding things from me.”

      “I’m not hiding anything.”

      “Your past? You’re not hiding that? Because if you weren’t, we wouldn’t be having this discussion right now. Because I’d know what it was.”

      The heat and intensity of her eyes weigh down on me. Maybe it was a bad idea to bring her to Niagara Falls, it’s got her thinking too much. In North Carolina, it was out of sight, out of mind. She didn’t have much reason to think about my past.

      Unlike now, standing there, wondering what is was like to grow up with the Falls at the end of the street.

      “Fine, you want to know so bad. She had a revolving door of abusive men in her life, she finally married the worst one of all. And one day I realized I’d grown, and was bigger than him. So the next time he hit her, I beat the fucking shit out of him.”

      “You beat him up,” she states, staring down at me, her eyes narrowed.

      “Pulverized him. He was in the hospital forever.”

      “Did you get in trouble with the police?”

      “Of course. Spent the next three years in juvie.”

      “But… you were defending your mother.”

      “She testified against me at the trial. Said I was the threat in the house, not her dickhead husband, and that I’d done it before. When I got out, I lived with the foster family because she was still married to him,” Anger seethes in my voice at the memory.

      “Were you the threat in the house? Did you do it before?”

      “What? No, I never did it before. I wasn’t the fucking threat in the house. She was. She’d rather marry a guy who beat her up in exchange for a fix. To be honest, I don’t even think they noticed me.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “They might’ve, I don’t know. It sure didn’t seem like it at the time.”

      “No. I mean, you’re sure you weren’t the threat in the house? You’re sure you’ve never done it before then.”

      “What the fuck are you talking about?”

      I kind of thought she’d be all sad at my past. That she’d feel all sappy and sorry for me because my mother was the way she was. Not that she’d fucking believe my mother’s horseshit that winded me up in juvie.

      “What am I talking about? All the violence, is what. I’ve seen you fly off the handle with my own eyes. And Razor loves telling Steel fighting stories.” Emily’s yelling, and her fists are clenched. “I’m talking about marrying and raising a baby with a man who’s hospitalized someone and he never thought that was important to mention before!”

      “You know all that shit is ancient history,” I say, trying to keep my voice down.

      “You’re sure there’s nothing else you aren’t telling me? For all I know, you’ve got a dozen more secrets!”

      “There ain’t nothing else, I swear it.”

      “How do I know if I can believe that? You’ve always said stuff like that.”

      “For fuck’s sake, Goldie, I said there’s nothing else,” I say, matching her volume.

      “Unbelievable,” she yells.

      “What’s unbelievable is that you’re treating me this way now!”

      I get up off the couch and stand beside her, looking down on her. My heart hammers against my ribcage, and I don’t know what to do to make her believe me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Reason to Live (Emily)

        

      

    
    
      “Holy fuck, are you kidding me?” I say, looking up at him.

      Is he threatening me now? The way he’s standing there like that, his eyes cold staring down into me. I need out of here, away from him.

      I turn, grab my coat and flee out the door. Marching straight to the elevator, I don’t even turn around to see if he’s following me. I don’t want him to.

      Alone in the elevator, tears trickle down my cheeks. What do I do?

      I keep on walking, out of the hotel and towards the Falls. We’re up a cliff from them, and I have to take an incline railway car down the cliff to get to the top of the Falls.

      Crossing a road, I beeline straight to the thing I’ve been staring at out the window. I walk until I can’t go any further, and I lean on the railing that separates me from the water. I’m standing in a cloud of mist, and the noise of the river hurdling over the edge is deafening.

      Through my tears, I don’t feel anywhere near the awe I felt when I was looking out the window. Instead, my eyes fix on the edge of the Falls, seemingly only inches from me, and I watch the water plunge into the gorge below.

      Is the same thing happening with my relationship? We were sailing all smooth down the calm river, and then bam! we go flying over a two-hundred-foot cliff. One I didn’t know was there, but Steel did.

      I should’ve been more demanding in getting him to tell me about his past before I ever joined the carnival. Or at very latest, after he attacked Razor. God, I feel so stupid. How was I so stupid?

      The November wind is biting cold, and blowing straight down the wide river and into my face. If I wasn’t crying to begin with, the wind would put the tears in my eyes for me. I pull my coat tighter around me, and try to close any gap around the neck.

      Craning my head, I look at our hotel behind me. As if looking up at the towering building could give me any answers. Just because Steel’s in it right now doesn’t mean anything. Or it shouldn’t, anyway.

      I look back to the river. I’m standing right at the lip and the main waterfall, the one that divides Canada from America. It’s a lot of foaming, unbroken water all the way over to an island. Down from the island is another waterfall, the American Falls. Enormous, jagged rocks litter the bottom of it.

      It’s kind of the way I feel. Like I was just sailing along in smooth American waters, when this Canadian came along and plunged me into some boulders. I sigh.

      Beyond that waterfall, a bridge spans high across the gorge, connecting the two countries.

      The longer I stand here, the more my gaze focuses away from the waterfalls, and onto the bridge. I wonder if it’s possible for me and Steel to be connected like that again.

      My mind races, thinking back over all the things that Steel ever did around me, all the fun we had and talks that went long into the night in our trailer. Aside from Razor, nothing he ever did made me think he was anything other than amazing.

      My hands are ice, and I cram them in my pockets. I lost the feeling in my toes ages ago, but I don’t leave my spot at the railing. I can’t. I’m too busy replaying the past year in my head, in reverse.

      When I get to that night in the Motel 6, when I was begging Steel to take me away to join the carnival, I remember what he said. Something I’d forgotten before, and my heart shatters as if it just hit one of those jagged boulders.

      ‘You’ll be a carny, and they think that means they can treat you anyway they feel, because you’re scum and don’t deserve any respect. In their minds, you’ve had your trial, and you’re guilty.’

      Is that the way I treated Steel? The father of my baby?

      I think back over his story in the hotel room. At the time, the only thing I heard was violence, hospital, police. Somehow, the other parts didn’t sink in at all.

      “I thought I’d find you here,” Steel says.

      He leans on the railing, a few inches away from me, staring at the water. My throat is too tight to speak, and I nod in acknowledgement.

      “In my defense, I never would’ve hit him if he hadn’t been hurting my mother.”

      “I know,” I say, and bite my lip. My God, I feel like such a bitch. I didn’t even care about how hard his life must have been, I couldn’t get past the violence. I should’ve been hugging him, when instead I was screaming at him.

      “That’s the bridge my buddies and I walked across,” he says, pointing to the bridge. “The law finally declared me resettled in the community, and it was my first day of true freedom. We knew a carnival was passing through on the American side. We went looking for trouble, but I found my home. My friends all came back across the bridge that night, but I convinced Papa Smurf to give me a job. I stayed at the carnival, with only the clothes on my back. And I never looked back.”

      Tears are rolling down my cheeks as fast as the water in the river. Their warmth thaws my frozen face.

      “Ten years ago, I walked across that bridge in search of something. Something better. A dream. Anything. And I finally found what it is I’ve been looking for all this time. All those fucking shitty little towns. Everything. All I’ve wanted my whole life is you.” Every tendon in Steel’s neck is on display. While he’s speaking, he shifts his body and leans his side on the railing, and looks at me.

      His blue eyes are shining brighter than I’ve ever seen them shine before. Even through my blurred tears, I can tell his whole soul is visible. His beautiful, good soul. The good soul of a good man.

      “Steel,” I say, reaching out my hand.

      He shakes his head.

      “I never believed people as amazing as you even existed. And I definitely never believed anyone like you would be interested in someone like me. I ain’t letting you walk away from me now.”

      All I want to do is melt into his warmth. To dive right into the blue of his eyes and plunge straight into the center of his heart, where I belong.

      I turn my body to face his, hoping he will pull me into him and never let me go. I sniffle, and lift my hand in front of me, wanting to say so much but unable to find the words.

      He clasps my hand in both of his, and kneels, his leg on the freezing, wet ground.

      “I know I didn’t do this right the first time. Or the second. But Goldie, Emily, marry me. Spend the rest of your life with me, and I promise every day will be filled with nothing but happiness. I love you.”

      I open my mouth and force myself to finally speak. “I can’t imagine a better man than you, Steel, Kayden. I’m yours, forever. Have been ever since that first night in your bunk house.”

      “I wish I brought a ring to give you,” he says, looking up at me.

      “I don’t give a fuck about a ring. I love you, Steel.”

      “Maybe on the fourth proposal I’ll get everything right.”

      A laugh pushes past my tears, and I can’t remember the last time I smiled this hard. No, I can. It was during those three times round on the Ferris wheel.

      “Get up out of the freezing puddle,” I say, tugging on his hand.

      Steel stands and pulls me into his arms. His warmth floods through me, and my heart feels whole again.

      “You’re shivering,” he says, his voice low.

      “I’ve been standing out in the freezing mist too long.” I turn my head as I speak, and our noses brush together.

      “We need to get you inside.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Glory of Love (Steel)

        

      

    
    
      I rub Emily’s arms as we walk from the elevator to our hotel door. Even with her in my arms the whole walk back to the hotel, her skin is still icy. It’s probably forty-five out, but she was standing in that icy mist for I don’t know how long.

      We’ll need to get her a better coat tomorrow, so this doesn’t happen again.

      “I can’t feel my toes,” Emily says.

      And boots, we need to get her a good pair of boots. Not those flimsy shoes she’s wearing.

      In the meantime, my mind is racing with the best way to warm her up. In front of the fireplace? In the whirlpool?

      I swipe the key card, and Emily moans in disappointment when the light turns red. The sound lands straight on my cock, and I swipe the fucking card gain.

      The green light shows, I open the door and I half hurl her through it. Letting the door close on its own, I hurry her into the bedroom. I unzip her coat, and start to pull it off her.

      “I’m cold,” she says, tugging on the coat.

      “That’s why I’m taking your cold clothes off, how are you going to warm-up with cold, damp clothes on?”

      Emily drops her arms and lets her undress her, her teeth chattering the whole time. My jeans are sopping wet from when I kneeled in the puddle, but I don’t give a shit.

      I slide down her pregnancy jeans, pull of her shirt and bra. Fuck her tits are bigger every time I see them. The sight of them hanging there, all heavy on her chest stiffens my cock.

      “Get in bed,” I say, ripping back the comforter.

      Naked and shivering, she climbs into the bed and I tuck the comforter tight around her neck.

      “I thought you were coming in with me,” she says.

      “I am, once I get my cold, wet clothes off,” I say as I kick my shoes off.

      “I still can’t feel my toes.”

      Naked, I climb under the covers with her and say, “Don’t worry, no better way to warm you up than with a little body heat.”

      I wrap myself around her icy skin, and hold her tight, trying to give her my warmth. It’s still difficult to understand what happened this afternoon, but she’s here now, even though she now knows everything. My Emily.

      My lips move across the cold skin of her cheeks, her chin still shivering. Our mouths press together, and I cup her cheeks to warm them. At first her lips are cold, but I kiss and suck them, and they thaw.

      When the skin of her cheeks is warm, I move my hands lower. Caressing the tops of her shoulders and arms, making sure to keep the duvet tight over us.

      I slide my body down, nipping and sucking to warm her skin as I move. As soon as my head is below her shoulders, I pull the duvet over it and tight around Emily’s neck again. It’s like I’m in a cave.

      Her skin is already warmer from me pressing my body against it, though her nipples are already hard from the cold.

      Taking one of the hard nubs in my mouth, I roll it around with my tongue. I cup her other tit in my hand, at least as much as now fits in my hand. How the fuck much bigger are they going to get?

      Emily moans, and arches her back to push her tits closer to me. I suck her nipple as hard as I can and she gasps. The corners of my mouth turn up in a smile. I know her nipples have a direct line to her pussy, and it seems more intense now she’s pregnant.

      I take her other nipple in my mouth, and suck harder and longer. Her knees shoot up, and she grinds her hips against me, but I keep on sucking, loving how crazy it’s making her. That should warm up her insides.

      Emily lets out a high-pitched groan, and I let go of her nipple. I kiss and nip over her tits and down the soft skin of her front. It’s much warmer now, and feels hot against my lips.

      As I kiss down over her belly, and notice for the first time that it’s growing. I brush my fingers over it, thinking of the future, our future, and how amazing it’s going to be.

      She rocks her hips, and I carry on sucking and nipping at her skin, until I reach her mound.

      Normally I’d kiss all around it, but the air under the blanket is heavy with lust. I crush my lips against hers, probing with my tongue to find her clit and suck it hard into my mouth. Emily gasps and starts moaning.

      I suck her clit harder than I sucked her nipples, grinding my hard cock against the mattress at the same time. I keep on sucking her clit until she’s breathless from moaning so much.

      Her hands grab my hair, and her body twists and turns as she comes. Fucking hell, I need to stop, before I blow my load the way I did that very first night with her.

      I fly back up her body, my head emerges from under the covers and I plant my lips on hers for a quick, deep kiss. With my knee, I kick open her legs and without pausing, I push my cock straight into her slick pussy.

      Still spasming from her climax, her walls grip my cock as I thrust into her. My balls tingle more every time my dragon cock is fully buried in her.

      “Are you warm now?” I ask into her ear, my voice low.

      “Very,” she says, her voice breathy.

      “Good.”

      I pull out of her, throwing the covers back with my body. I pause a moment to look down over my beautiful woman before gripping her arm, pulling her off the bed and planting her against the floor-to-ceiling window.

      Her tits flatten against the glass, her hard nipples pearling in the center. I spread her legs and line my hips up behind her, pressing my tip against her entrance.

      She lets out a light moan, and I push deep into her. I start to move, slowly at first, I want to make this last. My cock starts throbbing, and I stop moving.

      “Enjoy this view, Goldie. This is me. This is who I am,” I say, my voice a growl.

      Emily’s eyes widen as she looks out at the view below and moans.

      Reaching around, I find her clit with my fingertips. One touch, her head turns to me, and her eyes roll back in her head. Her legs turn to jelly, and I hold her up by pounding my cock into her.

      Her walls are spasming like crazy around me, making my dick tingle and throb like never before.

      “Fuck,” I grunt as an intense orgasm smacks through me, and I fill her with my cum.

      We lean against the window while we catch our breaths, silently watching the view below.

      I grab the two fluffy, white bathrobes and drape one over her shoulders. After putting the other one, I take her hand and lead her to our living room. Emily sits on the sofa, and I flick the switch to turn on our gas fireplace.

      Flopping down on the sofa beside her, I put my arm around her and pull her into me. She rests her head on my shoulder. We sit like that for ages.

      “What’re you thinking?” I ask.

      “No regrets,” she says, “Not a single fucking one.”

      I kiss the top of her head, and wonder how the fuck I got here. Back in my home town, my home country, sitting in a swanky hotel suite, and most of all, with Emily in my arms and my baby in her belly.
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      Two years later…

      

      We’re on our way to Colmar. The only time we make the hour’s drive is either to visit my parents or visit Courtney and Maddie. Otherwise the town is my past.

      My parents chose to stay in Colmar, even though their daughter was and is the biggest scandal that ever happened in the town. I’m a local celebrity.

      It always feels good to drive through town in our shiny Cadillac Escalade. When we go down the main drag, I always open the windows so everyone can see me with my carny.

      After we got back from Niagara Falls, my dad’s friend immediately started working on whatever visas Steel needed to stay. It was so complicated, I couldn’t even keep track.

      Steel opened a GM dealership in Effingham, which is the next big place past Woburn. He chose it because of the name, said it was clearly the place for him. Whatever. It’s a nice, green place for a small city and a good place to raise a family.

      The baby was born before we could legally marry. Not that it matters. Though I heard from Courtney that I was the talk of the town again. Honestly, I wish these people would wake up and realize what century they live in.

      I was kind of hoping we’d have a boy, and that I could name him Kayden. But Steel said no way in hell would he name anyone after himself.

      It didn’t matter anyway, since the baby was a girl. A beautiful, bright blue-eyed girl with blonde hair and a smile that could melt the heart of even the hardest carny. We called her Trixie. Though I think in Steel’s mind her name is Tricksy. Or even Trickster.

      Once a carny, always a carny. But I guess that goes for me too.

      “Hey, how are you? Still praying for my family?” I wave out the window at Barbara, the town’s biggest gossip.

      She glances over, and her eyes bulge when she realizes it’s me. I burst out laughing, and she turns away and disappears into the nearest store. No doubt she’s gone in to talk all about that nasty Emily girl harassing her.

      “You’re bad,” Steel says, chuckling.

      Trixie bursts out crying in her car seat. She’s seventeen months old now, and very protective of me.

      I turn around, squeezing as much as my body between the seats as I can and stroke her leg.

      “It’s okay, sweetie, Daddy was just joking.”

      Steel flips the radio onto the CD player. The Wiggles always, always calms her. It’s our foolproof method, and soon enough, her crying’s stopped and her head is bobbing to the beat.

      “I can’t fucking believe I have to listen to The Wiggles,” Steel mutters under his breath.

      “You love it,” I say, straightening my body in my seat.

      “I hate it. But I love her, so here we are, singing about fruit salads.”

      “Fruit salads are yummy.”

      Steel shakes his head as I start singing along with the song. As I sing, I twirl the wedding band on my finger. I’ve worn it for almost a year now, ever since we exchanged rings at our town hall official paper signing, but I still play with it whenever I’m extra happy.

      Steel’s dealership is already one of the best in the area. He hired a bunch of people my dad wouldn’t given a second thought to, but Steel can read them, he knew which would be cheats or lazy.

      As a result, it’s got a reputation of being the place for real men to buy their trucks.

      Although I started selling there one or two days a week too. It turns out lots of women want to actually buy from another woman. Even though I work a fraction of the hours, I’m one of the top salespeople in the dealership. I might even beat Steel, if I ever start working full-time.

      Except that won’t be for a while, we’re expecting another baby. This one is a boy, but not due for another few months. Steel still insists on not naming him Kayden. Now I’m working on it for his middle name.

      “We’re here,” Steel says to Trixie in his daddy voice.

      We’ve found a parking spot down a side street. Steel hops out of the car and gets the stroller out of the back while I unbuckle Trixie.

      Once she’s buckled into her stroller, since she likes to climb out of it, we walk to the park. I push, and Steel wraps his arm around my waist.

      After my father decided Steel was worthy of his approval, he, as Lions Club President, decided to always use Papa Smurf’s carnival. And they’re in town today.

      “I can’t believe I’m lining up and paying to get in. Can’t we just go around the back or something?” Steel says.

      “You’re just a regular-paying townie now,” I say.

      Steel laughs and shakes his head. This must be strange for him. It’s the first time we’ve been back to the carnival since we left it in Mississippi. Though he keeps in touch with everyone online. I only keep in touch with Cess.

      “Fun, fun,” Trixie says, reaching her hand in front of her.

      “That’s right, we’re going to have lots of fun,” Steel says.

      “We always do,” I say, smiling and touching my fingers to his.

      We walk down the midway, but I don’t see Cess. She must be on her break.

      “Well, look who showed up,” Papa Smurf says from behind us.

      He slaps Steel across the back, and I turn to hug him.

      “Let me see this baby of yours,” he crouches in front of Trixie and wiggles his finger against her cheek. “I half didn’t believe she was real.”

      “There’s another coming too,” I say.

      Papa Smurf stands to his full height and shakes his head. “Well, ain’t you just the family man now.”

      “Don’t forget respectable business owner,” I say.

      “You two are lucky my daughter is here, or I’d tell you what I think of that,” Steel says.

      “Still no word from Razor, you?” Papa Smurf asks. I’m surprised he brought this up so soon. I’m always amazed at how much he cares about his long termers.

      “Nothing,” Steel says, his face full of worry.

      Razor got into something with a couple of townies about six months ago, and no one’s seen or heard from him since. The cops didn’t take it too seriously, calling him a drifter anyway so they think he took off instead of searching for him.

      “I’m going to take Trixie to meet Cess,” I say.

      Gripping the stroller handle, I push it over the bumpy grass, searching for her. I spot her by the funnel cakes, and head over to her.

      “Hey!” I say.

      “God, she’s adorable. Looks just like her old man,” Cess says, picking Trixie up and cuddling her.

      “She’s a little mini Steel,” I say.

      “So what’s new, anything?”

      “I finally heard from that private detective I hired,” I say.

      “The one in Canada?” she asks.

      Cess is the only one who knows I hired him. It was just after Trixie was born, and my curiosity got the better of me. Sitting at home alone with her, one day I found him online and sent an email.

      “Yeah.”

      “And?”

      “His mother was killed with her husband in a drunk driving accident about six years ago.”

      “Shit, that’s rough.”

      “Language,” I say, raising my eyebrows.

      “Oops, forgot someone’s got little ears,” Cess says, cupping Trixie’s head.

      “It’s probably easier anyway. No decisions to be made, anyway.”

      “Did you tell Steel?”

      “No, nothing. He still doesn’t know I hired the private investigator. Steel always said his mother was dead to him, so what’s the point of telling him she actually is dead?”

      “At least you know.”

      “I guess,” I say, shrugging.

      I don’t know what I was hoping would happen. Maybe that she’d sobered up and left her abusive husband, and was desperate to find her son again. I guess that was just a pipe dream on my part.

      We chat for awhile longer, until Steel comes along.

      “Come with me,” he says.

      “I’ll come back and find you later,” I tell Cess.

      He takes Trixie from Cess and holds her. I walk along beside him, pushing the empty stroller.

      Steel leads me straight to the Ferris wheel, past the massive line and right to the front.

      “You fucking cocksucker, why didn’t you tell me you were coming?” Whiskey says with a smile.

      “Watch your mouth around my kid,” Steel says, covering one ear of Trixie’s ears.

      “You gotta be shitting me, I never thought I’d see your ugly face again,” Whiskey says.

      “And I was hoping I’d never see yours,” Steel says. He sounds tough, but I know he’s laughing on the inside.

      The ride stops, and Whiskey moves to unload the first car. The people get off, and Steel steps on with Trixie, with me right behind him.

      “You can’t take a baby on that ride!” someone yells.

      “There’s a line here!” another yells.

      Barbara’s going to love this juicy bit of gossip, but not one iota of me gives a shit. In fact, I’d love tell her myself. Actually, what I’d really love to do is describe Steel’s dick to her. The look on her face would be priceless.

      Steel’s holding Trixie in his arms, and I know she’s completely safe. I snuggle up beside them. The Ferris wheel stops and starts, loading and unloading, and soon our car is stopped at the very top.

      “Look, Trixie, you can see everywhere from here,” Steel says.

      Trixie’s eyes are wide, and her head turns in every direction.

      “You can even see Grandma’s house,” I say, pointing.

      She follows the direction of my finger, but I doubt she can see where I’m pointing, there’s too much in between, and her eyes are drawn by the other moving rides.

      “Would you believe, little miss, that your mommy and I had our first date right here, in this very spot?”

      My eyes shift to the car number, and I see it’s the same car we first sat in together. And the same one we got married in. Obviously Steel set this up with Whiskey before.

      “I knew the moment I first laid eyes on your mommy that I had to have her.”

      “I don’t think she gets the double entendre,” I say, smiling.

      Steel doesn’t look at me, instead he continues talking to Trixie. “At first she only wanted me for one thing, but when I didn’t give it to her, she started to realize I was just more than a pretty face. And she started loving me, just like I loved her. And then you came along. You’re very lucky you have the best mommy in the whole wide world. And I’m going to take you, all around the whole world, just to prove it to you.”

      We’ve been at the top for ages, far longer than it takes to unload and load a car, and I realize Steel’s arranged this with Whiskey too.

      “I never thought I’d get win at anything, and here I won the biggest prize of all. Except I keep doing something wrong. Even though I keep trying to do better. Three times, and I still never got it right.”

      I look at him, and though he’s talking to Trixie, his blue eyes are boring straight into me. He moves his closed hand over to me, and opens it. A massive solitaire lies in the center of his palm.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Thank you for reading my book, I hope you enjoyed it!

      If you loved it, please consider leavin a review. Remember the most recent book you read is Carny, you can leave a review for it here.

      If you would like the Carny free booklet “I Don’t Want to Miss a Thing” of Steel and Emily on their tenth anniversary, plus the FREE book The Dick Next Door please join my newsletter.

      
        Join my newsletter

        

        text Simone to 24587 to be notified of a new Simone release (and never about anything else)

      

      Visit my website simonesowood.com.

      Check out my other books on Amazon!

      Simone xoxo

      
        
          
            [image: Join the Simone Sowood newsletter and get the extended epilogue of Steel and Emily on their tenth anniversary. Visit simonesowood.com or link in next section]
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        My new neighbor is an online sex advice vlogger — but she doesn’t know that I know

        

        Out of curiosity, I checked out her videos. Who wouldn’t?

        I didn’t count on being tempted by her sexy voice or her full lips.

        Too bad she’s off limits.

        Being a single dad isn’t easy, and I have rules — no relationships and no f*cking anyone my daughter knows.

        But when I become the subject of her posts, I can’t keep my hands off her any longer.

        I have to teach her everything she got wrong in her videos.

        

        *** A steamy STANDALONE contemporary romance with a smoking hot hero. No cliffhanger, no cheating, and a guaranteed happily-ever-after.***
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      The thing I like most about the Ford Thunderbird is the way a chick’s hips fit perfectly onto the curve of the hood. It’s my favorite car to bend a woman over on.

      This time it’s a blonde. She’s face down on the hood of my ’62 Thunderbird. Whatever her name is.

      Her denim skirt is scrunched up around her waist, and I step back to survey her naked ass in the streetlight.

      “Please,” she breathes.

      Without waiting any longer, I free my cock from my jeans, pull the condom out of my back pocket and slide it onto my shaft. I press the tip against her entrance and ram into her.

      If there’s one thing a classic car ride does, it’s make women horny. And I’m always happy to pick the best looking of them and bend them over my car.

      Tonight is no different.

      It’s my chance to play.

      I keep pounding into her, my cock getting harder and harder with each thrust. She screams, and goes limp onto the hood as an orgasm rips through her. My balls draw tight against me, and my load shoots out of me with such force I’m surprised the condom is strong enough to contain it.

      After a couple of breaths, I pull out of her and tie off the condom.

      The blonde doesn’t move.

      “Get off my hood. I need to go home.”

      She turns herself around, resting her bare cheeks on the hood and looks at me, her eyes wide.

      “Will you be here next week?” she asks.

      “Don’t know.” I shrug.

      Not if she’s going to be looking for me. I won’t do the same woman twice in a month. It’s my rule to make sure none of them get the idea of wanting a relationship. I don’t do relationships, it’s my biggest rule.

      I have to come to these classic car rides for my business. Without them, I’d make a fraction of what I make now. But I make time for a quick, hard fuck before I go home and have to be responsible.

      It’s the only thing I’ve ever allowed myself. The rest of my life is all about her.
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      One month later…

      

      “No honking. Boobs are not the horn on an old-fashioned car,” I say, wagging my finger at the webcam.

      “If you honk them, your woman will not make the noise you want to hear. You want to make her moan and whimper, not say ah-ooo-ga.”

      I yammer on another few minutes about how not to play with breasts, never demonstrating with mine or doing anything to sexualize myself. I’m teaching men how to please women, not titillate them.

      The idea is to help people improve their sex lives, at least that’s how it started. Now the goal is to make a living doing it. It’s taken years, but now I have just over two million YouTube subscribers. It finally earns me enough that I’ve been able to buy a house.

      Sure, I had to move out of Cincinnati to a small town to be able to afford one, but it’s all mine. I bought it all by myself, without any help from anyone.

      “Okay, guys, before I go, I want to give you a tour of my new bedroom.”

      It’s not really my bedroom, it’s my spare room done up as ‘my bedroom’ to better connect with my viewers.

      “Here’s my bed. This is my desk where I get all my work done, under this nice, big window. Check out my view,” I say and point the webcam outside.

      I glance out the window. A man appears in the backyard beside mine. My house is the last on a dead-end street, and his is the only house beside mine, the other side and back of my property borders a park.

      I haven’t met my neighbor yet, and I pause to look at him. I guess he’s mid to late thirties with short dark hair and relatively tall. And cute. More than cute, from this distance. I wonder what he’s like up close.

      He’s wearing an unzipped gray hoodie with jeans. His jeans look like they’re hiding some sculpted leg muscles, and I’d like to know what the hoodie’s hiding.

      He glances up and his eyes zero in on my webcam. His lip snarls and he shakes his head before he turns and walks out of the view of my lens.

      It’s already late afternoon and I’m behind on my video. Normally I post one video a day. At least that’s the goal. I do a mix of sex tips, relationship tips, responding to viewers’ questions and product reviews. Product reviews is my real money maker, so I do at least two of those a week.

      Companies send me products, and I review them. Not so much review, more display them. Once the monthly viewer numbers of the video are in, they send me a fat check.

      Between planning, shooting and editing the videos plus writing a blog to go with them and all the social media promotion, I don’t seem to stop working. Ever.

      But I’ve been unpacking and trying to set up my house so I’m a little behind. I always keep a two- to three-week stockpile of videos, but the move has dwindled that down to one week.

      After another hour of editing, adding my trademark swirls and flourishes onto the screen, it’s time to switch tasks. I make a quick chicken caesar salad, and sit down at my computer to play on social media.

      It’s my favorite part of what I do. Sure there are some ugly trolls who have nothing nice to say, but most people are super fun to interact with. I’ve ‘met’ people from all over the country and world, and have improved thousands of people’s sex lives. I love what I do.

      While I chew, I look over at my to-be-reviewed pile. Next up is a feather, which I’m tying in with the boob video. It promises not to lose its shape or break. We’ll see. Also on the pile are all sorts of vibrators and sex toys, lingerie and less direct sex items like books. There are even services like flower delivery. It’s a bit of everything, really.

      They always send two of everything, one for me to try out and one to film. Except I don’t have anyone to try them out with anymore.

      At least I have a stack of vibrators.

      My doorbell rings, snapping me out of a conversation on Facebook about the pros and cons of quickie sex. I review so many products that I’m used to deliveries at all hours.

      Leaving my empty salad plate in my fake bedroom-office, I skip down the stairs and open the door.

      A child smiles up at me. She’s not a child-child. Middle-school age, I’d guess. Her shirt says ‘Red Hot Chili Peppers,’ and I immediately know she’s cool. She’s slim, with long mousy brown hair and a sparkle in her incredibly dark eyes. Her nose is peppered with freckles.

      “Hi, I’m Piper. Your new neighbor.” She speaks with more confidence than ninety-nine percent of adults I’ve met.

      “Well, hello Piper. I’m Avery.”

      “I saw your light on and wanted to introduce myself.”

      “It’s nice to meet you. I haven’t met your parents yet.”

      “I know.”

      “Where’s your mom?”

      Piper shrugs, “Africa.”

      “Oh. Where’s your dad?”

      “Out.”

      “Just out?”

      “Yeah.” Piper pushes past me and beelines straight to my brand new navy sofa and drops her notebook on the coffee table. “So, I need help with my homework. Do you know how to find the positions of shapes on a graph?”

      “Uh, not really,” I say, still gripping my door handle.

      Piper completely ignores me, her face staring intently at her notebook. Confused and resigned, I close the door and sit on the leather armchair that I’ve had since my first apartment. It’s one of the few things I took after breaking up with Nathan.

      “Doesn’t your dad help you with your homework?” I lean forward, in a non-threatening way.

      “He does if I ask, but I forgot about it and it’s due tomorrow.” Piper looks at me as she answers, as if she needs to speak slowly to me so I understand.

      “You should write stuff in a calendar,” I say.

      She rolls her eyes to the ceiling and says, “That would only work if I remembered to look at it.”

      That sounded like something my sixty-year-old mother would say.

      “How old are you?”

      “Thirteen. Is this twenty questions or something?”

      “We did just meet, and now you’re sitting here demanding I do geometry.”

      “Exactly, let’s get cracking. The sooner we start, the sooner we finish. Here’s the worksheet.”

      Piper passes me a single piece of paper. Thank God it’s only one sheet. Of math problems. Part of me wonders if this surreal situation is really happening. I’m sitting here with a thirteen-year-old who just barged into my house and demanded I do math homework. And I didn’t kick her out.

      She’s simply too charming.

      My iPad is on the end table, but I don’t want to use it to help us work out the questions in front of her in case something inappropriate comes up on the screen. This child must never, ever find out who I am or what I do for a living.

      “What do you have to do?” I ask while scanning the questions for some sort of clue.

      “What’s your wifi password? I’ll Google it on my phone,” she says. Demands, really. I obey and give her the password.

      We work together on the task. Once we figure out the first couple, the rest of the questions don’t take long.

      With the last question answered, Piper sets her pencil on the table and says, “There, that wasn’t so bad, was it?”

      I can’t help but laugh.

      “I guess not,” I say, and it comes out as more of an encouragement than I’d intended.

      “Let’s watch TV. Do you have Netflix?”

      “Obviously,” I say, and immediately wonder why I’m so defensive.

      “Are you married?”

      “What happened to Netflix?”

      “Just asking. But I’ll take that as a no. Do you have a boyfriend or are you single?”

      “No, I don’t have a boyfriend. Do you?”

      “I already told you I’m thirteen, right? Do many people my age have boyfriends?”

      “Oh, right.”

      “Do many people in eighth grade have boyfriends?”

      I was hoping she’d forget she asked me.

      “I have no idea.” I don’t, actually.

      “Figures,” she says, tilting her head, and I want to tell her who I am and what I do. I wouldn’t, of course, she’s too young. Even though she seems more grown up than I am.

      “When I was in middle school, none of my friends had boyfriends. Or if they did, they were friends who happened to be boys.”

      “But that was a long, long time ago.”

      “I’m not old, I’ll have you know. I’m only thirty one.”

      “That means you were thirteen years old eighteen years ago. Eighteen years. That’s almost twice as long as I’ve been alive!”

      I fall silent. It doesn’t seem like eighteen years ago. Is eighteen years a lot of time or not? How different are kids now, or aren’t they?

      “Would you rather have one thousand dollars or save a random one thousand people in World War II?” Piper suddenly asks.

      I shake off my contemplation about how quickly time flies and focus on her new, random question.

      “The people. One thousand people are worth a lot more than a thousand dollars.”

      “But you can’t pick which people, so you might be saving Hitler and his friends. You just don’t know,” she says, her palms facing up.

      “Oh,” I say, and reconsider the question.

      “I said the money, because you can take the money and help people with it.”

      “I’m not sure a thousand bucks is going to go very far.”

      “But if World War II just ended, then it would be a lot of money.”

      There’s no way I’m winning this argument. I smile and say, “Yes, you’re right. If World War II just ended, I’d take the money.”

      Piper looks satisfied with my answer. Maybe because she’s made me agree with her.

      Someone pounds on my front door. The doorbell would’ve been sufficient. I glance at the clock, it’s just past seven thirty.

      “That’s my dad,” Piper says and scrambles to her feet.

      Piper and I make it to the door at the same time. My hand reaches the doorknob first, but hers lands on top of mine and she doesn’t take it away.

      We open the door, and the man I saw earlier in his backyard stands on my front step, a scowl ruining his otherwise gorgeous face.

      He has the same deep dark eyes as Piper, the light catches them and sparkles off them in the same way. His jawline is as strong as his arms, and he’s got a day’s worth of stubble.

      I smile, extend my hand and say, “Hi, I’m Avery, your new next door neighbor.”

      He grunts at me and grabs Piper’s hand. Nice. She clearly doesn’t get her social skills from him.

      “It was lovely spending time with you, Avery. We’ll have to do it again sometime,” Piper says. I swear she’s fifty. No, seventy.

      “Anytime,” I say, waving at her.
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      “Oh my God, Dad. Dad, she’s so cool. Her name is Avery and she just moved here from Cincinnati.”

      “You’re not supposed to leave the house when I go out.”

      I’m around for Piper as much as I can, I even built a fully functioning garage in my yard and moved a lot of my tools here so I can work from home and be here when she gets home from school. But on one or two evenings a week, I have to go out. Not that Piper cares. She’s more grown up than most adults I know.

      “I needed help with my homework.”

      “No, you didn’t. Don’t lie.” The kid breezes through school, her biggest complaint is how boring it is.

      “Fine. I wanted to meet our new neighbor. Besides I texted you where I was. You’re so anti-social. You should’ve gone over and welcomed her to the neighborhood by now.”

      “Don’t tell me what to do,” I say, but can’t help smiling. If there’s one person in the world who can make me smile, it’s Piper. She’s the only person who can make me smile. It makes everything I do for her worthwhile.

      “Oh my God, Dad…”

      “Stop saying, ‘oh my God,’” I say as I open our front door.

      We sit in our living room, on the denim couch Piper picked out. Piper talks and talks, relaying everything about her evening, but that’s nothing new. The kid talks non-stop. But right now there’s one thing I can’t get one thing out of my head.

      My new neighbor is definitely the YouTube video woman my buddy Marcus showed me earlier tonight. The one who talks about sex, and how a man is supposed to please a woman.

      Marcus said she’s the most famous person who has ever lived in town.

      I’d never heard of her.

      Maybe Marcus needs to look on the internet for sex tips, but I sure as hell don’t.

      It explains why I noticed a webcam pointing at me out of her upstairs window earlier. She’d damn well better not plan on using me in one of her videos.

      “Dad? Dad!” Piper shouts, drawing my attention.

      “Yeah?” I start listening to her again.

      “Avery’s so awesome, we should totally have her over for dinner.”

      “I’m not sure about that. I don’t even think you should be going over there.”

      Do I want my thirteen year old hanging out with a woman who posts videos about sex online?

      “What? Why? She’s so much cooler than Mrs Coupland.”

      “Of course you’d say that.”

      Mrs Coupland was our old neighbor. An eighty-year-old widow who happily watched Piper for me when I had to work in the evenings. When her daughter convinced Mrs Coupland to move in with her, and they sold the house to Miss I-know-everything-about-sex, I lost my free babysitter. At least the move happened near the end of eighth grade.

      “She’s really pretty, you know,” Piper says.

      I noticed. “So what?”

      She shrugs, “Nothing.”

      “Want to watch Law & Order?” It’s her favorite show. I’ve come to hate it less since she started making me watch it.

      “Yes, but can we watch the original?”

      We watch one episode, and Piper yells and talks to the screen through the whole thing. She wants to be a lawyer when she grows up. Which should be a good job for her, given how much she likes to argue.

      “Okay, bedtime, kid. Go brush your teeth.”

      “Night, Dad. I love you,” she says as she bounds up the stairs.

      “Love you too, sweetheart.”

      Piper doesn’t want me to read her a bedtime story and tuck her in anymore. She says she’s too old for that. It seems like my little girl is gone. And I’m supposed to be okay with that.

      When she’s upstairs in bed, I clean the kitchen. Our supper mess was left because I had to go out. I rinse and load the dishes, and put the rest of the stew in the fridge for tomorrow.

      I made the stew from scratch. I make as much from scratch as I can, always one-pot wonders because it’s all I have time for or know to do, plus they last for three meals. Chuck shit in a pot, put in a different type of flavoring and let it simmer. Though, in the summer I barbeque Piper and I nice steaks.

      Exhausted, I lie on the couch and stretch out my legs. I flick through the channels for a while, before giving up on finding anything to watch and settling on some movie that’s halfway through. It had a car chase with shit blowing up when I flicked past, and that was good enough for me.

      A ’71 Dodge Charger rips onto the screen in another car chase and makes me think of work. Marcus just bought one online for us to restore, I haven’t seen it yet and hope there isn’t too much wrong with the interior. He promised there isn’t, but I don’t trust the fucker.

      Normally I vet all the purchases, but sometimes with Piper, I don’t get the chance. When you buy things at auction you have to be able to move fast.

      Marcus does all the bodywork and I rebuild the engines. Though we’re both skilled enough to do both jobs. We buy classic cars online, fix them up and flip them for a tidy profit.

      It works for me because it’s on my own time, and I’m able to rebuild an entire engine in my garage at home so I can be here with Piper. I even get her to help me. Not many kids her age know what a carburetor is, let alone how to repair one.

      Marcus swore this Charger is solid, but last time he bought a car without me, the entire inside looked like it’d been lived in by a family of racoons for years.

      Fucking Marcus.

      The man who apparently needs sex tips.

      Curiosity gets the better of me, and I grab my iPad. It doesn’t take me long to find her YouTube videos, which she’s called Getting Avery’s Girls off. Give me a fucking break.

      I click on one titled How to Eat Her Out in the Shower. I half expect her to be naked in the shower and demonstrating, but she’s fully dressed in what looks like a bedroom.

      Avery’s dark flowing hair and makeup are perfect. She must be one of these annoying women who take forever to get ready. Though there’s no denying she’s easy on the eyes. And her voice. She might be fully clothed in her videos, but her voice is rich and expressive enough that it’s pure sex.

      She’s confident and radiant as she speaks about how to get between a chick’s legs without making her slip. At least she had the sense to say the guy needs to be strong enough to hold her up.

      I sure as hell don’t know any women who’d be able to stand after I got through with them. There’s no way they wouldn’t fall down in the shower. And it’d be a long time before they could stand up and walk out of it.

      Watching a few more videos, I’m mesmerized by my new neighbor. I go through An Intro to Clits, Clamping Nipples, and Pulling Her Hair before I realize I’m getting hard.

      There’s no way I’m even going there.

      Not with my next door neighbor. I keep my fuck toys and my real life far apart. And I definitely won’t do anything with anyone Piper knows.

      When I became a single father at twenty two, I swore I wouldn’t date women, only fuck them, until Piper was all grown up.

      I close the app, and put the news on TV.
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      I’m sitting at my desk in my fake bedroom, getting my thoughts together on what I’m going to say about the video I’m about to shoot.

      Today, I’m pimping a product, massage oil. It’s a tossup for what type of products I do most, massage oil or vibrators. This one is simply called Love Massage and comes with an instruction pamphlet on how to give a back rub.

      The company sent me two samples, as always. One to try out and one to pimp.

      Nathan, my ex-boyfriend, would’ve loved this. He always loved getting – though not giving – massages.

      Oh well, fuck him.

      My best friend Darla’s photo pops up on my screen. She’s also a YouTuber. We each started vlogging at the same time, on a whim and a dare.

      I hit accept and FaceTime opens. Darla’s crazy curls fill my monitor, her face a pale dot in the sea of red hair.

      “Hey, how’s it going?” I say.

      “Same old. Please tell me you’ve left your house and met someone.”

      Darla can always be counted on to dive straight to whatever’s on her mind.

      “Nice to talk to you too.”

      “Whatever, lady, don’t try and avoid the subject. It wouldn’t have to bring it up if you’d answer the questions in my texts.”

      “I’ve found a yoga class,” I insist. I haven’t yet, but I will.

      “Great. When do you start?”

      I know she’s only worried about me meeting people in my new town.

      “I haven’t had time yet, I have to get my house organized, then I’ll start.”

      “Sounds like an excuse to me.”

      “A valid one.”

      “Fine. But don’t think I’m dropping this,” Darla says, pointing at her webcam for effect.

      “It doesn’t matter anyway, you’re only an hour away, come visit if you’re so worried I’m a Lonely Loretta.”

      “I am. Not this weekend, but next weekend I’m coming to see you. Don’t say you’re busy, Avery, or you have plans, because I know you don’t.”

      My mood lifts a bit and an easy smile spreads across my face. “Good. Come, definitely. And bring a paintbrush. I need to get rid of the dusty rose in my bedroom.” I put all my effort into my fake bedroom. My real bedroom still looks like it belongs to a little old lady.

      “Sure, I can paint. How hard can it be? I’ll bring vodka too. We can get drunk and bitch about Nathan.”

      “I’m over Nathan.”

      “I know, but he just got engaged.”

      My face drops, the smile vanishes. “But I only moved out six months ago.”

      “Obviously it’s a rebound relationship. She’ll figure out how pathetic he is.”

      We talk more, and after five minutes she has me laughing again even though my heart is still heavy with the news of Nathan getting married.

      This sucks.

      My entire life is talking about sex. But I haven’t had any in over six months.

      I thought buying my own house would motivate me, but all I can think of is making the mortgage payments.

      My heart just isn’t in this anymore.

      Not that that matters. I now make too much money from this venture to walk away from it. It’s taken me several years to build my following, I would never throw it away. It just means I have to get better at faking it.

      I can fake it. I am a woman, after all.

      It’s just my videos seem more and more like lip service, and less and less like something I believe in.

      The massage oil video and editing takes a couple of hours. I spend the rest of the day working through my task list.

      Around seven, my doorbell rings. I take my time walking down the stairs and opening the door. Piper stands, grinning wide, on my doorstep.

      “Hi, Avery. Mind if I come in?” she asks, and pushes her way past me before I can answer.

      “Hey, Piper. Need more help with your homework?”

      My heart leaps a little, I probably shouldn’t be this excited at the prospect of hanging out with a teenager, but she’s the first person I’ve seen in person all week. FaceTiming people just isn’t the same.

      Darla’s right, I really need to make an effort to start meeting people in this town.

      The challenge won’t be in meeting people, it will be in making sure no one in this town ever, ever, ever finds out what I do. I’ve created an entire cover story of writing a novel to tell people when they ask. A crime novel with lots of deaths – something as far from sex as I can think of.

      “Nope, I just thought you could use some company.”

      My brow narrows as I try to figure this kid out. “Was your dad angry you were here last week?”

      “No, he knew where I was. He just had a hard day at work.”

      “Do you want a drink?”

      “Just water, please. I only drink water, it’s cleansing.”

      “Right. Of course.”

      I take the few steps to my kitchen at the back of the house. It looks like it was last renovated in the seventies, and has great features like grim-coated dark wood cupboards and a gold fleck counter.

      As soon as I get some more cash, I’m having it ripped out and replaced with oak cupboards and granite. There, next time I need motivation, I should just come down here.

      Returning to the living room, I set one of the glasses of water down in front of Piper and hold the other glass in my hand.

      She’s taken the same spot on the couch again, so I sit in my armchair.

      It’s been a week since Piper was last here. I’ve been busy settling in and getting myself organized. The only place I’ve been is the grocery store so I haven’t checked the town out much or met anyone else.

      Piper’s dad keeps a low profile, and the only time I see him is when I spot him in his backyard from my fake bedroom window.

      Though I’m not even sure I can be bothered to meet him, he was so rude that night. Figures I’d end up with some dick neighbor. At least the kid is cool.

      “Avery, did you know almonds are poisonous? In some countries, you can’t buy more than ten pounds of almonds at once, because if you ate it all, you would die. It’s one of the most poisonous poisons,” she says.

      “Really? Are you sure?”

      “Of course.”

      I make a mental note to Google that later.

      “Do you ever see your mom?”

      “Never even met her. It’s just been me and my dad my entire life.”

      He’s never had any long-term girlfriends? I find that hard to believe, given how gorgeous he is. Although it serves him right, since he grunts instead of talking.

      “Would you rather eat ten pounds of almonds or drink a cup of water from the toilet?”

      “Definitely the almonds.”

      “But you might die.”

      “I think I’d puke before I got to that stage.”

      Piper comes out with all sorts of random facts, most of which I’m unsure whether to believe.

      She picks up her glass, downs the rest of the liquid and sets it back down on the table. Wiping her mouth with her arm, she looks at me and says, “Can you help me buy a bra? I don’t know how to pick the right size, and neither does my dad.”

      I’m taken aback and speechless for a moment.

      “Sure, of course,” I say.

      How could I say no?

      “Can we go to Target on Saturday?”

      “Absolutely. As long as it’s okay with your father.”

      I change the subject, and we talk about other things. The doorbell rings just after seven.

      Piper leaps up and says, “That’s my dad.”

      At least the doorbell is an improvement over banging on the door.

      I get off my old leather chair and follow Piper to the door. She flings it open, and her father stands on the doorstep. He’s wearing a tight, black t-shirt that molds to the form of his muscular body. I try not to stare, but he also has a number of tattoos poking out of the sleeves.

      “Good evening,” I say, forcing my eyes to stay above his neck.

      “Sorry my daughter keeps bothering you,” he says with a scowl. It’s an improvement over grunting.

      “Dad,” Piper protests.

      “It’s no problem, honestly. It’s nice to get to know my new neighbors,” I say, smiling.

      “I’ll make sure she doesn’t bother you again.”

      “She doesn’t bother me,” I say, tousling her hair. “In fact, is it okay if I take her shopping on Saturday?”

      He screws his face up and glancing between me and Piper. He asks, “Why?”

      “She’s going to buy me a bra. Right, Avery?” Piper says.

      His face drops, and he says, “I’ll think about it.”

      “It’s no problem, honestly. I know men can’t figure out girl stuff. She needs someone to take her shopping.”

      “I can raise my daughter just fine,” he says, snarling. Without pause, he takes her hand and pulls her towards their house.

      “Hey Piper, what’s your dad’s name?” I call out as they cut across my lawn.

      She looks behind her, the streetlight sparkling in her eyes and a hesitant smile on her face, “Knox.”

      “Nice to meet you, Knox,” I call out.

      He grunts without looking back.
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      I’m still pissed at the way Avery spoke to me last night.

      It’s late afternoon and Piper should be home from school soon. Her friend’s mother is dropping her off this afternoon because I’m behind schedule on getting this ’71 Mustang finished for a client.

      My driveway goes all the way from the road, between my house and Avery’s and ends in a well-equipped garage I had built in my backyard.

      The scarlet car is half out of my garage. The hood is up and I’m bent over the running engine, listening, figuring out how to make it purr.

      But I can’t get my mind off Piper. She’s turning into a young woman, and I feel in over my head more now than at any other point in raising her.

      And I’ve had a lot of days of feeling in over my head.

      For starters, what did a twenty-two-year old guy know about raising a baby? I figured it out. I had to.

      Just like I have to figure out how to be the best parent to her now.

      How the fuck do I know how to size a bra? I know how to take them off, not put them on.

      But is this Avery chick the right person to take Piper bra shopping? Piper seems to like her, but the woman is all over the internet telling men how to treat a pussy.

      Except she doesn’t even say pussy. She calls it a kitten in all her videos. Not that I’ve watched all of them, there are hundreds. I only watched the ones that sounded interesting. Like Dirty Talker and Spank Her Stupid.

      I admit I’ve had to break down and spank myself a few times. Avery’s voice alone sends shivers down my spine. Hearing that voice and her mock dirty talk went straight to my cock.

      Plus my balls are bluer than blue since I lost my babysitter and now rush home to Piper, instead of hanging around to fuck some chick after the classic car rides.

      Even if the words Avery says in her videos are stupid. I don’t know who she’s been fucking, but it isn’t anyone who knows what they’re doing.

      I could certainly teach her a thing or two.

      Except it’s her. Thinking she can judge me about my ability to be a good parent.

      Fuck her.

      I’ve been killing myself for years to give Piper the best I can. Now Miss-know-it-all-about-sex waltzes in next door and immediately starts commenting on my ability to be a father.

      Tells Piper she needs to take her shopping for girl shit. Because I’m not good enough.

      Fuck her.

      “Hey,” Avery says. I’d recognize her silky voice anywhere. What the fuck is she doing here?

      I duck out from under the hood and stand to my full height. Avery’s standing there in tight jeans and a button top that doesn’t quite have enough buttons done up. A can of beer is in each of her hands.

      “Want one?” she says, holding a beer out to me.

      “What do you want?” I say, ignoring the beer.

      “We’re new neighbors, and haven’t met properly. I thought I’d come over and formally introduce myself,” she says, still holding up the beer.

      “We’ve met twice, remember?”

      “I don’t know if those really counted. After all you didn’t even tell me your name.”

      “You know it, but I’ll tell you it again if you want. It’s Knox. Satisfied?”

      “Well I’m just so glad I moved to this new town where I don’t know anyone, and of all the people in this world, I moved to the house beside yours.”

      Goddamn it, what is her problem?

      “Lucky you,” I say.

      Avery huffs, and drops the hand holding the beer to her side.

      “Fine. You don’t want to be a civil neighbor, whatever, but Piper has asked for me to take her shopping. She’s lacking something,” She pauses before adding, “Obviously.”

      “Obviously?” I raise my eyebrows and smirk at her.

      She sighs. “Can we just not talk about this? For Piper?”

      I take a breath, blocking out the effect her voice is having on my cock. She’s right. As much as she annoys the hell out of me, Piper is what matters. And if she’s right and Piper was the one who asked her for the shopping trip, then I need to let it happen.

      Moving around the car, I lean in and cut the engine. I stand again, and grab her eyes in mine. Holding them, I move closer to her, lean and grab the beer from her hand. Avery’s lips slightly part as she watches me open the can and take a sip.

      “Okay, you want us to meet? I restore classic cars for a living. What do you do?”

      I lean back against the Mustang and hold the can to my lips. This should be interesting.

      “I’m a writer.”

      “A writer?”

      “Yeah, like an author.” She says it like I don’t even know what a book is.

      “What do you write about? Smut?” She flinches when I emphasize the word smut.

      “No,” she says with nervous laughter, “I write about murder-mystery stuff, you know?”

      “So, no naughty parts?”

      “Um, no.” Avery looks like she doesn’t know whether to be more offended, confused or outraged.

      At least she isn’t going around telling people what she really does. This relaxes me. She won’t tell Piper.

      “Got any pets?” I ask, stifling a smirk.

      “No pets.”

      “No plans to get a kitten?”

      “I hadn’t thought about it.” She has no idea what I’m referring to.

      “Kittens are lots of fun to play with, but get annoying once you’re done playing with them,” I say.

      “I’ve never had one.” She looks at me sideways. Maybe she’s catching on.

      A black Tahoe pulls across the end of my driveway and the rear door flings open.

      “Avery!” Piper says, running from her friend’s SUV.

      I raise my hand to thank the mother for driving her home.

      “Have a good day at school?” Avery asks as Piper reaches the garage.

      “Meh, it’s school.”

      “Hey, sweetheart,” I say, extending my arms to hug her.

      Denied.

      Apparently thirteen year olds no longer like to hug their dads. Especially in front of someone else.

      My heart sinks into my gut. It’s just another sign I’m losing my little girl.

      “Are you guys planning our shopping trip?” Piper asks, looking between me and Avery.

      “Yep,” Avery says, ignoring me. “We’re all set. The mall on Saturday.”

      Acid turns in my stomach. The fucking nerve. My jaw clenches.

      Piper jumps up and down and yells “Thank you, Dad!”

      She bounces her way to me and flings her arms around me. I wrap my arms tight around my baby girl and swing her around the way I used to. God, this is good. I’d do anything to make Piper happy.

      “Just be sensible,” I say. “Don’t make Avery stay there for hours, and don’t spend too much money.”

      “Can I have extra allowance?” she asks, looking up at me.

      “Of course. But you don’t have to buy your stuff from your allowance, I’ll give you other money for that.”

      Piper squeals and says, “Oh my God, you’re the best dad ever.”

      I set her down to rub my ear.

      “Stop saying ‘oh my God,’” I say.

      “I have to pee,” Piper says, and runs into the house.

      Lifting the beer can to my mouth, I take a long pull, wondering what the fuck to say to Avery. Don’t interfere with my parenting. You should’ve asked me if I was okay with the shopping trip first.

      Don’t hurt my baby girl.

      Avery doesn’t say anything. She watches as I suck down the rest of the beer she brought me. Was it her idea of a peace offering?

      The only peace offering that would work is an apology for sticking her nose where it doesn’t belong.

      I drop the can on the garage floor and stare into her eyes.

      “Guess we’re done here. I have to get back to work.”

      Without waiting for her to respond, I turn and duck my head back under the hood.

      “Is this a Mustang?”

      Why isn’t she leaving? Is she trying to find another part of my life to stick her nose in?

      I grunt.

      “I’ve never been in one. But I’ve always wanted a ride in an old Mustang,” she says. It’s her smoothest, sexiest, radio dj voice.

      The tool I’m holding falls from my hand and clatters against the metal of the engine and my dick springs to life.

      I grunt again, needing her to leave. Now. Before I give her a ride she’ll never forget.

      “That’s it?” she says. “Seriously? It’s been a pleasure talking to you. Really. We should have beers more often, neighbor.”

      I clear my throat, and sink a little deeper against the car. I need to stop interacting with her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Avery

        

      

    
    
      What a jerk. I slam my front door behind me as I retreat into my house.

      That didn’t go according to plan. The idea was I bring him beer and he turns out to be a really great guy who’s going to be a fabulous neighbor and help me with all sorts of things, like clearing my gutters.

      How did Piper end up being so vivacious with him as her father?

      It must be from being so damn hot. When he ducked out from under the hood of that car, I gulped. I, Avery Sloane, actually felt nervous.

      I never feel intimidated when talking to anyone. Especially not a man.

      But damn, his tight t-shirt didn’t leave any doubts about how muscular he is. And his arms were covered in some of the sexiest tattoos I’ve ever seen. All cars and car-related stuff, for once someone whose tattoos represent who they are instead of who they dream of being. He even smells like his tattoos.

      When he came and took the beer from my hand, I was overcome by his delicious scent. A combination of grease, oil, sweat and him. Somehow it mixed together to send his already raw sex appeal into the stratosphere. The closer he came to me, the more heat I felt burning inside me.

      What a shame.

      Though it’s probably a good thing. At least now I’m not tempted by him.

      After pouring the rest of my beer down the kitchen sink, I head up to my fake bedroom to get some work done.

      I’ve already filmed two videos this morning. Both were part of my Ask Avery Anything series. People either email or message me questions about sex, and I answer.

      Today’s questions were how to deal with bad breath and how far should you go to act out your girlfriend’s fantasies. I can get quite passionate when answering, it’s what my viewers love and expect.

      Now I have to edit the videos I just shot. My cluttered desk is in front of the window, and I sit at it, facing out the window.

      Outside, I can see Knox working on his car. More specifically, I can see his muscular frame moving around the car as he works on it. My fake bedroom is on the second floor, but it’s on the side of his garage and I’m actually physically close to him.

      I fight the urge to open the window and yell at him.

      Focus. I have to forget about having to live beside him for the next however many years and think about work. God, I hope he moves.

      Maybe moving to this town was a mistake. Maybe I should’ve stayed in Cincinnati.

      Depressed, I FaceTime Darla. Her red hair fills the monitor.

      “Hey, babe. What’s up?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Doesn’t look like nothing,” she says, exaggerating a frown.

      “You know, it’s just getting set up in a new town where you don’t know anyone. I just wanted to talk to a friend, is all.”

      The second I say it, I curse myself and brace for her lecture.

      “Tell me you’ve gone out and met people.”

      Ugh.

      “Actually, as a matter of fact I’ve met my next door neighbor.”

      She mock smiles in surprised approval. “Very good. What’s she like?”

      “It’s a he, actually,” I say, wondering why I brought Knox into this.

      “Is he hot?” Darla leans into the webcam in anticipation.

      “Whoa, how do you know he’s not eighty?”

      “That wasn’t the question. You can be eighty and be hot, you know. Now spill.”

      “He’s a single dad, to this really cool thirteen-year-old girl.”

      “So he’s single, excellent. Is he also hot?”

      “You have a one-track mind,” I say, chuckling.

      “Yes, now answer the question.”

      “Let’s just say you won’t be disappointed when you come visit.”

      “Fuck, yeah, baby. Are you sure you don’t want him for yourself?”

      “No thanks, he’s actually a dick.”

      “As long as he knows how to use his, he can be all the dick he wants.”

      “Easy girl,” I say, giggling.

      Movement outside the window catches my eye. Knox is standing, moving around the back of his car. I quickly point my laptop out the window.

      “What’s that?” Darla asks.

      “It’s him. Tell me when you see him,” I say, moving the laptop. I can’t see the laptop screen to know if he’s showing in view or not.

      “Down more. More. Holy fuckballs, babe,” Darla says and whistles.

      “And that’s from far away. You should see him up close.” I pause and add, “And smell him.”

      “Damn. Why does he have to be an ass shat?”

      “That’s what I keep asking myself,” I blurt.

      “You should totally fuck him.”

      I burst out laughing. “As if. He won’t even have a conversation with me. Not that I want to sleep with him anyway, he’s my neighbor and that would be messy. I just want to have a normal, neighborly relationship.”

      “So you won’t mind if I fuck him when I come visit?”

      “Good luck. Actually, probably a good idea. If you sleep with him, maybe you can convince him to be civil to me.”

      “Hey, babe.”

      “Yeah?”

      “His face is just as good, too. He’s standing staring straight at the webcam.”

      “Fucking hell! Why didn’t you say anything?” I shriek as I yank the laptop away from the window as fast as I can.

      What do I do? He’s going to think I’m a weirdo. He’ll be ruder than he already is.

      Oh God, what if he starts asking questions. What if he digs into me and finds out what I do?

      “You okay?” she asks.

      “No, I’m not okay. How am I going to explain that?”

      “It’s no big deal, just tell him your friend is coming to visit and wanted to check out the goods on offer.”

      “You know what, I take it back. You’re not allowed to sleep with him.”

      “What? Why?”

      “Because… because.”

      “That isn’t an answer, but I get it. I’m leaving him for you. You’ve clearly got the horn on for him.”

      “I do not.” I say, daring a glance out the window at him. “He’s eye candy, nothing more.”

      I force myself to remember the rest of my time in the garage, and how he wouldn’t even have a normal, civil conversation with me, especially after Piper went inside.

      Jerk.

      “That’s fine, you need some eye candy after Nathan anyway.”

      My heart wrenches again. Like the whole Knox thing isn’t bothering me enough, why did she have to go and say that name?

      “Nathan can fuck himself,” I say, my teeth gritted.

      “Want to hear the latest?”

      “No! Wait, fine, tell me.”

      “His fiancée is his younger sister’s old college roommate. She came to visit his sister, they met, and ended up engaged,” she says, pointing to her ring finger.

      “Poor girl, doesn’t she have any standards?”

      “I know, right?”

      “I don’t understand why I stayed with him so long. He was so boring – in and out of bed.”

      Why did I waste so much of my life with him? Sure he was charming at first, but he stopped trying pretty damn fast. By that point we were living together, and it was too comfortable, I suppose.

      That’s probably why he got engaged so fast, so when he stops trying she’ll be even more sucked in than I was.

      At least I know he never cheated on me, that would’ve taken effort. He was far happier on the couch, staring at the TV with his hands down his pants.

      Through the computer, I hear her doorbell. “Okay, gotta go. Talk soon.”

      “Love you,” I say.

      “Love you too, babe,” Darla says.

      I sit motionless, wondering what to do next.
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      Why is she pointing her laptop out the window? Is she filming me? I fight the churning in my gut and don’t go pound on her door. As much as I want to barge into her house to demand answers and make it clear she’s never to video me again, I fight the urge.

      Or whatever it is she’s doing.

      She’s different, I’ll give her that much.

      I work another hour, retesting and re-tweaking every last mechanical element of the ’71 Mustang before I drive it over to Marcus tomorrow. He’ll give the interior and exterior one final polish and shine before handing it over to the buyer.

      He deals with most of the face-to-face client stuff, because he says I’m too rude. Whatever. I let him do it because then it’s one less thing for me to do. Though he always seems to need my ‘help’ when the client is a woman.

      At six, I head inside.

      “Supper!” I call to Piper.

      I take two plates out of the cupboard and spoon on some chili from the simmering pot on the stove. It’s the best dish I make, and Piper’s favorite food.

      After I set the dishes on the small kitchen table, I plop a microwaved bag of rice and a tub of sour cream in the middle of the table. I put a can of coke beside her plate, and a can of beer beside mine.

      “What’s tonight?” Piper says as she bounds into the room. She walks to the fridge with the coke, puts it back, and grabs a glass of water instead.

      “Chili night.”

      “Cool.”

      “Just cool? I thought it was your favorite.”

      “It used to be. But not anymore,” she says and shovels a spoonful of sour cream onto her plate.

      Is this another thirteen-year-old thing?

      “What’s your new favorite?” I ask. I’ll make it for her tomorrow.

      I tear open the bag of rice and shake some onto each of our plates.

      “I don’t know. I can’t decide.”

      “Oh well, you can have more than one food you like best.”

      Piper’s bottom lip sticks out, the way it did when she was little and trying to figure out a problem. With her fork, she mixes her rice, chili and sour cream into an unappetizing mess.

      “Dad.” The seriousness of her voice puts me on alert.

      “What is it, sweetheart?”

      “I don’t have any favorite things.” Her shoulders slump.

      “So? What does that matter?”

      Piper drops her fork and looks at me like I’m the biggest idiot who ever lived. “I can’t decide on any favorite things!”

      “That’s fine. I don’t have favorite things either.”

      “You have a favorite band, it’s the Red Hot Chili Peppers. I don’t even have a favorite band.”

      “But that’s no big deal. You like lots of songs.”

      “It is a big deal, it makes me boring.”

      “You’re not boring. It probably makes you more interesting.”

      “It’s doesn’t. It makes me weird. How am I supposed to answer generic first-date questions? I’m doomed.”

      My heart hammers against my ribs at the thought of her dating. I can barely bring myself to think about it.

      “Boys don’t care about your favorite things,” I say, leaning over my plate and dangling my fork from my fingers.

      “They don’t? What else would we talk about? And don’t say politics.”

      The topic makes my shoulders tense.

      “All sorts of thing. Movies, sports.”

      “And kissing. Is it true they like to talk about s-e-x?”

      My fork falls from my hand, and I clear my throat. My heart and brain nearly explode. I can’t believe she said that to me. Though part of me is glad she’ll talk about anything to me. I guess.

      But the thought of some boy kissing Piper is too much.

      “It depends on the guy. Only the jerks would talk about that, you can do better.”

      “Maybe I should talk to Avery about it,” she says.

      “Why? You can talk to me about it.”

      “I don’t know. Because you’re a man.”

      “Yeah, and I know how men think. It doesn’t matter anyway, you’re still young.” Too young to be hanging around with boys.

      Fuck. I have to make sure she never goes to any classic car rides. Too much shit goes on at them. Shit she’s too good for.

      “I’ll be in high school in a few months,” Piper whines.

      “But for the next few weeks, you’re still in middle school.”

      She grumbles and takes a big mouthful of the chili. We eat in silence for a few minutes. I’m hungry, and it’s enough time to finish my food. I stand and refill my plate from the pot on the stove.

      “Want more?” I ask.

      “No, thanks. We should have Avery over for dinner.”

      “Where did that come from?”

      “She’s soooo amazing. You would love her. Can she come over for dinner? Can she?” Her smile is ear to ear.

      “No.” As if. I’m not inviting her into my home. That would just be asking her to stick her nose in more places. Avery would probably tell me my cooking isn’t good enough for my daughter, or that her bedroom isn’t nice enough.

      “Why not? That’s not fair. She’s funny, I know you’d like her. Why can’t she come over?”

      Why would I like someone who tells me I’m a bad father?

      “Because I said so. Why should she?”

      “Because she’s our neighbor, and she’s great. She’s way more fun than Mrs Coupland,” Piper says, her eyes wide.

      “Mrs Coupland never came for supper either.”

      “But, Dad.”

      “No buts,” I say in my firmest voice.

      Defeated, she sinks back into her chair and finishes her dinner.

      We watch two episodes of Law & Order before she goes to bed. Like every night, I flop exhausted on the couch and wonder how I’m going to make it through the teenage years.

      I churn it around in my brain until I get fed up with thinking about it.

      After flicking through all the channels on TV, I give up on finding something to take my mind off things, and decide I’d better check Avery’s YouTube channel to make sure I’m not on it.

      The video she posted today is called Hot and Bothered. It turns out to be her talking about a book. An instruction manual on how to have good sex. Avery talks about how wonderful and amazing the book is.

      “Every single person is guaranteed to learn a new sex tip in this, I promise you,” Avery says in her sultry voice.

      Don’t think so.

      Something comes over me. Before I can stop myself, I’ve registered a YouTube account and type out a response on my iPad.

      Ox Man: I promise you I can teach you more than what’s in that book, guaranteed. Anytime you want a lesson, baby.

      I chuckle out loud as I read it back. What will she make of it?

      Before I know it, I’ve watched five more of her videos, and I’m sitting on my bed with my rock hard cock in my hand. This is stupid, I know. I shouldn’t be associating the meddler with a reason to get a chubby.

      But right now I can’t help myself.

      I stare at her full lips as they move, her voice sending shivers down my back. Gripping my cock, I imagine running the tip along her lips. How soft they’d be against me, before silencing her sexy voice by ramming my full length over her tongue and down her throat.

      My hand moves faster and faster over my shaft while the memory of her voice puts my body on higher and higher edge. I imagine undoing more of those buttons she had on today, and picture what her tits look like. What shape they take as they hang braless from her body.

      Avery says, “When she’s good and wet, and I mean dripping wet, put your cock in her and…”

      I don’t hear the and. The thought of my cock moving in her dripping wet pussy makes my cock erupt. My body shudders violently, and I flop back onto the bed to let the ecstasy wash over me.

      After a few minutes, I curse myself for what I’ve done. I have to stop watching her videos. I have to stop thinking of her voice when I come. It pisses me off that I didn’t have more restraint.
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      It’s Friday, and a beautiful day outside. It’s seventy five degrees, the warmest day of the year so far, and I’ve opened every window in the house to air it out. The goal is to totally eliminate the lingering smell of the last owner and make it all mine.

      Because it is all mine. Not one single penny came from anyone else. The thought fills me with pride.

      When I started making my YouTube videos, my friends all laughed at me. Except Darla, of course. They were all laughing at her too, and we spent many a long night consoling each other. Vodka was the biggest help in blocking out their taunting. Especially Nathan’s.

      But who’s laughing now?

      Both of us are now making good money. Best of all, they’re sitting in cubicles all day dreaming of doing something more with their lives and we’re doing what we want to do.

      My plan for this afternoon is to familiarize myself with the next few products I’m going to pimp on video tomorrow. (Yes, I work seven days a week.) I have a schedule for releasing them that I have to meet, so I don’t have any control over the order once I’ve agreed and settled on a date and price with the client.

      Tomorrow, I have to get Xtreme Buzz filmed and ready to post for Monday.

      I go to my fake bedroom, grab the box and sit at my desk in front of the window.

      The first thing I always do is examine the packaging. Xtreme Buzz comes in a purple box that looks expensive and it weighs a lot. The writing on the back promises all the power of an outboard motor and guarantees mind-exploding play every time.

      Sure.

      I pimp so many of these vibrators, and they all say the same. Well, maybe not the outboard motor part. That’s kind of weird.

      It’s a sturdy box and I lift the lid, exposing the toy inside. It’s wrapped in a silky cloth that’s covered in purple kisses. It’s visual, and will look good on the webcam, which is always a bonus. Pretty items get a higher purchase rate, and I get a kick back on every sale I send them.

      Plus, now that I don’t have a sex life, solo toys are easiest for me to yammer on about. Since I identify with them now and all.

      It’s really hard to do this job without a sex life. How depressing, dishing out advice to all these people having sex, when I haven’t had so much as a kiss in six whole months.

      I think I’m even forgetting how it’s done. And I’m certainly running out of new ideas. Sometimes I feel like a nun doling out sex advice.

      Turning my attention to the toy, at first I think you only plug the Xtreme Buzz in to charge it, then realize the cord is fixed in. This vibrator must be used while plugged into the wall. The cord is long, but that’s still some planning if you’re going to use it with a partner. ‘Over here honey, near the plug.’ Yeah.

      Maybe it’s intended to be used solo.

      I get down on my hands and knees to plug it in under my desk. Once I’m back in my chair, I turn on the dial. It’s the lowest setting, but the vibrations in my hand are strong enough to resonate through my entire body. And that’s at a slow speed.

      Slowly, I turn up the dial until it’s at its fastest setting. Fuck me.

      This thing is insane. Yes, it’s loud like an outboard motor, but holy fucking God, even just holding it in my hand sends vibrations through my entire body.

      It’s making me wet, really wet, so I turn it off and drop it on my desk.

      My breath heaves as I stare at it. Xtreme Buzz is actually an understatement. A script starts to form in my head and I gaze blankly out the window while I let it form.

      A movement breaks my trance. It’s Knox, he’s lifting his garage door. As he stretches to open it fully, his t-shirt lifts up and exposes the bottom of his back muscles.

      I zero in on the muscles, wishing he’d turn around so I can see his abs.

      The next thing I know, Knox takes off his t-shirt and tosses it into his garage. My breath stops as I survey the perfect specimen of a man.

      In addition to all the arm tattoos, he has a few on his chest. His big, powerful, muscular chest.

      This isn’t good. He’s my neighbor. And a jerk. I try to drag my eyes away, but can’t.

      Like Darla said, there’s nothing wrong with looking. And right now I have the best view going.

      Knox disappears into the garage. A few seconds later, a car reverses all the way out of the garage. It’s not the red Mustang from earlier this week. This one is powder blue, but I have no idea what it is. Something old, although it looks shiny new.

      He gets out of the car and raises the hood. I assume he’s taking advantage of the beautiful weather as much as I am.

      Leaning under the hood, his black jeans mold to his muscular ass, and I get a perfect view.

      This is bad, and wrong, and all sorts of other stuff, but my pussy is still wet from the Xtreme Buzz and I have an itch that needs to be scratched.

      Standing up, I undo my shorts and let them fall around my feet.

      No. I shouldn’t do this.

      But his ass, those arms, that torso. I slip my finger under my panties to feel how wet I am. Sopping. And at this point, it’s difficult to know how much is from the vibrator and how much is from Knox.

      I pull off my panties and sit back at my desk. It takes a bit of contorting, but I get myself in a position where, due to the angles, I can discreetly look out my window at him without him being able to see me.

      There’s no need for any lubricant, I’m wet enough already. I put the Xtreme Buzz to my entrance and insert it slowly into me. It’s actually quite thick and long. Fucking thick.

      My breath is already shallow, and I slowly turn the dial on. The low setting resonates through me, but I keep on turning until it’s at the fastest setting.

      It doesn’t take long before my entire body, from my head to my toes, is full of tension. I flick my eyes out the window at Knox.

      He’s standing in a different position now, giving me a side view of his muscular bicep. I imagine his arms wrapped around me, holding me tight.

      His imagined strength sends a low moan out of my mouth, and I wonder how long before the dam bursts. I concentrate on the pulsing inside of me as it builds and builds at an alarmingly fast rate. It seems like every cell in my body is vibrating, and my legs go weak.

      A high-pitched moan bursts from me as the damn crumbles and my body gyrates with the craziest orgasm I’ve felt in years. Possibly ever.

      My hand is shaking so much, it can barely hold the vibrator. But before my brain can send the signal to let go, the tension once again fills me. A single glance at Knox and my brain imagines all sorts of possibilities.

      I muffle a scream as an even more powerful orgasm rips through me with such force, I fall out of my precarious position. I have to scramble to keep from falling over.

      My laptop falls to the floor and the coffee mug falls onto it, smashing. I worry about the noise and if Knox heard it. Only then do I realize my head is smushed up against the window screen, and Knox is staring straight at me.

      As fast as my still climaxing body can move, I slink down from the open window, off my desk and onto the floor.

      Once the last ripples subside, I bury my hands in my face. As if the laptop incident wasn’t bad enough. I really hope I managed to dampen that scream. And all those moans. He’s only actually about ten feet away and what the hell was I thinking with the open windows.

      Idiot.
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      I adjust my stiff cock in my jeans. Fuck me. There’s no doubt that was just Avery’s come face smushed up against her window screen. She’s going to have lines in her cheeks from it.

      Not that she noticed at the time.

      I don’t know what kind of sex toy that was, but it sure as fuck was loud.

      Her moaning and screaming was better than I even imagined. The back of my neck is prickling at the memory of them.

      But what the fuck was she doing, with her head up against her window? Making those noises. Doesn’t she know how close I am to her open window? It’s like she was up there just to call my cock into action.

      Unless. No.

      I put my t-shirt on and stick my head back under the hood of the ’58 Corvette that I’m working on. I brought it here from our main garage yesterday, where Marcus repaired the ripped upholstery in the seats. It’s almost ready, and I can do everything else that needs to be done here.

      My cock doesn’t get the hint from my brain that this is work time, and that it needs to go down. Avery isn’t an option anyway.

      No matter how hard she makes me.

      I ignore the pain in my pants and force myself to focus on the car.

      When it’s six, I head inside. There’s still enough chili for tonight, our third night in a row eating it. At some point in my life, I’m going to buy some plastic containers so I can freeze the leftovers and we don’t have to eat the same one-pot wonder night after night.

      “Supper!” I call to Piper as I set everything on the table.

      She appears, turns up her nose and whines, “Again?”

      “Don’t worry, it’s gone now.”

      “Can we order pizza tomorrow? Please?”

      “Sure thing.” Saves me cooking on the weekend.

      “It’s my shopping trip tomorrow, don’t forget. I need money, too. Like you said I could have.”

      “Sure.”

      I’d pushed it from my mind. Somehow the topic of me not being enough for my daughter wasn’t something I wanted to dwell on.

      Piper swallows her food, and says, “Hey, can Avery come for pizza too?”

      “No,” I snap without hesitation.

      “But, Dad, why? It would be fun. And you’d love her, I know you would.”

      Because I’d end up nailing her against the wall to coax those sounds she made earlier from her throat. I know I could do better than whatever sex toy she has to use.

      “Because I said so.”

      She takes another mouthful of food, and glares at me while she chews. I try my best to ignore her.

      “Don’t you think it’s weird that you’re okay with sending me off to the mall with someone you don’t even know?”

      “I do know her, she lives next door.”

      “You know where she lives, that isn’t the same as knowing her.”

      “Close enough.”

      “Is it really? What if she’s an ax murderer and I’m too young and naive to see it?”

      “Avery’s not an ax murderer.” Though she is a little weird. And is all over the internet talking about sex. And masturbates with her head against her window.

      Maybe Piper is right. I should know Avery better before letting Piper go off with her on a shopping trip.

      “Tell you what, go next door and tell Avery to come over here now for dessert.”

      “Now?” she exclaims, jumping from her chair.

      “Yes, now.”

      “Dessert! Really?”

      “Sure.”

      “Do we have any? We never eat dessert.”

      “I’ll find something. Go get her while I load the dishwasher.”

      Piper runs out the front door, and I stack all the dishes into the dishwasher. I open the cupboard, looking for some sort of dessert, but there are only bags of chips and chocolate chip cookies.

      Maybe there’s ice cream. I dig around in the freezer and find a tub of vanilla, but when I open the container it’s mostly empty and what’s left is covered in freezer burn.

      Chocolate chip cookies will have to do.

      While I wait for them, I crack open another beer and take a seat on the denim couch.

      Piper’s been over there a while, and I start to wonder if Avery will come at all. Though I know how persuasive Piper is.

      I finish off my beer and stand to get another when Piper comes bounding into the house, dragging Avery by the hand.

      “Hey,” I say, nodding at Avery. I have to look away, to clear my mind of the image of her face pressed up against the window. If I don’t clear it now, I’ll have to leave the room and hide in my bedroom, because there’s no way I’ll be able to have a conversation with her.

      “What’s for dessert?” Piper says, bouncing into the kitchen.

      “Chocolate chip cookies.”

      Her face falls, “That’s it?”

      “For you, yes.” I turn to Avery, she’s stifling a laugh. “Beer?” I ask.

      “Sounds nice,” she says, her voice somehow even sexier than before.

      Piper takes the entire package of cookies and says “Come on, Avery. Let’s sit down.”

      I follow the two of them down into the living room, trying to keep my eyes off the sway of Avery’s ass as she walks in front of me.

      Piper sits on the couch, and Avery sits beside her. I sit on the armchair, near Piper’s end of the couch.

      Piper sits on her knees sideways on the couch, facing Avery with her back to me. Avery twists in her seat, and I have a full frontal view of her.

      She’s wearing khaki shorts and a loose-fitting pink top that seems to emphasis her tits. I take a sip of my beer to force my eyes from her. When I come up for air, I rest the can on my knee and stare at it.

      They talk to each other while I listen, my eyes fixed on my beer. Once I get used to hearing so much of Avery’s voice, my dick settles down and I’m able to hear what they’re actually saying.

      I can’t believe how Avery plays right along with all Piper’s would you rather questions, and always has another one ready to give to Piper. They seem to have some sort of connection.

      The longer I sit here and listen to them, the more grateful I am for Avery taking Piper shopping. Maybe it’s time for me to acknowledge I can’t do the girly shit after all. And God knows it’s only going to get harder and more serious than buying bras.

      It was a good piece of luck, Avery moving in next door. For Piper’s sake.

      “What about you, Knox? You’re being awfully quiet,” Avery says.

      “Huh?”

      “Would you rather have x-ray vision or be able to read minds?” Piper asks.

      I raise my eyes to them and exhale through my mouth.

      “Easy, x-ray vision,” I say. If I had x-ray vision I could see straight through that pink top Avery’s wearing.

      “Okay, your turn to ask a question,” Piper says.

      “It is? Fine. Avery, you sure have some hardcore power tools over there. What are you doing with them?”

      “I, uh, I…” she says, her face redder than a Ferrari.

      “Unless you’re working on a small outboard engine. In which case, I can help you with it.”

      “Yeah, my dad’s real good at fixing engines,” Piper says.

      “Even if it doesn’t need fixing, engines can always use a service,” I say.

      “It’s a drill, I was hanging pictures. Decorating the new house, you know.”

      “Well if you ever need help with drilling, just come ask. I’d be more than happy to help you out. Though I don’t normally use power tools to hang a picture. I find a good old-fashioned hammering to nail them to the wall most satisfying.”
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      I want to die. Is it possible to run out of their house, get in my car and never set foot in this town again?

      There’s no way he wasn’t referring to the Xtreme Buzz, is there? Please tell me he didn’t see me. He couldn’t, the angle was too low, at least until my body started contorting and writhing involuntarily.

      I need a hole to crawl into right now. Or the earth to open up and swallow me whole.

      Ugh, and he offered to come drill me. And nail me. No, no, no. Even if he is hot, sitting there in his tight t-shirt, showing off his powerful arms.

      I wonder what he’s like in bed.

      “I never see anyone visit you. Got a boyfriend?” Knox asks.

      “No, Dad, Avery doesn’t have a boyfriend. She broke up with hers six months ago, and that’s why she moved here,” Piper says.

      “Thanks, Piper. I think Avery can speak for herself,” Knox says.

      “Piper’s doing a great job, aren’t you?” I say to her. She can answer his questions while I slink away.

      “I’m just trying to get to know my new neighbor, is all,” Knox says.

      Funny, he didn’t want to get to know me when I brought the beers over and said I wanted to get to know him. He obviously knows what I was doing earlier, and sees this as an opportunity for convenient sex. Figures.

      “There’s not much to tell, really. This is my first house, I bought it with an advance on my book, and I like chocolate.”

      “That’s everything?” Knox asks.

      “That’s the main stuff.”

      “What are the pictures of?”

      “What pictures?”

      “The ones you were hanging. With your drill.”

      My cheeks flush all over again. I walked straight into that.

      “Nothing exciting, flowers in fields and stuff.”

      “That’s disappointing,” Knox says, smirking.

      He leans forward in his chair, and sets his beer can on the worn coffee table. When he rights himself, he’s got some serious man spread going on. Like he’s trying to tell me his dick is so big he has to sit with his legs wide apart to accommodate it.

      Or maybe he wants me to look at it. I refuse to let me eyes go there.

      “You know, in college I once did a study on body language, and how to tell if a guy likes a particular girl.” It’s my feeble attempt to get back at him.

      “What kind of course were you taking where you had to do a study like that?”

      “Behavioral studies.” I leave out the in a sexual context part. I took the single class when I started vlogging, so I’d at least sound a little bit credible.

      Knox grunts.

      I sigh.

      “Anyway, it’s been nice but it’s late, and I have some work to do in the morning before we go shopping,” I say, standing.

      Piper jumps up and gives me a hug. “I can’t wait,” she says.

      “We’re going to have a blast,” I say, hugging her back.

      Knox doesn’t move from his position. Most people would get up and see their guest to the door, not him, apparently.

      “Thanks for the beer,” I say.

      He grunts.

      “Okay then.” I walk towards the front door.

      “Hey Avery,” Knox says, stopping me in my tracks.

      “Yeah?”

      “Thanks for taking Piper shopping.” He locks his eyes on mine, and a pool of heat forms in my core.

      “It’s my pleasure,” I say, and flee out the house before I do something stupid, like ask him to help me hang some pictures.

      [image: ]
* * *

      It’s morning, and I need to shoot a video before I take Piper shopping.

      This one is called Don’t be Annoying.

      “My ex always used to make this noise that sounded like a worn-out squeeze toy. He didn’t do it when he was close to orgasm, that would’ve been understandable. No. He would do it when he wanted some. Like the noise was going to somehow get me in the mood. It didn’t. Ever.”

      My rant about Nathan continues. “Admittedly, I never had the guts to come out and tell him to stop with his stupid noise, but, trust me, guys, I hinted at it plenty. But he never took the hint. So here’s where today’s tip comes in. Pay attention to your lover. If you do something and they wince, you probably shouldn’t do it again. But if you do, and they wince again, you definitely shouldn’t do it again. Remember, always pleasure your partner, and they’ll pleasure you.”

      Instead of turning off the webcam, I vent all of my sexual frustration. I can edit it out later. Right now it just feels good to say it out loud.

      Why did it take me so long to leave Nathan? I curse myself every day for staying with him for so many years. It’s four years of my life I’ll never get back. I could’ve found someone else, and been happy.

      And had lots of amazing sex and I wouldn’t be an internet fraud, the way I am now.

      Piper and I are going out at one. I need to eat lunch first, but a thought hits me. I quickly change my shirt so I’m not wearing the same clothes as the Don’t be Annoying video, and hit record.

      “I know my pages are generally aimed at couples in relationships, but today I want to talk about casual sex. Because we all can’t be in a relationship all the time, can we? And we have needs. Needs that sometimes just can’t be fulfilled on our own, no matter how powerful our toys. So what do we do? Suppress those urges? Or find someone to scratch them? Say someone you’d never, ever be interested in a relationship with, because they’re a jerk or whatever. I’d be interested in hearing your opinions on this issue, just comment on this video and maybe we can get a good discussion going.”

      I hope my viewers can tell me what to do, I need their help, for once.

      “Do we find someone we know we could and would never, ever have a real relationship with, but that we find really sexy? Or do we only find them in our minds and fantasies and stay solo until another real relationship starts?”

      I spend the rest of the morning editing it. Fueled by the anger I felt while videoing it, I bump my originally planned video to next week and post my Nathan bitchfest Don’t be Annoying. After a moment, I publish the second as well. I call it F*ck Buddies.

      The doorbell rings, and I realize it’s one o’clock and I still haven’t eaten. I head downstairs, and let Piper in.

      “Hey, Piper. Have you eaten? I haven’t had time yet, I’m just going to grab a quick sandwich.”

      “No problem. Sorry we didn’t have any dessert last night.”

      I laugh, “That doesn’t matter, it was fun hanging out with you guys.”

      “My dad really likes you.”

      “He does? He barely said anything.”

      “He never talks much. He likes to listen.”

      Maybe that’s why Piper talks so much, since he doesn’t someone had to.

      “Is he like that with everyone?”

      She shrugs, “Don’t know. I think so. But he agrees with me that you’re really pretty and beautiful and funny.”

      I laugh, why is she saying this? Is this part of his attempt to drill me? Was he serious when he said that? When he first said it I thought he was serious, but this morning I wondered if he was joking and decided it was all an attempt to embarrass me more after the Xtreme Buzz thing.

      Which reminds me, I must never talk to him again. Or even see him. And I definitely can’t let him see me. Which will be tricky, since I live next to him and seem to spend a lot of time hanging out with his daughter, but I’ll figure out a way.

      “What’s your favorite pizza?”

      “Meat Lovers,” I say. I’m getting used to her quick changes of topics.

      “We’re going to order pizza tonight. You’re coming, right?”

      I try to keep my face from looking too horrified while I think of an excuse not to go.

      “I’m really sorry, but I have some work I have to get done for tomorrow.”

      “But it’s Sunday tomorrow.”

      “It’s not fair, is it? But you know editors.”

      “That’s so cool. I can’t believe I’m living next to a real, live author.”

      How long can I keep this writing-a-book facade up?

      “You know what, I’m good with eating a banana in the car. Ready to shop till you drop?” Because the faster we get out of here, the less chance there is of him seeing me.
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      Piper insists on Avery coming here for pizza after their shopping trip. Fine by me, I enjoy toying with her.

      Though if I’m not careful, I won’t be able to control my cock, and I’ll end up with her bent over my kitchen counter. Actually, forget that. I want her on her back so I can hear her sex kitten voice as I make her purr.

      I figure I may as well get some work done while Piper’s out, and head into my garage to work some more on the blue Corvette. As I’m bent over the car, I can’t help hearing the echoes of Avery’s voice as she moaned out the window that day.

      Standing, I turn to look up at her window and remember the look on her face. If that’s what I do to her when I’m standing ten feet away, I’d love to see what she does when she’s in my arms.

      My mind runs wild with all sorts of possibilities for her. The ideas are endless.

      Except one thought hits me. Piper.

      The day it became clear that Piper was my responsibility to raise, I promised her I wouldn’t expose her to a string of girls. That I’d give her as stable an environment to grow up in as a twenty-two-year old was capable of providing.

      Thirteen years later, I haven’t broken my word to her. There’s no way I can fuck that up now.

      Still, my mind wanders to the swell of Avery’s tits under that top she had on last night. I can’t help wondering what she looks like naked. I tell myself she’s nowhere near as good as I’m imagining, and that this whole thing is getting out of control.

      I need to get my dick in line. This is what happens when you don’t get regular sex. I haven’t fucked anyone since Mrs Coupland moved. That’s what this is, is all. A serious case of blue balls.

      It’s almost six, and they should be home soon. I don’t understand how it takes five hours to buy bras.

      Good thing I didn’t have to go. I’d have made Piper get the first thing she saw. We would’ve been in and out of Target in five minutes.

      Somehow I don’t think Piper would’ve been happy with that.

      Regardless, Avery’s coming here for pizza. Tonight it would be nice to make it through the night with the ability to stand and walk her to the door like a normal person. Unlike last night, when I had such a raging hard-on that I couldn’t stand and anyone would’ve seen the gigantic bulge in my jeans.

      The only way to solve that is with a quick release, to keep my dick from getting too excited when it hears her voice.

      Minutes later, I’m in the bathroom with the door locked, in case they come home anytime soon.

      My hard cock is in my hand and I’m doing my best to think of anyone but Avery. I think of Charlize Theron. I think of Beyoncé. I think of Jennifer Lawrence. But my mind keeps running back to the sounds Avery made when she was smushed up against her window screen.

      The memory of each little sound sends my cock stiffer and makes my back tense. Tingles radiate from my groin through my entire body, and I keep stroking, remembering the look of her face as she came.

      I want that look for me. A shudder rips through me as cum spurts from my cock. Fuck, I’ve got to stop doing this. I need to stop fantasizing about her while jerking off.

      Except I keep saying that, and I keep doing it. Like I’m some kind of pimply teenager with his first crush.

      After cleaning myself up, I head into the living room to relax while I wait for Piper and Avery to get home.

      I promised Piper pizza. What’s Avery’s favorite type of pizza? It’s probably spinach or something girly. That’s fine, I can order whatever, I’ll just get a meat lover for myself.

      Since it’s after six, I order two pizzas, one meat lover and one vegetarian so we won’t have to wait for them after they get home.

      At six thirty, Piper flies through the door, slamming it behind her. Her arms are loaded down with bags. I assume she spent every penny I gave her.

      Piper’s buzzing with adrenaline. She flits into the living room and dumps the contents of her bags onto the couch.

      “Where’s Avery?” I ask.

      “She went home. Said she’s not feeling well. Thinks she’s coming down with something.”

      Bullshit. She’s hiding from me. Maybe I gave her too much of a hard time last night.

      Leaving Piper to examine her hoard, I go over to Avery’s and ring the doorbell. Nothing. I knock on the door. She doesn’t answer. But I know she’s in there, so I pound a little harder.

      “Avery,” I yell through the door.

      Silence. She’s hiding.

      A smirk forms on my face and I silently laugh at how much I’ve rattled her. Another time.

      The pizza delivery guy arrives while I’m standing on her doorstep. I wander back to meet him at his car. After paying him, I take both pizzas and wonder what to do with the vegetarian.

      It doesn’t take long to decide to leave it on Avery’s doorstep.

      “Here’s your pizza I ordered you. I’m leaving it on your doorstep, you can get it after I go home — since I know how you don’t want me to catch your cold and all,” I yell through her door.

      Back inside, I put the meat lover pizza on my kitchen table and get out two plates.

      “Pizza,” I call.

      Piper bounds into the room, wearing a different outfit than the one she arrived home in.

      “Those new clothes? They’re nice,” I say, trying to relate to the girl.

      “Thanks. Avery helped me pick them.”

      I don’t dare ask about the bras she went to buy.

      “So you had fun?”

      “Yes, Avery’s so awesome. And guess what, she had lots of fun last night and really likes you. Like, really likes you.”

      That’s why she had to run home and hide.

      “Oh,” I say, not wanting to enter into this sort of conversation with her.

      After the pizza is gone, I sit through a fashion show of Piper modeling all her new clothes in various combinations. Fortunately she doesn’t mention the bras either.

      When she’s bored of that, we watch another episode of Law & Order before she heads to bed.

      Piper’s been asleep for awhile, and I grab my iPad for my now nightly ritual of watching Avery’s videos.

      My eyes nearly pop out of my head when I see today’s video, F*ck Buddies. My finger flies across the screen and clicks “watch now.”

      Unlike her normal videos, this one is raw with emotion. Her normal cool, controlled self is nowhere in sight. Instead, she’s appealing to her viewers to tell her if she should fuck me or not.

      My heart hammers against my ribs. I’ve rattled her. There’s not a shred of doubt in my mind that this video is about me.

      Avery said she only wants casual sex. Fine by me, that’s all I want too. Except she said she wanted it because she’d never be interested in a relationship with him, because he’s a jerk.

      She thinks I’m a jerk?

      Whatever. She’s a judgmental meddler. That doesn’t need to stop us having a good time.

      It takes all my self control not to barge over there right now and fuck her senseless.

      But I have to think about Piper.

      There must be a way to keep it secret from Piper. Avery’s home in the day. I’m usually home in the day. We can fuck while she’s at school.

      We would just have to make sure Piper never, under any circumstances, found out. Ever.

      And we have to be clear from the outset that this is purely a fuck-buddy arrangement. A convenient one, since she lives next door.

      I can’t resist commenting.

      Ox Man: He doesn’t want a relationship either, go suck him off already. You know you’re gagging for it.
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      Knox’s muffled voice comes through the door, saying something about leaving a pizza for me.

      I intend to leave it, but realize the animals will get it and make a mess. After twenty minutes, I creak open the door and whip it inside. It’s untouched, the neighborhood cats and wildlife haven’t found it yet.

      At least I have dinner. I carry it into my kitchen, intending to microwave it before eating it in front of the TV. Setting it on the hopelessly old and out-of-date countertop, I get a plate and fling open the lid.

      What is it? There’s no pepperoni. My nostrils flare as I lean in and look closer. There doesn’t appear to be any meat at all. Oh well, I guess beggars can’t be choosers, but I’m really surprised a rugged man like Knox orders vegetarian pizza.

      He’s full of surprises.

      On Sunday, I spend the entire day hiding inside. Even though it’s nearly eighty degrees out and I don’t have any fans or air conditioning, all my windows are shut tight. The idea is to pretend I’m not home. And make sure he can’t hear me from his garage, which is far too close to the property line, now that I think about it.

      I don’t have to face Knox if I’m not technically here. Even if I am technically here.

      It suits me fine anyway, since there’s always more work for me to do.

      Upstairs is unbearably hot and stuffy. The heat releases forty years of smells from the carpet. There’s no way I can work in my fake bedroom. Instead, I grab my laptop and find the coolest room in the house.

      It’s the hideous kitchen, naturally. At least it gives me extra motivation to work, so I can earn enough money to have it ripped out.

      The first thing I do is check the comments on the F*ck Buddies video I posted yesterday. I still can’t believe I did something so rash. How embarrassing. I hope my viewers forgive me for it.

      I intend to capture all the comments, save them to my computer, and delete the video before anyone else has the chance to see it.

      Except there are only two comments:

      Ox Man: He doesn’t want a relationship either, go suck him off already. You know you’re gagging for it.

      And, underneath it, timestamped an hour later:

      Hung like a Donkey: What he said. Go get fucked u uptight bitch.

      Nice. I’d expected some troll stuff but I’d also expected more from my fans. Especially all my female viewers. Fine, maybe not many people saw it. Other than the seven hundred and eighty thousand views it’s showing.

      I click onto the other video I posted yesterday, my rant against Nathan, the Don’t be Annoying video.

      Hung like a Donkey: Ur more annoying than him

      Great, same troll again. I click into another video.

      Mel9424: Love you, you’ve brought so much joy to my life ;) ;)

      I smile, glad that I can help someone. There are a dozen more like it. My eyes keep scrolling down the screen, until I see a comment that sticks out at me.

      Hung like a Donkey: U don’t know what u r talking about

      Um, okay. It’s the same troll again, and my pulse increases.

      I click through my older videos. Hung like a Donkey has commented on every single video.

      Hung like a Donkey: U talk bullshit

      Hung like a Donkey: Ur already stupid but U need to be spanked

      Hung like a Donkey: Go get some so u know what you’re saying

      And on and on.

      All in the past day. Normally I can ignore trolls, but the fact this guy has commented on so many of my videos freaks me out. I report him to YouTube, but there’s not much else I can do.

      The second I’ve hit report abuse, I FaceTime Darla.

      “Check out my latest troll attack” I say the second she appears on my screen.

      Darla’s pale eyes flit across the screen as she clicks into her browser and through my videos.

      “What the what?” she says.

      “I know, right. I’ve reported it but it’s freaky that he’s posted on so many.”

      “Make sure you take screen shots of them all.”

      “Good idea.”

      “Some people have way too much fucking time on their hands,” she says.

      While she’s talking, I grab all of the comments before YouTube takes them down.

      The nice thing about living with Nathan, no matter how useless a man he was, was that when my videos were subject to a troll attack, it wasn’t just me in the house. Having him in bed beside me made me sleep a little easier.

      Now it’s just me and an oversized pillow for comfort.

      “How are you doing, anyway? Anything new?” I ask.

      “You mean do I have any more gossip on Nathan?” Darla winks twice at the webcam.

      “No, do not tell me anything about Nathan. I mean it. How are you?”

      “I’m great, babe. I found a new man. Well, if he’s old enough to be called a man yet.”

      “Please tell me he’s old enough to drink.” Is this to do with her turning thirty soon?

      “Of course, otherwise how boring would that be? He’s been old enough to drink for a whole year now.”

      “How does he know what he’s doing in bed? Doesn’t he come too fast?”

      “Oh hell no, I’m teaching him. That’s the fun. This boy doesn’t mind following instructions.”

      “How long has it been? You didn’t know him the last time we talked.”

      “He’s a fast learner. Let’s just say I’m molding him into my dream man.” Darla motions her hands, miming the perfect male shape. She starts wide at the top, descending into a vee shape. When her hands meet, she flips one over and mock grabs a crotch.

      I snort. “You’re bonkers.”

      “And you’re not? Had any more run-ins with Mr Hottie next door?”

      “Nope,” I say, turning my face so she can’t tell I’m lying.

      “Fine. Tell me Friday, since you’re holding out on me now.”

      “So anyway,” I hesitate, “I’m going to come to you and stay for the weekend.”

      “What? No way, I’m coming to see your new place.”

      “You absolutely are not coming here. I miss going to our old haunts, I’m coming to you.”

      “Not. Gonna. Happen. I need to see him in the flesh. If you come here, leave your keys under the mat. Because I’m staying at yours this weekend, with or without you.” It’s her don’t-mess-with-me voice. The one everyone knows means business. I’m sure her new boy toy is very familiar with it. If she says she’s coming, she’s coming. If I’m not here and don’t leave the key, she’ll sleep in her car in the driveway.

      “But…”

      “No buts. Don’t think you can run and hide from introducing me to your neighbor. Because I know that’s what you’re trying to do here.”

      Well she’s wrong about one thing, that’s definitely not what I’m trying to avoid. Unless it comes under the umbrella of avoiding all contact with Knox whatsoever.

      It’s not going to be possible to avoid him forever, is it?

      Ugh. The reality of the thought is a blow to my gut.

      But I can hide a little longer, give him time to forget. Make the situation a little less raw.

      Darla and I talk for a little longer, before saying our goodbyes.

      I throw myself back into my work, planning out the videos I’m going to shoot this week. I’ve got two product placements. Fortunately neither makes noises.

      My doorbell rings, and I sink down low against my kitchen table, even though I’m around the corner from the door, and there’s no way anyone could ever see me.

      “Avery,” Piper says through the door.

      I’m relieved it’s just her, but still don’t want to see her in case she tells Knox I’m not sick after all. There’s always a good chance of her inviting me over to their house for more pizza or dessert.

      She bangs on the door, though not with as much force as her father uses. Riddled with guilt, I freeze in place to stay silent.

      The letter slot snaps shut, and the house goes quiet again. I peek around the corner. A white envelope is on the floor.

      I retrieve the envelope and tear it open. It’s a homemade card, with a surprisingly good drawing of the two of us shopping together. Thank You is written in purple bubble letters across the front.

      Inside, written in purple pen, it says:

      Dear Avery,

      Thank you so much for taking me shopping. I had so much fun and it’s so nice to have pretty bras. I hope we get to do it again, I love hanging out with you.

      My dad says thank you, too. He said you’re super nice and funny, and how lucky we are that you live next door to us. He also said you can come for pizza another time.

      And that he thinks you’re really pretty.

      Piper xoxo

      My heart bursts. She’s so sweet. I actually had a lot of fun shopping with her. I wonder if it’s possible to hang out with her and have zero contact whatsoever with her father.

      Though I wonder why she’s telling me all the stuff he’s supposedly saying about me.
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      I haven’t seen Avery in days. It’s already Wednesday. She’s obviously scarred by my drilling comments. Except she posted the F*ck Buddies video after that conversation. Even though the video’s gone now.

      Did she change her mind about wanting a fuck buddy? I haven’t. As long as she agrees to the no-relationship part.

      Avery must feel like a sham, posting all these how to have sex videos online, when she doesn’t appear to be having any herself. No wonder she wants a fuck buddy. It’s not just for her body’s needs, she needs one for her job.

      I’d be doing her a huge service.

      On Monday, she didn’t answer her door, no matter how long I banged on it. Yesterday, she didn’t answer her door, no matter how much I tried to talk her out through her closed door and windows. It’s impressive that she’s kept all her windows shut so tight, since it’s been over eighty every day and I haven’t even worn a shirt all week.

      Today, I have a different tactic.

      I hear Avery’s front door shut, and jog to the front of her house. She probably thinks I’ve gone to pick up Piper from school, like I normally do. But not today, I asked her friend’s mom if she’d give her a drive home.

      “Hey,” I say, rounding the corner of her house. She’s on her driveway, wearing a flimsy sundress that I want to tear off her right this second. She must’ve been making a break for her car. I stride over to her.

      She looks at me like a deer in headlights, and a broad smile forms across my face.

      “Knox,” she says as I near her.

      “Thanks for taking Piper shopping.”

      “No problem, anytime. She’s a great kid. You’ve done a good job, considering her mother is in Africa. I mean, what she’s doing is noble, but her priority really should be her daughter.”

      Africa? What the fuck is Avery talking about? Focusing on my goal, I ignore the comment.

      “She’s a good kid,” I say.

      “Anyway, I’d better run,” she says, turning away.

      On reflex, I reach out and grab her upper arm to stop her from leaving, before she can go hide again. The second my hand touches her soft skin, a rush of something shoots from my hand all the way down to me feet.

      Judging from the way she looks to the sky and swallows, she felt it too.

      “I’ve never seen a guy here.”

      “Nope,” she says, and leaves her lips slightly parted.

      “I was joking around the other day about you not having a man around. But I mean it, if you need any help with anything, I’m here.” I release her arm.

      “Oh,” she says, and turns to face me. Our eyes meet, and the same rush blasts through me.

      “You know, anything at all,” I say, raising my eyebrows.

      Her nose twitches and her tensed shoulders drop.

      “Hear me out. I’m single, you’re single. We both have itches that need scratching. We both know you find me… Well, you know, the whole window thing.”

      Avery’s eyes widen and her cheeks turn red. She turns to flee again, and once again I grab her arm. Even though I’m touching her, we’re standing arms length apart.

      “Let me go.”

      “Just let me say what I want to say, then you can go hide from me in your house again.”

      Avery lets out a long groan, her other hand flying to her mouth to stop it.

      I smirk. “That’s a sound I want to hear more of. Because seriously, you’ve got the sexiest voice I’ve ever heard. That day,” she grimaces at my reminder, “when you screamed out the window…”

      “Oh God, was it that loud?” she says, looking at the ground.

      “That noise made me want to break down your door and help you out. I’m just saying this is a two-way thing. There’s no point in us having to do what you were doing at the window.”

      “It wasn’t about you, you know?”

      “Then why watch me out the window while you’re doing it? You were ten feet away. Obviously you wanted me to see.”

      “I most definitely did not want you to see,” she says, raising her voice in protest.

      “But I did, so here we are. No point in prolonging your suffering,” I say, smirking.

      “My suffering? What about your suffering? Because it seems to me like you’re the one that wants me,” she says, looking at me with her brow furrowed.

      “Let’s be clear, this is just about an itch. Nothing, and I mean nothing, more.”

      “Good, because nothing more would ever happen.”

      “Exactly. I don’t like you. You don’t like me. We just happen to have needs.”

      “You don’t like me?”

      “So what, you don’t like me.” Shit, what a stupid thing to say to a woman. “I like your body. And your voice. I really like your voice.”

      “You said that already.”

      “I meant I don’t want a relationship with you. Because I have Piper, and she’s my priority. But I absolutely want to scratch your itches.”

      Avery laughs, the sound makes the blood race in my veins. I step closer to her, and run my hand over the bare skin of her shoulder.

      “I’ve never really done the whole casual,” she pauses, “sex thing.”

      “Don’t worry. You’ve probably never even had a man please you.”

      “Of course I have.”

      “Not really. Not the way I can make you feel.”

      “Is that so?”

      Her eyes wander over my shirtless torso. They get stuck on my six pack for a minute, before zeroing in on my crotch. My cock stiffens under the heat of her gaze, and she grins.

      “See, we can help each other out. No strings attached.”

      I run a calloused finger over her silky hair and down her cheek, stiffening my cock further.

      “No strings?”

      “We’d have to agree on that from the start. This is purely itch scratching. It’s not even the hint of a relationship.”

      “I can agree to that.” Avery smiles and bites her bottom lip.

      Unable to resist, I run my thumb over her full lips. The full lips I’ve been watching and visualizing on my cock all those nights with my iPad. She doesn’t stop me, instead her tongue darts out between them and connects with my thumb.

      Jesus, why did she take so long to come out of her house? I’ve waited all fucking day, and now Piper’s about to get home.

      I close the rest of the distance between us. The swell of her breasts graze against my exposed chest. My cock strains against my shorts.

      “But above all else, Piper must never even suspect anything. Ever,” I say.

      “Fine.”

      “I’m fucking serious. Not even a whiff. Don’t come knocking on my door at night because you want some. Don’t hint to her that you’ve had so much as a conversation with me. Nothing.”

      “You’re right, of course she can never know. She’s a kid. She doesn’t need, or want, to think about her father’s love life.”

      I shake my head, “Not love life, sex life.”

      “Whatever, that’s even worse. What would she think if she found out I was sleeping with her father?”

      “Good, we agree. Any terms you want to add?”

      I lean over, our lips an inch apart.

      “You really don’t like me?” she asks.

      “Do you like me?”

      Avery doesn’t say anything.

      “Didn’t think so,” I say, and press my lips against hers.

      Jesus. My cock surges. They’re every bit as amazing as I’ve imagined. Soft and full, my lips get lost in them the way they’ll get lost in her pussy lips.

      The noise of a car rounding the corner hits my ears, and I spring back from Avery.

      “Why’d you take so fucking long to come out of the house?” I bark.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Tomorrow morning, do us both a favor, and answer your goddamn door.”

      “Dad! Avery!” Piper shouts, slamming the car door behind her.

      My cock deflates at record speed, and I turn to wave to her. She’s running at full tilt towards us.

      “Are you feeling better, Avery?”

      “Yes, I’m just about to go grocery shopping,” Avery says, “I have to hurry if I want to make it to the bank.” Smooth, real smooth Avery.

      “Come on, sweetheart, let’s go home. Avery’s in a hurry.”
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      I get in my car, but forget what I was going to the store to buy. Did that really just happen?

      My body is buzzing all over. The super hot guy from next door kissed me and is coming over tomorrow morning for more.

      Knox and I just agreed to be fuck buddies.

      Daytime ones, apparently. That suits me just fine, I’m into some afternoon delight.

      Sure, this way I don’t get to be held by a man in bed at night, but it certainly solves me dishing out sex tips to the masses even though I live a nun-like lifestyle. There’s still no relationship in my immediate future — and I most certainly do not want a relationship with Knox anyway.

      His terms were perfect for me. It’s like he read my mind.

      And damn, going by the way he kisses, he knows what he’s doing. Dear God, the way he tasted, I thought my knees would buckle. What else can he do with those lips?

      No more overpowered vibrators for this woman.

      I can barely wait until tomorrow. The first thing I’m going to do is run my hands all over those tattoo-covered muscles of his, the ones I’ve been staring at out the window. The second thing is to see if that bulge in his pants really is as big as it seemed today — because there’s no denying the raging hard-on he had just now, but damn, Nathan sure never had anything so big in his pants.

      I want my body pressed against his right this minute. Why did I hide in my house all week?

      That’s fine. It’s been over six months since I had sex. One more night isn’t going to make a difference. Besides, I need time to cool down and collect myself. The way my mind is racing now, like a horny teenager, I’d just embarrass myself all over again.

      Thinking of which, Darla is going to die when I tell her.

      No, she’s probably going to thank him for making the arrangement so she didn’t have to.

      Sitting in the car, I close my eyes and try to remember whatever it is I needed so badly that I risked leaving my house for. It’s probably milk, but I’ve lost interest.

      I get out of the car and go back in the house.

      The first thing I do is shave my legs.

      Next, I go through my large lingerie collection given to me free and added to weekly by different lingerie designers for me to showcase in my videos.

      Do I go full naughty straight away, or stick with something tamer like simple blue satin panties?

      I have all night to think about it, I’ll decide in the morning.

      Instead, I spend the evening trying to think of other things. I check my fan mail, and answer some questions on social media.

      In the end, I’m still buzzing and wind up editing videos until after midnight.

      Somehow I manage to resist the urge to FaceTime Darla and tell her the news. I figure we have to act on this arrangement at least once before it’s actually official. At least in her eyes.

      Though an hour later, still hyper with the idea, I send her a text:

      I don’t want to talk about this now but Knox and I are apparently now neighbors with benefits. Do not call, I won’t answer, xoxo

      She’ll want too many details, and ask all sorts of questions I don’t have the answer to right now. Like how big and straight is his cock. It’s better I avoid the conversation altogether, or she’ll end up killing my buzz.

      In bed, I toss and turn. Every time I close my eyes, my memory is flooded with his manly smell, the feel of his lips are on mine and I’m just about to reach out and touch his powerful biceps.

      My body begs me to reach for the Xtreme Buzz, but I won’t. I can’t. I want to carry this tension through to our morning rendezvous.

      I dream about him all night and wake up wet. Forget the blue panties, I’m going with the black lace thong and matching black lace bra.

      After showering, I put them on and wonder what to throw on overtop. Would wearing only a housecoat be too forward? Probably. What happens if it’s someone else at the door like a delivery person? I wind up wearing a navy maxi dress with a halter top that shows off my cleavage. I bought it for Nathan’s sister’s wedding last September.

      It was the night before we broke up for good, and the last time I had sex. I figured it was fitting, and that I’d be putting a nice bookend on this dry spell.

      At eight, before I am completely ready, my doorbell rings. Knox is on my doorstep, in track pants and an old t-shirt and unshaven. He’s underdressed and earlier than I’d expected, but I’m not complaining.

      “Hey,” I say, trying to sound cool and collected and not like the desperate, horny woman who hasn’t-been-touched-by-a-man-in-six-months I am.

      “Avery,” Knox says, sounding far too serious.

      Was it all a joke? Is he backing out on his own idea?

      “Yeah?” I say tentatively.

      “I need your help. With Piper.”

      “With Piper? What’s up?” I ask, my brow furrowed.

      “This morning she got her first. Her first... you know.”

      “Period?”

      Knox’s eyes slowly shut and open again.

      “Yes. But it hurts, real bad. I don’t know what to do.”

      “Cramps?”

      “She’s scared,” he says, his eyes pleading.

      “Did you give her a hot water bottle?”

      “No,” he says, confused. “I don’t have a hot water bottle.”

      “How do you have a girl that age and not have a hot water bottle? You need to be prepared,” I snap.

      Knox’s face falls, “I’ll go buy one.”

      “I’ll bring mine first. I’m coming right over to calm her down. I’ll give you a shopping list of things to buy. You have tampons and stuff, right?” I say.

      “Some. How many do you need each month?”

      “It depends,” I say. I feel bad now. He’s in way over his head and I should’ve been more helpful instead of snapping about the water bottle.

      Running upstairs, I grab the hot water bottle from the bathroom before running back downstairs again and handing it to him. I follow Knox across the lawn and into his house. Piper is in her pajamas, lying on the couch.

      “Hey, Piper,” I say, walking over and perching myself on the edge of the couch.

      “Avery,” she says, a weak smile on her face.

      “Your dad told me what’s going on. I brought you a hot water bottle, your dad’s filling it up now. It’ll help a lot with your cramps.”

      “It hurts so bad,” she says.

      “Down low?” I ask, pointing on my own body.

      “Yes, right here.”

      “That’s normal, sweetie, don’t worry at all. The hot water bottle will help, plus you can take some Tylenol. And you don’t have to move from this couch all day. But don’t worry, it’s only temporary.”

      I turn my head to the side, and realize Knox is standing there listening to us. He looks both helpless and mortified.

      “Thanks, Avery,” Piper says as I take the bottle from Knox and pass it to her.

      “It’s your dad who got it,” I say. “I’m just going to get something from the kitchen.”

      Knox follows me into the kitchen and I grab a pen and pad of paper from the table to write out the list of what she’ll need.

      “Thank you,” he says.

      “No problem. You’re obviously in over your head.” He winces, and I add, “Like any man would be. I’m going to write out a shopping list. You go get it. I’ll stay here and keep Piper company.”

      “Can she go to school today?” he asks.

      “As much as I really want her to, that would be cruel to the poor girl.”

      “I’ll phone the school, then go get the shit on your list.”

      He acts like he doesn’t even remember what we were supposed to be doing this morning.

      Knox quickly makes me a coffee and leaves for the store. I sit back down with Piper and she asks me a million questions about periods. I answer in my best YouTuber voice.
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      I’m standing in the female aisle of the drug store, trying to decipher Avery’s list. How are there so many different types of things? Things I know nothing about, and don’t fucking want to know anything about.

      I chuck five of everything on her list in the cart. The more I buy now, the less often I have to come to this aisle. It’s the mystery aisle as far as I’m concerned. I don’t belong here. Next time I’m going to shop online.

      On the way home, I pull my prized possession, my ’62 Thunderbird that I restored myself, into the best diner in town. I order a stack of pancakes and two stacks of waffles along with a mountain of bacon to go.

      I wonder what else Piper would want. It’s hard to keep up with her likes these days. Or Avery. I should get her some fruit salad or something. Fuck it.

      When I get home, I enter the house through the back door, straight into the kitchen.

      Dropping all the drug store bags on the floor, I set the two bags of food on the counter. Piper wants waffles, bacon and lots of syrup. I load up her plate and take it to her in the living room.

      Avery appears by my side, and says, “Something smells good.”

      “Waffles and pancakes. Want some?”

      “Hell, yeah. But I smell bacon, is there some for me?”

      I point to the bag with the bacon in it. “Help yourself.”

      While I lay out a plate for Piper, Avery rips open the bacon bag. Her nose turns up at the contents. What was she expecting?

      “Is this all?”

      “All what?”

      “All the bacon you got?” she asks, snarling.

      “There’s tons there.”

      “It’s for three people.”

      Avery picks up a crispy piece and takes a bite. I watch motionless as she eats the whole damn thing in the most erotic way a piece of bacon has ever been eaten. When she finishes, she slowly sucks the grease off her fingertips, her lips pucker around each finger. I cannot drag my eyes off her and I think she knows it.

      All night long I’ve been dreaming of those lips and what I was planning on putting between them today. I can’t help but notice her cleavage today. She must be wearing some sort of cleavage-enhancing bra or I hadn’t paid enough attention to that part of her body, given that I was focused on her other assets. I curse myself for doing it, but let my mind wonder about what she’s wearing underneath that dress.

      I’m hit with the urge to drop to my knees and climb under that big, long skirt to find out. It’s no secret it’s hiding a luscious pair of legs that need to be explored with my mouth, but what else is it covering?

      “Have another,” I say, motioning my head to the bag.

      A coy smile forms on her lips, and she repeats the process with another crispy piece of bacon.

      Is she intentionally toying with me? I can’t decide. But whether she is or isn’t, we’re already risking my biggest rule. I said no whiff of this anywhere near Piper. And I have to walk in there and hand Piper her food, and I can’t do that right now because I’ve got a massive tent pole in my sweat pants.

      Shaking my head, I look away to keep my focus on Piper. I clear my throat and think of anything except Avery. When that doesn’t work, I think of the way Avery told me I was a shitty dad for not being prepared for Piper’s stuff this morning.

      When I’m finished piling food on Piper’s plate, I carry it into the living room.

      “Wow, thanks, Dad,” Piper says, bolting up into a seated position.

      “Anything for you, sweetheart.”

      On my way back to the kitchen to fix my plate, I pass Avery. Her plate is piled high with more food than I think can physically fit in her tight body. You can’t even see the top of her waffles because she’s covered them in bacon. She wasn’t kidding about the bacon. I hope she left lots for me.

      Two pieces. Two fucking flimsy, non-crispy pieces of bacon. Did she really think that was going to be enough for me?

      I pile the rest of the food on my plate, still grumbling about the lack of meat, and join them in the living room.

      Piper is sitting beside Avery on the couch, both enjoying their bacon. I sit in the armchair.

      Avery looks at me, grinning, as she says, “Payback for the veggie pizza,” before stuffing a piece of bacon in her mouth in the same erotic way.

      I ignore her and start stuffing my face with breakfast.

      Should I ask Piper how she’s feeling? What am I supposed to say to her? Or should I be pretending everything’s normal?

      This is the new normal. Just another sign my baby girl is gone.

      I just wish I knew what to say to her. It was bad enough I didn’t know what to do for her this morning. Now I don’t even know how to act.

      They yammer on about God knows what while I try to chime in once in awhile. Otherwise, I stare at the TV. Law & Order. Of course. That’s okay, Piper deserves it today.

      Whatever this episode is about is a mystery to me. My brain is stuck on the memory of Avery licking the bacon grease from her fingers. And of her cleavage. I keep taking quick looks at it, her round tits jiggle with each movement.

      I can’t sit here any longer. Things would get awkward.

      “Sorry, sweetheart, I’ve really got to get some work done. Are you all right if I go out to the garage and work?”

      “Sure, Dad. Avery’s here so go ahead.”

      Forcing a half smile at her, I stand and flee the house.

      Under the hood of the blue Corvette, I finally start to relax. This is something I can understand. Not thirteen-year-old girls.

      But Piper quickly vanishes from my mind, and all I can see is Avery’s tits, front and center.

      This is crazy. We only agreed to the fuck-buddy thing yesterday. Why have I turned into a horny, desperate teenager overnight? Just because I haven’t been inside a woman since Mrs Coupland moved and I lost my babysitter?

      Or just because I’ve got myself all fired up watching Avery’s videos every night? And because I know how fucking amazing she sounds when she comes. I need to coax those sounds out for myself and hear them in my own ears.

      Is Piper going to go to school tomorrow? I don’t want to push her. But tomorrow is Friday, and Avery and I are going to have to wait the whole weekend if Piper stays home.

      And right now, I don’t think I can wait the whole weekend. In fact, I know I can’t.

      I work for a good couple of hours and make good progress on the car. Avery and Piper can get their own lunches, I’m hungry, but I’ll survive. There’s no way I can handle being around Avery right now.

      “Hey,” Avery says. Her voice sends a shiver down my back.

      “Hey,” I say, ducking out from under the hood.

      “I’ve got some work to do, sorry. I’d love to sit with Piper for the whole day, but I’ve got to work before it gets dark.”

      I smirk. “Oh? I didn’t realize authors couldn’t work in the dark.”

      “It’s my eyes,” she blurts. “The screen hurts them when I use it in the dark.”

      I have to purse my lips to stop from laughing and tighten my jaw. I don’t want her to know I know what she does.

      “Thanks for helping out Piper. I really appreciate it,” I say, changing the subject.

      “It’s just too bad her mother abandoned her for her charity work in Africa. Piper could really use a mother on days like this.”

      What the fuck? That’s the second time she’s mentioned Africa. What’s Piper been telling her? I’m not even going to enter into that conversation with her. Just because I’m going to fuck her doesn’t mean she needs to go sticking her nose in my business.

      I hesitate and say, “Sure.”

      “Anyway, I promised Piper I’d come back for dinner. I hope that’s okay with you.”

      “No problem at all.” It’ll just be a few more hours of me listening to them talk and trying not to look at Avery’s tits.

      “Thanks. Really, I just need to take off this g-string I put on for you this morning. It’s not exactly intended to be worn for very long. It’s been killing me all day.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Avery

        

      

    
    
      Like an animal, Knox pounces on me and pulls me into his arms. The massive arms I’ve been dreaming having around me all night. Since I moved into the house.

      He meshes his oil-covered fingers into my hair and cups my head. My heart races at a million miles an hour. This is what I wanted today. My body craves it. Needs it.

      His cheek brushes against mine, scratching me with his stubble and sending a burst of tingles through me.

      “You can’t go around saying things like that.” Knox growls into my ear.

      I gasp, and say, “Why ever not?”

      Knox tightens his grip on my hair, and says, “Because you’re breaking our agreement. Before we’ve even done anything. Piper is home.”

      “You’re the one holding me.”

      “Don’t you fucking test me, or you’ll be back to playing with your power tools.”

      “That wouldn’t be any fun for either of us,” I say, my voice breathy.

      “No, it wouldn’t. I’d rather bend you over this car right now and fuck you into next week.”

      “Fine by me.”

      After the anticipation last night and seeing the effect I had on him in the kitchen this morning – I knew he was watching me – there’s nothing I’d want more.

      In an instant, he releases me and steps away.

      “Stop tempting me. Piper’s home.”

      Knox turns his back on me and sticks his head back under the hood of the car. Maybe I should slip my thong off and toss it at him. He’d probably freak.

      “You could always come into my house for a little bit. Piper wouldn’t know, she thinks you’re out here.”

      He grunts.

      “See you at supper,” I say and walk off.

      What a charmer. Good thing for him he oozes sex. And that I need to end this dry spell before I run out of things to say to my viewers.

      After ditching the thong, I change into something more in line with my online brand, and I make my way to my fake bedroom.

      First, I post today’s video. It’s one I shot last week about a service that ships small boxes of rose petals to sprinkle on your bed.

      I have a couple of videos to get through today, but most importantly, I have a product placement. I set up all the equipment and hit record.

      “Today, I want to share this great, new product with all you ladies. Though I suppose you guys might like it too, either to use on yourself or your woman.”

      I hold up a box labeled Pink Curlies.

      “Maybe you just want to surprise your man, maybe you’re getting older and want to cover the gray. Pink Curlies is hair dye specifically for your pubes. It comes in several colors and, most fun of all, comes with stencils so you can end up with shapes like hearts and bunnies in your fuzz.”

      It’s effortless for me to smile wide, like it’s the best, most fun thing I’ve ever heard of.

      I film myself emptying the contents of the box onto my fake bed, then show off each included item and give a brief walk through of the steps and how easy it is to use.

      Though I haven’t actually tried this product out. I’m trusting the manufacturer when they say it’s easy to use. Normally I test things out the day before, but somehow I didn’t think it was a good idea to go into my first encounter with Knox with fluorescent pubes.

      What would he think? What would any man think?

      When I’m finished shooting, I sit at my desk to edit it. Knox is outside, moving around the car in front of his garage. I sigh, remembering the way I felt in his arms.

      I’m hit with inspiration, so I quickly change my top and hit record again.

      “Okay guys, listen up. Today I want to talk about stubble. Ladies, we all know how sexy it looks, right? Especially on a strong jaw. Is there anything that displays manliness more? No. We all agree. But that’s from afar. Close up, it hurts. It makes kissing a scratch fest and can leave your partner’s delicate skin raw. Worst of all, guys, by not shaving, you’re risking your woman not wanting to kiss you at all. So do both of you a favor, and shave ahead of time.”

      I ramble on a bit more about stubble, and when I have enough material to use, I sit back down at the desk.

      This is great. Already Knox is giving me ideas for videos. Over the past few months, my videos have lost their enthusiasm and gotten stale, but now, now it seems like my career is saved.

      Gazing at him out the window, I’m hit with another idea. I change my top again and step back in front of the webcam.

      “Today I want to talk to both you men and women equally. This topic isn’t so much about how to do things, but how to look at things. I often get emails and comments from you about your struggles to get turned on anymore by your partner. Instead of looking at their bodies, I want you to look at the things they do every day that are sexy. Simple things. For example, is there anything sexier than a man doing his best to nurture his child? I guess that goes the other way around, too. It’s all in how you look at the little things, and when you appreciate those things, you’re heart softens to them. And when that happens, you’re bound to look at them differently.”

      I know I look at Knox differently after today. It’s obvious he’d do anything for Piper. And that being in over his head and out of his comfort zone today was bothering him. But that didn’t stop him from trying. Until he ran away to the garage anyway.

      Sitting at my desk, I edit the Pink Curlies video followed by the two videos Knox inspired, sneaking frequent looks out my window at him. After each look, I chastise myself. But that still doesn’t stop me considering taking my top off and calling to him out my window.

      In the end I don’t because he seemed serious about his terms about Piper, and I don’t want to mess things up right now. Not when my videos are about to be reinvigorated from the hottest man ever.

      It’s getting late by the time I finish editing, and I promised Piper I’d be back for supper. It’s nice to not have to eat alone in my house, and I’m looking forward to going over there.

      I post the stubble video but save the other Knox-inspired video for another day.

      A message arrives in my inbox. My shoulders drop as I read it. It’s a form letter from YouTube, saying they’re investigating the YouTube comments from the donkey guy.

      Frustrated, I shut my laptop.

      Without even thinking about changing my clothes, I grab some beers and head out the door.

      Standing on Knox’s doorstep, I ring the doorbell.

      “Avery!” Piper says, answering the door. I swear everything that comes out of her mouth is an exclamation.

      “Hey, how’re you feeling now?” I ask, entering the house and following her into the living room.

      “Okay, the cramps aren’t as bad. But they still hurt.”

      “Think you feel comfortable enough to go to school tomorrow?” Please say yes.

      She shrugs, “Dunno.”

      I try to hide the disappointment on my face.

      “We'll see how you feel in the morning. Where’s your dad?”

      “In the kitchen, making supper.”

      “I’m going to see if he needs any help.”
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      “I brought some beers,” Avery says, appearing in my kitchen.

      She’s changed out of that crazy cleavage dress, into black pants and a bright blue shirt I recognize from her video on how to give the perfect blowjob. I’ve watched that video so many times, I know every stitch of that blouse. And I’ve fantasized about ripping it off more times than I care to admit.

      “Thanks.” I take them from her and put them in the fridge.

      “Smells great in here. Need any help with dinner?” she says, her voice slow and arousing.

      I should tell her to go home and change. Or at least to go and sit with Piper. Instead I say, “You put the forks on the table.”

      “Sure thing.”

      Avery opens the drawer I’m pointing at and takes out three forks.

      “It’s goulash,” I say, standing over my one-pot wonder.

      “I love goulash,” she says, but I’m not sure whether to believe her.

      She comes up close beside me, the lengths of our bodies touching. This is dangerous, she should go in the other room. But first, I can’t resist bending my neck and brushing my lips through her hair. The contact sends a shiver down my back, all the way to my feet.

      Fuck. Why did I do that? I’ve never wanted to fuck anyone so bad in my entire life.

      “I’ll be right back,” I say, leaving the room.

      Once my dick calms down, I go into the living room. Piper is still in the same spot on the couch she’s been in all day.

      “Supper,” I say.

      “Okay.”

      I stand and wait while Piper extracts herself from the stuff piled around her on the couch, the hot water bottle, remote control, book, her iPad, and whatever else she’s been amusing herself with.

      If she comes to the kitchen now, Avery has to keep her distance.

      And I won’t end up with Avery bent over the counter. I keep telling her, not with Piper around. I thought I made that clear.

      When we return to the kitchen, Avery has already dished out the goulash and put the dishes on the table, along with the rice and sour cream.

      Avery and I sit across from each other, and I fix my eyes on my food. She and Piper chat easily, again. How do they have so much to talk about?

      “What about you, Knox?” Avery says.

      “Huh?”

      “What do you want to watch tonight?” Avery asks.

      “I don’t care. Whatever you two want.” It’s not like they watch it anyway, they talk the whole time.

      “Piper wants to watch another Law & Order, but I think we should have a change. Do you agree?” Avery asks.

      “I would love to watch something other than Law & Order.”

      “Good. Because so would I,” Avery turns to Piper. “Sorry, you’re outnumbered. No Law & Order tonight.”

      “Then what are we going to watch?” Piper whines.

      “How about something funny instead of crime?”

      “What one?” Piper asks, her nose wrinkled in annoyance. She doesn’t like sitcoms, says there’s no point to them. I keep telling her the point is to relax and laugh.

      “You might not have heard of it. We can watch it now on Hulu,” Avery says, shifting her eyes to me.

      “What is it?” I ask. This’ll be worse than Law & Order.

      “Community. Have you seen it?”

      “Of course we have, it’s Dad’s favorite show. Isn’t it Dad?”

      “All right, now you’re talking,” I say with enthusiasm, surprised by this bacon-eating, good-show-watching sex goddess sitting at my table. Except I can’t even fucking touch her, even though she’s gagging for me.

      The two of them talk about their favorite episodes while we finish eating. I even join in, telling them my favorites and quoting lines. It’s nice actually, the three of us sitting here laughing like this.

      When we’re finished eating, Piper says, “I’ll go set it up and put it on the Civil War episode.”

      “Good idea,” I say, and she gets up and skips out of the kitchen.

      “I’ll help you do the dishes,” Avery says, standing.

      “Don’t worry, I’ll do it,” I say, wanting her out of the room.

      “I insist. The goulash was really delicious, I’m impressed you made it yourself.”

      “Why? You don’t think a man can cook?”

      “That’s not what I meant.” She looks at me, her lips pursed and I know what she’s thinking. It’s not men, it’s me.

      “I have a lot of talents you haven’t seen yet,” I say, putting the dishes in the dishwasher as she passes them to me.

      “Yeah, so you keep saying. But right now, it’s all talk. When are you going to start showing me them?”

      I swallow hard, she must be taunting me. Toying with me because she knows I won’t do a damn thing with Piper in the house. I’d have to resist her, even if she stripped naked right this second.

      Fuck, there’s no way I could resist that.

      We tidy the rest of the kitchen in silence, moving quickly without bumping into each other.

      When we’re finished, I follow Avery into the living room, not even trying to pull my eyes off her ass. Piper is sitting in the armchair, the remote control in her hand.

      “Hey, get out of my chair,” I say.

      “But, Dad, I’ve been sitting on the couch all day, I need a change.”

      “Then sit on the floor.”

      I stand beside the chair, ready to haul her out of it if she doesn’t move. There’s no way in fucking hell I’m sitting on the couch with Avery. A man only has so much self control.

      Piper gets the message and moves to the couch. I plunk down on the chair, my eyes on Avery as she gets herself comfortable beside Piper.

      We watch six entire episodes of Community, six episodes of me trying not be distracted by her, before Avery takes the remote and switches to the news channel.

      “I haven’t seen the news all day,” she says.

      “It’s boring. Let’s watch something else,” Piper complains.

      “No way, you’ve controlled the TV all day, it’s my turn now,” Avery says.

      “You don’t even live here.”

      “I’m the guest, and that’s even more reason to let me choose.” Piper’s not going to like that, I always let her choose.

      For a few minutes, we watch the newswoman talking about the economy, complete with charts and graphs.

      Piper’s eyes glaze over, and she says, “I’m tired anyway, I’m going to bed.”

      “Good night, sweetheart,” I say.

      “Night, Piper, I hope you feel brave enough to go to school in the morning,” Avery says. Amen to that.

      “See you in the morning,” Piper says as she runs up the stairs.

      We watch the news, mindlessly. At eleven, Avery lifts the remote and says, “What do you want to watch now?” Her voice is husky and dripping with want.

      “Why are you still here? We said no relationship.”

      “This isn’t anything to do with a relationship. Trust me. I was here for Piper, and now we’re just hanging out.”

      I lean over and whisper, “Bullshit. You’re trying to tempt me. With Piper right in the house.”

      Her eyebrows shoot up and her eyes widen, “I’m trying to tempt you? You’re the one who’s been trying to tempt me all night. Don’t think I don’t notice you staring at me, undressing me with your eyes. I’m amazed my top didn’t melt under the heat coming from your eyes.”

      As silently as I can, I move from the chair to the couch, sitting myself beside her. Too close to her, but I can’t help myself.

      I lower my voice and say, “I don’t deny I’ve been thinking about your lips wrapped around my cock.”

      A light moan comes out of her throat, and she says, “I’ve been thinking about your lips somewhere, too.”

      “Shame you’re a screamer, or I’d explore you with my mouth right here, right now.”

      “What about Piper?” she asks, her voice a gasp.

      I feel like a teenager with a date downstairs that I don’t want my parents to know I sneaked into the house.

      “She’s a heavy sleeper,” I say, and cup her cheek with my rough hand.

      It goes against everything I’ve ever promised myself about Piper, but fuck me, Avery is too much to resist.
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      My cheek tingles under Knox’s touch, creating a blossom of heat between my legs. My breath is quick, and I’m not sure where this is going.

      I mean, we can’t, Piper’s upstairs.

      That was his rule. Now he’s the one breaking it.

      Still holding my cheek, Knox crushes his lips against mine with no apologies. Our tongues explore each other, fueling my body with the need for more.

      Feeling bold, I put my hand on his strong arms for the first time. My God, their hardness nearly dissolves my panties.

      His arms are on my back, his hands run over me electrifying my skin. My hands move from his arms, across his broad back and around to his front. While our mouths are locked, I slip them under the bottom edge of his shirt and run them up his stomach.

      This is insane. This man is too good to be true. I thought bodies like this only existed in the movies. I want to rip off our shirts and feel my skin against his. I want to crawl into bed with him for an entire week. There are so many things I want to do with him.

      Knox kisses across my cheek, and says, “This is wrong. We have to stop.”

      I trail my hand down the ripples of his stomach, and rest it lightly against his cock. He’s still in his track pants from this morning, and it strains against the fabric, as hard as the rest of his body.

      He makes no attempt to move my hand, and I inch towards the waistband. Slipping my hand underneath, he groans as my hand starts to explore his full, thick length.

      He throws his head back and say, “We have to stop. This was wrong, having you here tonight.”

      “I thought you said she was a heavy sleeper.”

      Knox clamps his hand on my wrist and pulls my hand out from his pants. “It’s too risky.”

      “You’re right,” I say, trying to push away from him. But he doesn’t let go.

      “Do you have any idea how bad I want your lips on my cock? Especially while you’re wearing that blouse.”

      “That would lead places. Loud places,” I say, my hand pressed against his chest.

      “It doesn’t have to lead anywhere. It’s an end to itself.”

      “It does, I can’t stop there. Why don’t we go to my house? She’s fine here. Or your garage.” I hope I don’t sound as pathetic as I feel, begging him like this.

      Knox shakes his head. “Not tonight. Unless, of course, you want to suck my dick. Because I would be powerless to say no to that.”

      “We’re in this for itch scratching, remember? I have a big itch, and that wouldn’t scratch it,” I say, needing more.

      “Your lips and that blouse, it’s all I could think about at dinner,” Knox says, relaxing his hold on me.

      “This is crazy. Yesterday morning you didn’t even want to know me. And now this.”

      “I absolutely wanted you yesterday. You’ve been hiding in your house all week, remember?”

      “Trust me, I have a lot of regret over that.”

      “So do I. I should’ve knocked on your door that day you were at your window, begging me to come help you out.”

      I’m past caring about the embarrassment, and wish he’d come like he said. I wish we’d started this the first day I’d moved in. Why wasn’t he more welcoming in the first place?

      “You’re really sending me home to my power tools?”

      “Yes. You should’ve gone hours ago. What were you doing hanging around here for?”

      “I was waiting for this.”

      Knox crushes his lips against mine, lighting me on fire all over again. I don’t want this to end.

      A moan flies from my throat, and he pulls away.

      “We’re going to wake Piper up. Go. I’ll come see you in the morning.”

      Before I can protest, Knox stands and walks into the kitchen, leaving me alone in the living room. He’s right. I know he’s right, but I really, really don’t want to leave.

      I sit for a minute, letting my body calm. It’s apparent Knox isn’t coming back, and I grab my keys and go home.

      Even though things didn’t go very far, when I get in bed every second of his touch plays on an endless repeat in my mind. For some reason, I don’t have any desire to get my Xtreme Buzz or even to touch myself. Nothing other than him would be satisfying.

      In the morning, I get right to work and check my videos for feedback and for numbers of views, making notes on which ones are most popular. The goal is to do more of them, to give the people what they want, so they watch and my mortgage gets paid.

      I get a text from Darla, telling me she’ll be here by lunchtime. I’ve neglected her visit, and now rush around trying to prepare the futon in my third bedroom, the guest room, for her.

      The dusty rose wallpaper is going to kill her, since she’s so trendy. I wouldn’t put it past her to rip it off and slap on a coat of paint this weekend.

      Around nine, my doorbell rings. I open the door. Knox is standing there, clean shaven and wearing jeans. His eyes are narrowed.

      “Is Piper at school?” I ask.

      “No, she’s watching Law & Order and eating Cheerios. I’m here to give you what you wouldn’t give me, because we don’t have much time.”

      As he speaks, he backs me up into my living room, straight onto my couch.

      Before I fully understand what’s happening, I’m lying on my back, and he’s yanking my pants off.

      Knox doesn’t kiss me. Nor does he say anything else. He plants his mouth firmly on my mound without warning, and I flood with all the want and desire I’d had on his couch last night.

      His tongue roves through my now slick folds, and my pulse races. He pushes my thighs further apart, and I melt into the couch.

      The tip of his tongue connects with my clit, forcing a moan from my mouth. He circles his tongue around my clit and I grab his head on reflex while heat explodes in my pussy.

      Knox’s fingers push through my folds and through my wet entrance. He’s rough, and makes no effort to be gentle as he works them against my most tender spot. At the same time, he pushes and sucks and brutalizes my clit with his mouth.

      I forget to breathe.

      I forget where I am.

      I forget my name.

      My body tightens and tenses. Knox grunts, the noise enough to tip me over the edge and I scream. An enormous orgasm rips through me, and my body dissolves into a quivering mess.

      “I fucking knew it,” Knox says, his breath hot on my mound.

      “Knew what?” It takes all my effort to push the words out of my mouth.

      “I could make you scream in under three minutes.”

      Three minutes? Was that all that was? It seemed like at least twenty.

      “I have to get back.” Knox stands, locks his eyes on mine while he licks his fingers, and leaves.

      I can’t move. My body is a ball of jelly. I lie motionless, naked from the waist down. Was that really three minutes? It takes at least fifteen before I can stand and put my pants back on.

      Two cups of coffee later, I’m in my fake bedroom and ready to work. It feels so good to be energized about my vlog again. I am no longer a nun dishing out sex advice. I dress, do my hair and make-up and hit record.

      “Usually I tell you guys about the importance of foreplay, and how a woman needs it. But sometimes there’s nothing wrong with taking your woman hard and fast. And it can be just as satisfying for her as all the foreplay in the world. But, and this is a big but, you have to do it right. You have to know what you’re doing.”

      I continue talking, but all I’m thinking about is how Knox wasn’t lying when he said he knows what he’s doing. As satisfied as I am right now, I want more.
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      I’m sitting in my bedroom, my hard cock in my hand. I needed this while Avery’s taste is still in my mouth, while her scent still fills my nostrils.

      While the sound of her radio voice moaning and screaming because of me is still fresh in my ears.

      This wasn’t part of the plan. Our arrangement was supposed to mean an end to me stroking myself while thinking about her. My cock should be buried in her right now.

      I didn’t want to abandon Piper for a booty call next door. Somehow that doesn’t seem like good parenting. But I couldn’t help myself this morning. I gave myself five minutes to run next door, because I used up all my self control last night.

      It won’t happen again.

      But with Piper home today, and tomorrow and Sunday to get through, I don’t know how I’m going to make it until Monday. There’s something about that woman I can’t resist.

      This has moved beyond wanting to hear her voice calling out for me. Even beyond the need to see those full lips on me.

      Maybe it’s the way she reached in my pants and grabbed my cock last night. She’s bold as fuck, and I wonder what else she’d surprise me with.

      I close my eyes and remember the feeling of her delicate hand on my shaft, stroking me. My back muscles shudder and relax as I spill my load in my hand.

      After I clean myself up, I head back downstairs. With Piper being home yesterday, I didn’t get as much work done as I need to. It looks like it’ll be the same again today.

      My business partner Marcus is already hassling me with text messages. He wants to get started on the body work for the Corvette, there’s damage in the back and another gouge in the passenger door.

      I poke my head in the living room, and ask, “Everything okay in here?”

      “Can you refill my hot water bottle?” Piper asks.

      “Sure,” I say and walk into the room and take it from her.

      After refilling it with hot water in the kitchen, I take it to Piper.

      “Thanks, Dad,” she says as I hand it to her.

      “No problem. Anything else?”

      “Is Avery coming today?”

      A smile springs onto my face, and I think to myself, ‘she already has.’ Out loud, I say “I don’t know.”

      “I hope she does. It’s so awesome having her here, don’t you think? It was so much fun having dinner with her. Can she have dinner here more often?”

      “We’ll see,” I say, knowing it’s a bad idea.

      If Avery is going to keep having this effect on me, it’s best she doesn’t spend much time here. She’s too tempting, and I have to keep my daughter and my new fuck toy separate.

      “She’s so awesome, and she’s always telling me how much she likes you. Did you know that? She thinks you’re really cool and loves hanging around with you.”

      “I’ve got to get some work done, I’ll be in the garage if you need me.”

      On autopilot, I walk through the house and into the garage. Did Avery really tell her those things? Not fucking likely. Avery made it clear she’s not my biggest fan. Though Piper’s right. Avery was great with her yesterday. And it was nice having her around in the evening, if only because she made Piper watch something other than Law & Order. Plus I got to listen to her laugh.

      Having Avery here was easy, almost too easy. She’s lucky she tastes so fucking good, or I’d end this arrangement right now.

      I work fast, to get this Corvette ready for Marcus. Every once in awhile, I stop to savor Avery’s taste. Occasionally there’s movement in her bedroom window, and I let my mind run with the idea of barging into her bedroom the way I barged into her living room.

      My stomach rumbles, it’s getting near lunch. But there’s only one thing I want to eat.

      “Wow, you must be Knox,” a woman says.

      I stop what I’m doing and look up. A scrawny redhead with the biggest, curliest hair I’ve ever seen is standing two feet away, her hands on her hips, her eyes unashamed as they rake over me.

      “Who the fuck are you?”

      “I’m Darla, darling.”

      “Okay, Darla, who the fuck are you?”

      “Avery didn’t tell you I was coming to meet you? I’m hurt. When she told me she had a hottie living next door, I had to come see for myself.”

      What the fuck?

      “She did, did she?” I say, pissed.

      “Yes, and I’ve heard all about your fuck-buddy status. I hope you’ve gotten yourself tested so she can enjoy you bare.”

      What the fuck? I don’t say anything, but my mind springs to the idea of being bare inside Avery. It’s been so long since I haven’t used a condom. Fatherhood long. After becoming a father, when a woman told me she’s on the pill, I never fucking believed her. The last thing Piper needed was a sibling, it’s hard enough for me raising one, I couldn’t have a repeat.

      Darla steps towards me, and squeezes my bicep. I glare at her with a stone face as I step away. Is this chick for real?

      She walks over to the Corvette and runs her finger along the curve of the roof. “Nice car.”

      “Uh huh,” I grunt. Why is she here?

      “Avery’s got an IUD. You know, the IUD?” she says and turns to make eye contact with me, “Just saying. Get tested.”

      What. The. Fuck. Did Avery put her up to this?

      “Don’t you have to see Avery or something?”

      “Oh don’t worry, I’m seeing Avery all right. She’s going to fill me in on all the little details,” Darla shifts her eyes to my crotch. “Or the big ones. I’ll find out, won’t I?”

      I turn my back on her and stick my head under the hood.

      “Nice fucking ass. Avery hit the jackpot with you.”

      I clear my throat, she needs to get the fuck out of here.

      “I can picture you pumping away with it,” Darla says, and spanks me.

      Bile fills me and my nostrils flare. This chick needs to leave. Now. And never touch me or talk to me again. I keep my head under the hood and ignore her.

      “Darla! I thought I heard you out my window,” Avery says.

      Leaving the sanctity of my engine, I stand to my full height. Avery’s jogging down my driveway. My eyes are drawn by her tits bouncing, and I wish I had a longer driveway.

      “Hey, babe,” Darla squeals, and they hug.

      “What’re you doing here? My driveway’s on the other side,” Avery says.

      “I came to introduce myself to this fine specimen of a man you’re hooking up with.”

      My dick twitches at the idea of hooking up with Avery. Right now it feels like it’s never going to happen.

      “Silly, you’re supposed to let me introduce you,” Avery says.

      “No way, you’d take too long and never get around to it. Plus I had to tell him to get tested, because you probably wouldn’t even think of that.”

      Avery blushes and she looks over at me, her eyes wide.

      “What else did you tell him?”

      “Not much, I just got here. I haven’t had the chance yet to tell him you like a man who takes charge, and that your last boyfriend was too lame to deliver on the goods.” Darla turns to me and says, “You can do whatever you want to this one, if you know what I mean.”

      My lips curl into a smile. The idea of fucking Avery just keeps getting better and better. Monday is going to be a fun day, if I can last that long.
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      Once again, I want the earth to open and swallow me whole. Why does this happen around Knox?

      Though anything with Darla involved is going to lead to all sorts of things. Why does she do these things to me?

      My cheeks hurt from burning with embarrassment. I can’t even look at Knox.

      “Come on,” I say, taking Darla’s hand and dragging her down the driveway.

      “Toodles,” she says to Knox, over her shoulder.

      “Stop bugging him.”

      “You weren’t kidding when you said he was a dick.”

      “Yeah, so don’t make it even worse for me. But he’s not actually a dick when you get to know him. He’s just hard to get to know.”

      Why am I defending him? Just because he gave me a mind-blowing visit this morning.

      I open my door, and we step into my house.

      “Here we are, my very own house. Want a tour?” I ask.

      “Not really. I want to talk about Knox.”

      My shoulders drop. When Darla gets something in her teeth, she won’t let go until she shakes it to death.

      “We wanted to spend time together today, but his daughter’s home.”

      “And by spend time together, you mean fuck?”

      “Yes,” I say, sighing.

      “No problem. I’ll just go over there and tell the kid you two are going on a date.”

      “No! I fucking mean it, Darla. She must never, ever even suspect anything is going on between us. That’s his number one rule. If the kid finds out, the deal is off. And I really fucking don’t want the deal to be off so I’m telling you now, if you say something it will not be funny or cute. It will end this. Before it’s really even started.”

      “What do you mean before it’s started? You mean you haven’t done it yet?”

      I shake my head.

      “What’s the hold up?”

      “The girl, Piper. She’s been off school. So you have to promise me, you can’t say anything to her. Or you’ll ruin everything and turn me back into a nun,” I say, my voice pleading.

      “Shit. Okay, I get it. I promise I won’t do anything to fuck it up.”

      “And neither of them know about the vlogging, they can’t find out.”

      “Of course, I get it.” Darla hugs me, and I struggle not to break down in her arms. I don’t know why. It must be the craziness of the last two days. As much as I’ve missed her famous hugs, but all I can think of is what it was like being in Knox’s arms.

      “Thanks.”

      “You must be desperate to get him in bed. We’ll figure something out.”

      I breathe deep, my mind flowing back to the couch this morning. I don’t know if that made me more or less desperate for more.

      Darla follows me through to the kitchen, where my laptop is open on the table. She makes her living vlogging too, and we always have lots of information and learning to share. We each have over two million subscribers now, but our goal is ten.

      “Did they take the troll comments down?” she asks.

      “Not yet. They said they’re investigating.”

      “Let me see them again,” Darla says, and drags my laptop across the table. I open my YouTube page and click on one of the videos.

      Hung like a Donkey: U talk bullshit

      Ox Man: She talks like an angel

      Hung like a Donkey: now u talk bullshit

      Ox Man: Fuck you, you pimply virgin

      Darla and I look at each other, our brows furrowed. The other comments weren’t there yesterday.

      “What the fuck. Who is Ox Man?” I ask.

      I click into another video.

      Hung like a Donkey: Ur already stupid but U need to be spanked

      Ox Man: I’ll fucking hunt you down and beat your sorry ass into oblivion if you keep harassing her

      Hung like a Donkey: Ooo, listen to the big man, how u going to do that?

      Ox Man: I have my ways, cocksucker, want to test me?

      “This is fucking weird,” I say, staring at the screen.

      “Are there more?”

      “Let’s see,” I say and click into another video.

      Hung like a Donkey: Go get some so u know what you’re saying

      Ox Man: The only thing you know is the palm of your hand.

      Hung like a Donkey: Fuck u

      Ox Man: Touchy. Keep on dreaming about fucking someone one day

      Hung like a Donkey: Fuck u

      Ox Man: Fuck off out of here and leave Avery alone

      Melissa Chick: Yeah, what Ox Man said. Move along, little man

      This is weird. I don’t know if it’s good or bad. At least I have fans who’ll defend me.

      “Are you Ox Man?” I ask.

      “Fuck that shit. I’d be Vixen or Black Widow or something. Is it you?”

      “No. No, no, no. I don’t do that kind of stuff.”

      “The internet is weird,” Darla says, and shuts the lid. “But forget about it, it’ll all get taken down soon anyway.”

      “I know.”

      “Right now we have bigger issues, like getting that hottie out there in your bed. Let me babysit the kid tonight, I promise I’ll be on my best behavior.”

      “She’s not my daughter, it isn’t up to me,” I say, laughing.

      “Do you think we can convince Knox?”

      “I don’t know, he’s pretty protective of her.”

      “We’ll just have to convince him. It shouldn’t be too hard, go put on a tighter top.”

      “Wait. We might have an easier chance if you can win Piper over first. Then she’ll beg her dad to let you babysit.”

      “Fine by me.”

      “Wait. We’re going to need a reason he’s going out, and I can’t babysit.”

      “Fuck this shit, this is like being in middle school.”

      Before I can react to her outburst, Darla stands and storms out of my house. My heart races as I stand and chase her.

      She hustles straight into Knox’s garage.

      “Hey,” she barks at Knox, drawing his attention.

      His face falls, and his lips tighten as he glares at her. Maybe this is a bad idea. Darla keeps going until she’s standing next to him, and I race up beside her, placing myself between them. Close enough that Knox’s manly scent engulfs me.

      He looks at us like we’re unwelcome door-to-door salesmen.

      “We were thinking,” I start, “that Darla can babysit Piper.”

      “What for?” he says.

      “So you two can fuck, obviously,” Darla says.

      Knox’s eyes bore into Darla like lasers. I glare at her, willing her to shut up. I position my body between Knox and Darla, drawing his attention to me.

      “Tonight. Darla can babysit, and you can come over.”

      My cheeks flush. Darla is the forward one, not me. This is out of character, and I’m not all that comfortable with it, but I have needs in the form of a burning desire between my legs.

      Knox looks at the ceiling of the garage, either deliberating or figuring out how to tell us to get lost. I’ve got nothing to lose now.

      I hold his arm, go up on my toes, lower my voice and say, “I’ll wear the blue blouse.”

      His Adam’s apple bobs as he swallows my words.

      Knox leans, and growls “Didn’t I satisfy you enough this morning?”

      Still on my toes and holding his arm, I lean my other hand on his chest and say, “Maybe. Maybe I didn’t get the chance to scratch your itch.” I bring my lips closer to him, “And I’d really like to scratch your itch.”

      Dropping off my toes, I can’t believe I just said that. Or did that. Or want him so bad.

      Darla asks with a smile, “What happened before I got here this morning?”

      Shit, I forgot she was here.
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      At eight on the dot, the doorbell rings. Piper bounces to the door, the way she’s been bouncing around all afternoon. I should’ve sent her to school, instead of agreeing to this arrangement.

      I’m a couple feet away from the front door, when Piper flings it open to reveal Darla standing there.

      “Hey Darla, where’s Avery?” Piper says, peering her head out the door.

      “You know what, she’s really sick in bed.”

      “Again?”

      “Yeah, I think it’s food poisoning or something. But don’t worry, we’re still going to have lots of fun, just like we talked about this afternoon,” Darla says.

      As part of the agreement after the discussion in the garage, Avery and Darla spent the afternoon hanging out with Piper, so Piper would feel comfortable with Darla.

      “Well, I have to get going, have fun you two,” I say.

      “You smell nice, dad. Is that the cologne I gave you for your birthday?” Piper asks as I pass her to get to the door.

      “Yep,” I say, not stopping. It’s been sitting on the bathroom shelf since she gave it to me, ignored. When I stepped out the shower tonight, I saw it and put a bit on. Along with a fresh pair of jeans and a black t-shirt that might be considered a size too small.

      “You never wear it. I’m glad you finally are. It’s really nice…” she says as I walk out the door. I pull the door shut behind me, while she’s still talking.

      Darla had better get her away from the door and windows, so she can’t see where I’m going. I’m still not convinced this is a good idea with her home. I wait at the corner of my house for a minute, to give Darla time. I wanted to wait two minutes, but can’t. Not when I’m this fucking close.

      I ring Avery’s doorbell, and the door opens as if she’s been standing on the other side waiting.

      Before Piper can see, I rush inside and Avery shuts the door.

      We stand in her little foyer without speaking, eying each other. My eyes rake over her, my breathing heavy. As promised, she’s wearing the blue blouse. Instead of pants, she’s got on a short, black skirt that’s tight. Very tight, it clings to the curves of her hips, and I fight the urge to spin her around to get a good look of her ass in it.

      When I finish surveying her, our eyes lock and I step closer to her. She smells as amazing as she looks, clean and sweet like orange blossoms. I pull her into my arms and fight the urge to nail her against the wall right here by her front door. I have to remember I get to take my time tonight.

      Holding her tight and meshing my fingers through her hair, I put my lips to her ear and say, “Talk to me. I want to hear your voice.”

      “You look good,” she says, her voice pure sultriness, though I detect a slight quiver.

      “I’m glad you wore the blouse.”

      “And the thong,” she says.

      “Good, I can’t wait to tear it off you.”

      Avery swallows, and I can’t wait any longer. Gripping her head, I crush my lips against hers. Her soft, full lips on mine springs my cock to life. We explore each other’s mouths with need.

      Still holding her silky hair, my other hand travels down the curve of her back to her ass. I squeeze it, and a light moan comes from her throat. I squeeze it tighter, wanting the fabric gone between it and my hand gone.

      Her hands explore my arms and slide between the tight fabric of my t-shirt and my body. Each one of her fingers leaves a trail of sparks on my skin.

      I break our kiss, and move my lips over the softness of her cheek and neck. My cock fucking hurts from straining against my jeans, and I need to get them off before it breaks.

      “Let’s go upstairs,” I say and release her.

      With her hand in mine, I lead her up the stairs of her own house. I’ve been here many times to help Mrs Coupland with maintenance stuff, and head straight into the bedroom at the top of the stairs, the one Avery’s always sitting in the window at. Apparently masturbating to me as I work.

      “No, not this one,” she says as I enter the room and flick on the light.

      It’s the one in her new videos, decorated like a fucking boudoir.

      “Yes, definitely this one,” I say, tightening my grip on her hand as I march into the room.

      My eyes flick around, the back wall is never shown in the videos. Lighting on wheels is pushed into the corner. The wall is covered in shelves stacked with shit in its packaging. A closer look and they’re all sex stuff. I know from her videos all about the products she vlogs about, and I assume those are them.

      Beside the shelves is a rack of clothes. Fuck me, it’s all lingerie. A man could get lost in this room and never come out.

      “You shouldn’t be in here,” Avery says, tugging me towards the door.

      She can’t budge me. I yank her into my arms again.

      “What’s wrong with this room? Because that bed looks pretty fucking inviting,” I ask, knowing she won’t tell.

      “It’s not as comfortable as the one in the other room, is all.”

      “Who fucking cares,” I say and lock my mouth on hers.

      Avery protests for a second, before relaxing into me. Our tongues clash, fueling me with more and more need. She moans, the sound making my cock even harder.

      She scoops her hand under my shirt, and I break the kiss to pull it off over my head.

      “Damn,” she says, her eyes wide as she traces my tattoos and my muscles with her fingers.

      I’m eager to rip her clothes off, to expose whatever lingerie from that rack she may have on underneath, but not before I watch her suck my cock in that blue blouse.

      Still standing in the middle of the room, I push down on her shoulders. Avery doesn’t resist. She takes the hint and drops to her knees like she wants it as bad as I do.

      My cock strains at my jeans, and she takes no time in popping the button and unzipping the fly. Avery tugs them down, until the waistband is around my thighs and out of her way.

      She does the same with my boxers, and my cock springs free.

      Avery gasps as she sees it for the first time. Most women do, given my huge size.

      She takes my cock in her hand and rubs along the shaft. I groan a little and throw my head back. Her tongue connects with my shaft, and this time I gasp. She drags her tongue from my balls to my head, circling it around as she reaches the head.

      My back tenses, throwing my head back again. I quickly look back down, so I don’t miss a second of her lips on me.

      While she continues to lick up and down my shaft, she cups my sack with her hand and fondles my balls. Still holding my balls, she clamps her mouth over the head of my cock, her tongue flicking as she draws it further into her mouth.

      “Fuck,” I growl at the view. It’s everything I’ve been fantasizing about for weeks, and it feels a billion times better than I’d ever imagined.

      To counter the tingling rushing up and down my back, I widen my stance and rest my hands on her head for support.

      “Stop,” I say. If she keeps going, I’m going to give her a mouthful. And I want to see her naked before that happens.
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      “But,” I say in protest.

      I’m on my knees, and eye level with the most glorious cock I’ve ever laid eyes on. Or tasted. Having him in my mouth sent a rush of heat to my pussy, flooding my walls.

      God, he tastes good. I open my mouth and lean forward, determined to get it back in my mouth, but Knox yanks me up by my shoulders.

      “I was enjoying that,” I say.

      “So was I. Too much,” he says, his voice rough.

      Knox tugs at my top, and I pull it off over my head, exposing my bra. It’s another lace one, this one red with a matching g-string. There’s barely anything to the bra itself, and my tits spill out of it.

      His eyes pop, and he exhales sharply.

      “If I’d known what was under that blouse, I would’ve ripped it off when I stepped through the door.”

      The words wash over me, racing my heart. I’m relieved to know he likes my body as much as I like his. It’s nervous hooking up with a guy you already know has a perfect body, I didn’t want him to be disappointed.

      He draws me into him, his right hand wedged between us, holding my left breast. Our upper bodies are pressed tight against each other. My body is already flaming from him, but the skin contact ignites it further, turning me into a volcano of lust.

      Knox pushes his fingers inside the waistband of my skirt. I undo it, and let it fall to the floor, leaving me in nothing but the g-string.

      I step back to grab his jeans and push them further down his sculpted legs. Before I get to his knees, he wraps his finger in the string and yanks. The panties tear away, leaving me in only my bra.

      “Better,” he says, and lifts me in his arms.

      He drops me on the worn-out mattress, because I’d never intended for it to be anything other than background dressing. I sink into the worn-out bed and Knox climbs on after me, kicking off his jeans and underwear.

      Our mouths find each other for a moment, before Knox’s firm lips trail down my neck and over my collarbone. With a finger, he pulls both cups of my bra down, freeing my breasts and he grunts in approval.

      I moan as he kisses over them, moving between my nipples, teasing them with his tongue. With my leg, I rub against his rock-hard cock.

      Knox props himself beside me, his hand rushing over my body until it reaches my mound. Without pause, two thick fingers push straight into my walls, which are slick with want. Without any attempt to be gentle, he rams them into me over and over while his thumb rubs against my clit.

      I can’t stop moaning and squealing. The noises I’m making embarrass me, but I can’t help myself. It’s too intense, and I’m all too aware of Knox’s head hovering over me, his intense eyes burning into my face and over my body.

      Every last inch of my body tingles.

      “I’m going to come,” I blurt, my voice a breathy whisper.

      Knox yanks his hand away, kisses my forehead and says with a smile, “Not yet.”

      He fights the worn-out mattress and moves to the end of the bed. My body still tingles and buzzes. Not even trying to understand what just happened, my eyes vacantly watch him take a condom from his jeans and roll it on.

      In moments, he moves his body between my legs and kisses over me. His tip is against my mound, pushing through my lips until it finds my entrance.

      Our eyes find each other’s, and lock together with an intensity almost too difficult to bear. But for some reason, all the nervousness I’d had when he arrived tonight melt away.

      Still holding my eye contact, he slowly enters me, his large cock stretches and fills me in ways Nathan’s never did.

      He gives me a quick, open-mouthed kiss and begins to move in me, still taking his time. I swallow, still not quite believing this is happening. It doesn’t take long before I’m on the verge of tipping over again.

      I can’t stop moaning. Each slow thrust forces a squeal from me. My breath is ragged.

      “Not yet,” Knox says, and pulls out of me.

      Holding me, he rolls us both over until I’m straddling him. He pulls me flat against him, and undoes my bra, pulls it off and tosses it away.

      “I want to watch your tits bounce as you ride me,” he says as he pushes me upright.

      He positions his cock at my entrance, and I lower myself onto him. Sparks fly through my insides as I let my weight sink onto him, bringing him deeper into me than before. It almost hurts, it’s in so deep, but somehow it’s pure bliss.

      Even though he’s on the bottom, Knox pulses his hips and my body bounces. A smile springs onto his face as my tits jiggle and shake. He keeps bouncing me, and soon I’m back to squealing. My walls spasm more and more.

      And with his hands on my ass, he yanks me off him. I moan in protest, but his hands sweep me along, until I’m sitting on his face. His tongue roves through my folds and zeroes in on my clit.

      I’ve never done this before, I don’t want to suffocate him. Knox’s hands are firm on my ass, and hold my weight. Unable to hold my torso upright, I lean onto the heavy headboard.

      Knox’s tongue slides between my clit and entrance. The tingles shooting up my back and down my legs are overwhelming, but I’m determined not to make any noises. Or at least as few noises as I can. I don’t want him to stop this. Ever. Why does being on top make it more intense?

      He slides his one arm across my ass, so I’m resting on his forearm. With his other hand, he moves straight to my pussy, and two of his thick fingers straight into my entrance. Knox sucks my clit into his mouth and massages it with his tongue.

      With something for my walls to clamp around, my pussy spasms, sending a shockwave up my back and neck, straight to my brain. I scream and slump hard against the headboard as his fingers continue to move in me, and his mouth continues to attack my clit.

      I dissolve, and he has to remove his fingers from me to grab my upper body and stop me from falling to the side.

      Pulling me down and flipping me over, I’m on my back again, my pussy still spasming and waves still rushing through my body. Knox is over me, the muscles of his broad shoulder tense. I want to kiss them, to feel their hardness with my tongue, but I can’t. I’ve sunk into the mattress and am trapped.

      The tip of his cock is at my entrance again, and this time as he enters me I feel relief, relief for having something for my walls to grip. He begins to move in me, sending a burst of tingles through my chest. He rest his head against mine, so our cheeks are touching and our mouths are near each other’s ears.

      His voice low, he says, “Talk to me.”
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      “Your body is unreal, you should be on the pages of Playgirl,” Avery says, her voice somehow even huskier and more sultry than normal. She pauses, and says, “You were right, you really know what you’re doing.”

      “Stop trying so hard.”

      I don’t know what I want her to say, but I don’t need false flattery. I just want to hear her talk.

      Avery swallows hard, and I move a little faster in her. My cock has never been so happy. It’s so much better to be able to take my time than it is to bend a nameless woman over my car for a quick fuck.

      “I wasn’t,” she whispers.

      “I thought you didn’t approve of me,” I tease, pressing my cheek a little harder against hers.

      “I most definitely approve of this. You’re some kind of dream.”

      “Better than you imagined than when you were thinking of me while you touched yourself?”

      “Holy fuck, yes.”

      “Yeah, same here.”

      She adjusts her hips, taking me in deeper. Avery stops talking, but I keep thrusting, each one makes her moan in my ear. My balls are a tingling fucking mess, and I don’t know how much longer I can deny myself. But I need to make her come again.

      “This time when you scream, scream my name,” I say, my voice firm.

      Avery clamps her legs over mine, tilting her hips further. Her hands are hooked around my shoulders, and her fingernails dig deeper and harder into my skin. I keep thrusting into her, my cheek tight against hers.

      Her whole body tenses underneath me, her legs and arms fix around me with all her strength. She’s close, and I grind myself into her, rubbing against her clit as I move.

      “Oh, fuck, Knox. Knox!” she yells beside my ear as her fingers claw down my back.

      Oh God, her voice calling my name.

      I grunt as a shudder rushes up my back, and I fill the condom with cum.

      My lungs heave, and I breathe heavy through my mouth to refill them. Avery relaxes her limbs and flops them on the bed.

      I don’t want to leave her yet. I prop myself over her on my elbows, and brush my lips against hers.

      Neither of us says anything for a few moments. When my heart rate calms down, I look at her. Avery looks up at me, biting her bottom lip.

      “What is it?” I ask.

      “Nothing.”

      “Doesn’t look like nothing.”

      “I’m just really glad you came up with this idea,” she says.

      “I don’t know. I think I’m going to get a lot less work done, since I’ll be over here so much.”

      She throws her head back, laughing, and I press my lips against her exposed neck. Unable to help myself, I kiss down it to the fleshy bit where it joins her shoulder and suck it hard into my mouth. I don’t normally leave my mark, but Avery needs one.

      My new fuck toy.

      “Stop it. You’re bad,” she says, but doesn’t do anything to stop me.

      I move my mouth higher up her neck, and give her another hickey. She’s going to be wearing scarves in her videos this week, all because of me. I give her two more, not believing she’s letting me.

      Satisfied, I hold the condom and pull out of her, set it on her bedside table, and lie beside her. The bed bows under our weight, forcing us tight against each other.

      “Should we get Darla to babysit again tomorrow?” she asks.

      I don’t answer. Part of me is filled with guilt over what we’re doing. Lying to Piper so I could come fuck the neighbor probably isn’t the best parenting in the world.

      On the other hand, a man has needs, and I can probably be a better father if I’m not suffering from blue balls all the time. I could’ve gotten her a babysitter for the classic car drives, but after seeing Avery and watching her videos, that lost all appeal.

      I’d have to imagine any woman bent over my car was Avery. And I’m not that pathetic.

      But we have to be careful. Piper must never find out about our arrangement.

      “Too risky,” I say, however much I want to.

      “You mean we have to wait till Monday?” she says, her eyes roving over my face.

      I laugh, cup her cheek, as say, “The night is young.”

      “Yeah, you don’t have to go home until at least midnight. Darla won’t care.”

      “Yep.”

      I relax back into the bed, the shift in my weight bringing Avery even closer to me, and our bodies overlap. With her head on my shoulder, we rest. Her nipples are hard, and I mindlessly circle them with my thumb.

      This is good. Comfortable. Like dinner was comfortable, and hanging out with her afterwards. Though it’s much easier to be in her presence when I can touch her at will.

      My back starts to ache from this shitty mattress.

      “This bed is shit,” I say, sitting up.

      “I told you to go in the other room.”

      “It was worth it,” I say, and get off the bed.

      “What are you doing?” she says, her voice alarmed.

      “Just looking.”

      I move to the back wall, the one never shown in her videos. The shelves are full of sex-related products. I ignore them, I have no use for any of them. It’s the lingerie rack I want to see.

      The rack is wedged between the shelves and the lighting. As I move closer, something on the shelf catches my attention. Used concert ticket stubs. I pick them up, curious to know what she saw.

      I’m taken aback for a moment. They’re for the Red Hot Chili Peppers, my favorite band. I’d wanted to go, Marcus got us tickets, but I couldn’t find a good babysitter for Piper and had to miss it.

      And Avery got to go.

      “That was for their concert last year. It was an awesome show, but then the Chilies are an awesome band,” she says.

      “Sure are,” I say, and toss the tickets back on the shelf.

      I turn my attention to the clothing rack. All sorts of lingerie are packed onto it. Slutty stuff, cutesy stuff. Lots of stuff I want her to put on for me of both types. She could do a fashion show for me right here.

      I don’t ask why she has all this stuff since I already know the answer, and I don’t want her to know I know. She doesn’t volunteer anything either.

      “You should wear this for me next time,” I say, holding up a hanger with a blue satin corset on it. There are no bra cups on it, so I could watch her tits bounce and swing as she rode me. Plus it’s blue, her best color. “Yeah, definitely wear this.”

      I continue riffling through it, looking for other things I want her to wear most. Avery appears at my side, in front of the shelf. She reaches into a box and pulls something out.

      “Only if you wear this,” she says, holding up a yellow thing.

      “What’s that?”

      Avery spreads it between her fingers, and the shape of a giraffe becomes clear.

      “A banana hammock. You put your dick in the neck, and when it’s hard, the giraffe’s neck stands tall,” she says, trying not to laugh.

      “No fucking chance,” I say, laughing.

      She lets her laugh out, and I turn into her, pulling her against me, both of us still laughing.
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      It’s freaking me out, having Knox in my fake bedroom, looking at my crazy shelves and rack of lingerie that companies sent me to pimp. God knows what’s going through his head. He must think I’m a weirdo, but at least he isn’t asking questions.

      I grab my phone, and send my Chilies playlist to the wireless speaker.

      “Nice,” Knox says as “Under the Bridge” starts. He takes my hand, and says, “Dance with me.”

      I laugh, and say, “Okay, wait, I need clothes on.”

      “No way.”

      “Yes, I can’t hang around naked.”

      “Choose from those,” he says, pointing to the rack.

      “Fine,” I say, raising my eyebrow. I pull the blue full satin panties off a hanger and pull them on, followed with the matching bra.

      “What about me?” Knox asks.

      I burst out laughing, grab the giraffe and toss it at him.

      He chuckles, grabs his boxers out of his jeans, and puts them on.

      The song is half over, but Knox pulls me close to him and we sway to the music. I lean into him, and follow his body as he moves. I run my hands over his broad back, still amazed at how hard his body is.

      “Take Me to the Other Side” comes on, and we continue dancing and laughing. Knox takes my hand and twirls me, pulls me back and dips me before we’re laughing too hard to continue our crazy dance.

      I sink back against his body, and we continue our slow dance, through “Californication” and the rest of the playlist. Even though we’re barely moving, my heart races.

      Relaxed, I pull the giant, supposedly unbreakable feather off the shelf and tickle him with it.

      Knox smirks, grabs my wrist and wraps his other arm behind me, reaching all the way to the fleshy bit under my ribs. His hand closes on the fleshy bit, and my body contorts as I laugh.

      “Stop it,” I say, my voice high pitched from laughing.

      “You’re crazy.”

      He holds me easily in one hand while his eyes search over the shelves. He laughs when he sees the book called Every Physically Possible Sex Position. Pulling it from the shelf, he lets go of me and flips through the pages.

      Each page is illustrated with a bland cgi couple, contorted in all sorts of positions that I don’t believe are physically possible. It’s a thin book, only a hundred pages or so.

      “This should keep us busy,” he says, chuckling.

      “I don’t think most of those are possible. And a lot look painful.”

      “We’ve done most of the rest already tonight,” he says, and drops the book on the floor.

      I haven’t done the vlog on it yet, and crouch to pick it up to keep it from getting damaged. After smoothing the cover down, I set it back on the shelf.

      Knox picks up an oversized pink dildo. It’s rubbery and wobbles as he moves it. His face screws up as he watches it, and he drops it back on the shelf. He moves on to white chocolate powder, body jewelry, and a neon cock ring, examining each in turn.

      “Are you going to go through it all?” I ask.

      “You’ve got a lot of crazy shit here, but you know what I’ve been dying to do to you?”

      “What?” I ask hesitantly.

      “Shave your pussy,” he says, his eyes boring into mine.

      My cheeks flush. I hadn’t expected that. I hope this isn’t a comment on my maintenance. I just trimmed for him this afternoon.

      Before I can answer, he stands and leaves the room. My eyes follow him as he goes into the bathroom, and comes out again with a towel, face cloth, shaving cream, and razor.

      Holy shit, he’s serious.

      “On that shitty bed, or the floor?” he asks.

      This isn’t something I ever thought I’d do with someone the first time I slept with them, but it’s easy being with Knox, and it feels right.

      “I’ll take the floor thanks, I don’t think my back can take any more of that bed.”

      I lie back on the floor, and he kneels between my legs. Knox hooks a finger in the full satin panties, and slides them down my legs. I kick them the rest of the way off.

      My bare ass is on the only new carpet in the house. I thought he was going to put the towel under me, but instead he squirts the shaving foam over the top of my pelvis.

      It’s cold and I shiver at the contact. It starts to dribble down my folds, and I shout, “Ah.”

      Knox catches my eyes, a devilish grin on his face. I get the impression this is something he’s been planning.

      “The thing with stubble is it scratches.” Knox drags the razor down my strip of hair. ”By not shaving, you’re risking me not wanting to kiss your lips.” He shifts his eyes down, “And I want to kiss these lips.” He shoves my legs apart and drags the razor alongside my mound, wiping it on the towel after each line.

      For once, I don’t know what to say. I don’t have a comeback.

      He works in silence, in the most thorough shave I’ve ever had. I’m a little nervous of the blade but he’s careful. For whatever reason the slow, deliberate activity quickens my heart and fills me with flutters. I ache for his touch.

      Satisfied with his job, he sets the razor on the floor and wipes all over the area with the wet face cloth. Knox pats me off with the towel, making sure he’s cleaned the foam from everywhere. I feel like an engine in one of his cars. It’s amazing how someone so otherwise brutish can work so delicately.

      Knox rests his hand on my tummy, and leans to kiss the freshly bare skin he’s exposed. I gasp, everything is extra sensitive and I squirm to cope with the intensity. His lips and tongue take their time exploring my freshly bare skin, and I tilt my hips, willing him for more.

      Heat races through my veins, and I moan. It seems like I’m waiting all over again. Like it’s Wednesday night all over again.

      He rams his finger into me, my walls slick and ready for him. Gagging for him. My extreme wetness seems to please him, and he grunts. Far too quickly, he pulls his finger away and stands and grabs the leg of his jeans.

      Pulling the jeans to him, he fishes out another condom.

      “I have an IUD, you don’t need that,” I say, knowing Darla would kill me without him being tested but somehow I don’t give one fucking shit at this moment.

      “I do,” he snarls.

      That’s definitive. I’m not going to argue.

      After rolling it on, Knox grabs my hips and flips me over. I’m face down on the new carpet. He grabs my hips again, this time pulling me onto all fours, his hard cock against my now dripping bare lips.

      His hand runs up my spine, dipping with the curve of my back, leaving a trail of lava in its wake. I lean back into him, grinding against his erection, teasing it. Begging it.

      Knox ignores me, and undoes my bra, letting it slide down my arms to the floor. He reaches around and grabs my tit, now swinging free.

      “Fuck, you’re hot,” he says, his voice strong and loud.

      A high pitched moan escapes me in response, and he drives his cock into me. My elbows bow at the force, but I avoid hitting my face against the floor. At the same time, my pussy explodes with heat and lust and desire.
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      Deep inside her, I run my hand over the curve of Avery’s waist, hips and ass before settling on grabbing her waist. I hold her in place as I move in and out of her, my balls slapping against her lips.

      I can’t fucking believe she lay there like that and let me shave her. Every last bit. I took my time and she didn’t even care. Judging by her moaning, she enjoyed it as much as I did.

      Except she probably didn’t realize the real reason I wanted to shave her. There’s no way she did. Avery would’ve said something if she knew I knew about her vlogs.

      I can’t wait to see what she says about it in her next video. Wearing a scarf to hide the hickeys.

      My heart hammers against my ribcage as I pound into her. Shit, I hope I don’t bruise her knees. She’s not complaining, anyway.

      Avery reaches back and cups my balls. They tingle like crazy against her skin, and she rolls them in her palm. Fuck me. Fuck her. This is too good.

      I keep pounding into her, forcing more and more moans from her. The sound of them sending shudders down my back. As much as I love pounding into her from behind, I need more of her calling my name.

      I stop moving, lean my body over hers, and say, “We’re going on the bed.”

      “Let’s go on the other one, the mattress is so much better. That one sucks too much,” she says, her voice breathy but pleading.

      As much fun as fucking her in this room is, that mattress is utter shit.

      “Fine,” I say.

      Avery moves to crawl away from me, but I tighten my grip and thrust into her again. And again. I’m not done doing this yet.

      I rub my hand over the fleshiest part of her ass, marking a target, and swat it.

      “Ah,” she moans.

      “Did you like that?” I ask her.

      She says nothing but lets out another moan that goes straight to my cock.

      Her pussy tightens around my cock as she flinches when my hand makes contact with her round ass. I raise my hand higher this time, and spank her ass harder.

      Avery’s back arches hard at the impact, her pussy a vice grip on my cock. Her ass is red from my treatment, and I switch hands to brutalize the other cheek. I spank it once, twice, smiling as it starts to turn pink.

      My balls start to draw up, and the tingling nears its maximum. Without apology, I whip out of her, stand and pull her to her feet. I spin her around and pull her close to me, the way we’d been when we were dancing.

      The dancing that felt so right. I haven’t danced since before Piper was born. Maybe dancing with Avery was worth the wait.

      With my index finger, I tilt her chin and press my lips against her. My balls are still tingling like crazy, and I need them to calm down, but the kiss doesn’t help. If anything, they’re tingling more and I’m too close to the edge for safety.

      I break the kiss and step away. It’s impossible to stop my eyes from raking over her naked body. Naked even of the hair I shaved from her. The only thing covering her now are my hickeys.

      Avery lifts her arm and trails her fingers down my chest. I close my eyes as her hand nears my cock, but she doesn’t touch it. Instead, her fingers move up again, tracing the lines of my abs and pecs.

      When she reaches my neck, she slides it over my shoulder and down my arm, this time gripping my muscles in her hand.

      She swallows hard when her hand reaches mine. I grip my fingers in hers, a smile springing across my face. Avery looks at me, her full lips half parted and her eyelids heavy.

      It’s too much.

      Still holding her hand, I lead her into the other bedroom. Unlike the one in her videos, this one still looks exactly like it was when Mrs Coupland lived here, but with different furniture. The closet is open, and clothes are piled up on her dresser and the end of her unmade bed.

      “Oh, shit, oops. I forgot to clear these away,” Avery says as she rushes ahead of me, and sweeps the clothes on the bed into her arms and drops them onto a pile on the dresser.

      Wasn’t she expecting me tonight? Where did she think we were going to be?

      “Come here,” I say and hold her as I pull us down onto the bed.

      The mattress is firm, and we don’t sink into it. Perfect.

      Avery lies on her back and I position myself between her legs. I guide my tip into her entrance, her walls tight around me as I move into her.

      Our mouths meet, and we kiss as I start moving. She breaks the kiss to gasp for air, her chest heaving from my pounding.

      “Don’t forget my name,” I say, my voice low in her ear.

      “How could I ever forget your name, Knox?”

      Her voice, her words. My name coming out of her mouth. I need more. I can’t even think straight from it.

      “Say it,” I grunt, and grind myself into her with extra force.

      “Jesus, Knox, this is insane. Oh God, oh God! Knox.”

      Each word gets higher and higher in pitch and tightens my balls more and more.

      “Knox,” she screams loud enough my ears ring, and I lose control.

      My cock explodes into the condom, shudders rip up and down my back and legs in a violent orgasm.

      Avery cries out, digs her fingernails into me and writhes around under me. I swear I’m about to fill the condom all over again at the sight of her.

      We’re quiet for several minutes, catching our breath. Not ready for me to go.

      I roll off her, and lie on my back beside Avery. Taking the condom off, I set it on yet another of her bedside tables.

      “What time is it?” she asks.

      “Midnight,” I say, glancing at her alarm clock.

      “You don’t have to go yet. Right?” Avery says, gripping my arms.

      “Not yet,” I say, rolling onto my side.

      Avery pulls the comforter up from the end of her unmade bed and covers us with it. She rolls onto her side, facing away from me, and nestles herself into my body.

      I drape my arm over her, and pull her tighter against me.

      This is the only time I’ll ever have the chance to fall asleep with Avery in my arms, or with any woman in my arms. It’s one of the sacrifices I’ve made for Piper. Fuck them, yes. Hold them, no. No relationships, no women in my bed. Since I was twenty two.

      On Wednesday I would’ve been out of here by now. But after hanging out with Avery all day yesterday, and tonight, I don’t know. I can’t bring myself to leave yet.

      “This was good,” Avery says.

      “Real good.”

      My body is heavy, and I close my eyes.

      Shit. The alarm clock says it’s four a.m. I’d planned on resting for ten minutes. Maybe fifteen. Not half the night.

      “I have to go,” I whisper in Avery’s ear, not wanting to wake her.

      “No,” she moans.

      “No choice.”

      I kiss her hair, rub my hand over her shaved pussy one last time, and get out of the bed as smoothly as I can. After finding my clothes in the other bedroom, I dress and leave.

      Without making a sound, I open my door and sneak into my house. Darla jolts up on the couch, her hair springing around her.

      “Holy shit, you two are machines,” Darla says.

      “Is everything okay with Piper?”

      “Yeah, she’s a great kid. We had lots of fun. Any time you two want another fuck fest, you just let me know. I’m happy to come hang with Piper and give you two fun time.”

      I grunt, wanting her to leave before she ruins my good mood.

      “You don’t have to worry about how long I stay, I’ve got my iPad. I just FuckTimed my boy toy is all. Poor thing, he’s going to have a hard time cleaning his keyboard. All that jizz getting underneath the keys and all.”

      What the fuck is her problem? I glare at her in silence.

      “Anyway, you better have taken care of Avery’s needs, and not just your own, Mister.”

      Shocked, tired, my lip snarls at her.

      “I’m going to bed,” I say, and walk up the stairs.
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      I wake up at seven, a ball of energy. Despite all the physical activity last night, I haven’t felt this good in months.

      I’m overflowing with ideas for my vlogs, thanks to Knox. Ideas about things that never even occurred to me before. Or things Nathan would never do. The facesitting, the spanking, the shaving. Fuck me, Knox is good.

      Though despite all the incredible sex, the memory that warms me more than anything else, surprisingly, is the laughing and dancing. Although falling asleep in his arms was pretty fucking nice, too. Being with Knox was pure fun.

      Just like having supper with him the other night was fun.

      Remembering the rules, I sigh. This is an itch-scratching arrangement, and I can’t forget that. I have to get better at suppressing my emotions, is all.

      Darla is still asleep. I don’t even know what time Knox left last night. After closing her door to let her sleep in peace, I shower, dress and go into my fake bedroom to shoot some of my new ideas.

      Holy shit, this place looks like a bomb went off in it. Dried puddles of shaving cream dot the new carpet, the stuff from my shelves and lingerie rack are strewn around the room, and the bed is a caved-in mess.

      I spend half an hour quietly tidying, going over and over what I want to video in my head before I forget it. The bed is a nightmare to get to look good again, and I end up flipping the mattress so there’s no massive ditch in the middle.

      Finally I’m ready to shoot my video. Shit. A last careful look in the mirror, and I realize my neck is covered in hickeys. I run the tips of my fingers over the marks. Instead of anger, my mind is filled with the memory of Knox giving them to me, and I have to adjust myself before my panties get too wet.

      After digging around in my closet, I find a pretty pink scarf and fasten it around my neck to hide the hickeys. Back in my fake bedroom, I hit record and I start talking.

      “Ladies, if you find a man who knows what he’s doing. I mean one who really knows how to treat your body, someone just so utterly amazing he blows your mind, hold onto him tight. Even if it is just a fuck-buddy relationship. Because those men are unicorns, and I think we all know how much every little girl dreams of finding a unicorn. But don’t worry guys, I’m here to teach you how to become a unicorn. Or at least a white horse. Guys, you become one of those types of lovers, and your woman will be begging you to do whatever you want to her.”

      How would I have made this video with Nathan as my reference point? That man wasn’t any sort of special, and he certainly didn’t treat my body like I was special.

      I talk a bit more, about how a man can learn, trying to give them hope — and more importantly, make them want to watch the rest of my videos and become one of my subscribers.

      Still flushed with the excitement of last night, I rush edit the vlog and post it.

      After I hit the button, I tap my teeth with my finger, wondering if I should do a shaving video. I definitely want to, but maybe it’s better to wait a couple of weeks, until it isn’t so personal. After all the purpose of my videos are to help people improve their sex lives, not air my sex life. Just because my sex life suddenly went from nunnery to off the scales, doesn’t mean I have to share every detail with my viewers.

      At least I have good news in my inbox, the troll comments have been removed and the person who made them banned.

      I change my top, and am about to shoot a video about spanking, when Darla bursts into the room.

      “I can’t believe you’re in here. You shouldn’t even be able to walk. Was Knox a disappointment?”

      I burst out laughing and shake my head no.

      “Then why can you walk? You were up until four, I can’t believe you’re even awake.”

      “Four? That’s what time he left?”

      “Yes babe, I was up all night so you could fuck longer.”

      “We fell asleep at midnight.”

      “What? No wonder you look so rested” she says, plopping onto the bed.

      Darla messes up the bed again, but I’m too busy laughing to tell her to move.

      “You should’ve slept on his couch. Got some rest,” I say laughing.

      “Can’t. Had the toy boy amuse me online, you know?”

      Alarmed, I say, “Piper better not’ve heard.”

      “Don’t worry, she was deep asleep by then. I checked.”

      “How was she last night? Because I’ll have to kill you if you slipped any info about where Knox was.”

      “Don’t worry, the subject didn’t come up once.”

      “Did you play a lot of would you rather?”

      “Hell, yes. Plus we talked about her mother.”

      “What?” I bark. Piper never talks to me about her mother.

      “Yeah, I called her out on the Africa bs, and she told me how she doesn’t know anything about her mom. Which is weird, I figured she was going to say her mother died, but apparently she’s alive and kicking.”

      “Oh God, please tell me you didn’t say anything to upset her, Knox will go ballistic.”

      “Au contraire, she was relieved someone finally saw through the charity work in Africa crap. Piper wants answers, is all. It was a cry for help, I can’t believe you couldn’t tell.”

      My brow creases, and I stare at Darla, processing her words. Did Piper need my help, and I missed it? She’s just so bright, I took the Africa thing at face value. Now I feel like an idiot for it.

      “Oh,” I mutter.

      “Anyway, babe, you still haven’t spilled the dirt on last night. What was he like?”

      My body warms and a smile bursts onto my face at the memory of Knox.

      “Look at you, speechless and blushing, he must’ve been good,” Darla says, laughing.

      “Here, watch the video I just posted,” I say, and hit start on the video.

      Darla leans close to watch, her lips pursed as she stifles a laugh.

      When the video ends, she says, “Unicorn?”

      I bit my bottom lip, nod and say, “He was that good.”

      “Or you were just that desperate. Six months since Nathan. And no offense, but he never struck me as a sex god. “

      “None taken. Knox couldn’t be more different than him.”

      “Lucky you, having him right next door.”

      “My weekdays just got a whole lot better, that’s for sure.”

      “Hold on, babe, why are you wearing a scarf when it’s hot out?”

      Darla tugs at my scarf, pulling it off and exposing my neck. My hand flies up to cover the marks left by Knox. She snorts at the sight of them.

      “Shut up. Not one word.” I say with a smile.

      She sticks her tongue out at me and we both dissolve into a fit of laughter.

      “Look, there he is now,” Darla says, nodding her head to the window.

      Knox is in shorts and running shoes, and stretches up as he opens his garage door. The stubble is back, and he looks hotter than ever. My body fills with heat at the sight of him, and my heart races.

      He looks up at the window, and I lean back. I’m not sure I want him to see me, not yet.

      Two days, that’s how long we have to wait until Piper’s back at school.

      Two long days.

      We go out for dinner that night and talk shop all evening. Although I have fun with Darla, I keep thinking of Knox.

      Darla spends most of Sunday morning in her room, FaceTiming her boy toy. She winds up leaving after lunch. I spend the rest of Sunday wishing Monday would hurry up and get here.
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      It’s Sunday evening, and Piper gets up off the couch to go to bed.

      “How are you feeling, sweetheart? Are you okay to go to school tomorrow?” I ask. I don’t want to rush her back or anything, but after Friday night, I’d really like to pay Avery another visit.

      “Yes, Dad, I feel great. And I’m bored from hanging around home so much. I miss my friends.”

      “As long as you’re sure.”

      “Yep, good night!” Piper says, and races up the stairs.

      I open Hulu and watch two episodes of Community because they remind me of the night with Avery. Halfway through the second one, I turn it off, angry at myself for letting myself get sucked into her. No relationships.

      Instead I find a movie to watch, with lots of shit blowing up in it.

      When the movie ends, I can’t help myself. I grab my iPad and open Avery’s YouTube channel. As always, there’s a new video for yesterday and today. Today’s is her talking about some book. The subject doesn’t interest me, and there are no marks on her neck. She must’ve filmed it earlier. I finish watching purely to listen to her voice.

      I start the video she posted yesterday. She’s wearing a scarf to cover the marks I left on her neck, and my dick twitches at the sight. It stiffens fully when I realize what she’s saying. I’m her fucking unicorn. Not that I needed her video to know I blew her mind, but now she’s confessing it to the whole world.

      Intending to leave a comment, I try to log in but my account has been banned for breaking the rules of their community. Apparently you’re not allowed to threaten people.

      Whatever. I watch the video again and start thinking about all the things I’m going to do to her in the morning.

      [image: ]
* * *

      In the Thunderbird, I drop Piper at school for breakfast club at eight and head home. I don’t even bother to pull it all the way down my driveway before hopping out and going to Avery’s front door.

      I ring the bell and wait. I ring the bell again. That Darla chick better be gone.

      Avery opens the door, tying a white cotton housecoat around her. I hook my hands into the belt and back her into the house, kicking the door shut with my foot.

      “Good morning,” she says.

      “Have you showered yet?” I ask, kissing her neck and taking her hand in mine. Her smell put my dick on alert.

      “No, I just got up and haven’t had time yet. I usually have a coffee first to get me started.”

      I don’t say anything as I pull her upstairs and into the bathroom. I pull open her housecoat, revealing an old t-shirt that she must’ve slept in. The swell of her tits underneath it, hanging free forces me to swallow in anticipation.

      “Wow, I wasn’t expecting this,” she says.

      I smirk at her, debating whether to say anything about her video. After all, she did say she wants her unicorn to have his way with her.

      Moving my body tight against hers, I crush my mouth against hers. Our kiss is frantic. It’s been two and a half days, but it feels like two years.

      Flicking the housecoat over her shoulders, I let it fall to the floor. She lifts her arms as I pull her shirt up over her head and drop it onto the housecoat.

      Avery grapples with my clothes, and I pull my shirt off as she yanks down my shorts and boxers.

      With one hand in the small of her back, I push her against me, our naked bodies pressed tight together. Avery runs her lips over my chest, filling my veins with fire. With my other hand, I turn the water on, set it to a good temperature and flick the lever to start the shower.

      “Get in,” I say, urging her to step into the tub.

      Without hesitating, Avery steps into the tub and sticks her head under the shower head.

      She closes her eyes and she soaks her hair. The water runs down her face and over her tits and on down to her shaved pussy. Avery increases the show, by running her hands over her body.

      Fuck me.

      I let my eyes feast on the view. My cock is fully awake now. All of the blood in my body has rushed to it. I’ve got to stick to the plan, it has to wait.

      I step into the tub, and rub my hands over Avery’s wet skin. My lips crush against hers, and I grind myself against her.

      Breaking the kiss, my lips travel down the slick skin of her neck until I’m bent over with her nipple in my mouth.

      She moans, and I carry on my plan. Following the flow of the water, I kiss over her tummy, until I’m kneeling in front of her. Grabbing her ass to support her, I flick my tongue through her folds, locating her clit.

      Using my tongue, I expose it to the pounding water. The hot water is flowing down both sides, and I guide the water to her clit. Taking a mouthful of water, I suck her clit into the pool of water in my mouth, and force the water back and forth across it.

      Avery gasps, and her legs buckle, but I hold her ass tight to support her.

      “Knox,” she says, clamping her hands on my shoulders.

      It’s time. I move one hand across her back so my arm can support her body. From the other hand, I push two of my fingers into her, and pump them against her front wall.

      “Ah!” Avery cries as her legs buckle. My free arm takes all her weight. Her legs dangle useless under her. Her grip on my shoulders ends, and her arms dangle useless beside her.

      I keep working at her pussy.

      “Help,” she says, breathless, her torso slumped against the wall.

      I ignore her.

      “I can’t, I can’t,” she says, pawing helplessly at my head. “Please.”

      She looks uncomfortable, and I made my point. I withdraw my fingers and hold her steady. Getting to my feet, I turn off the water and put my arm around her.

      But she’s pure jelly and struggles to get out of the tub. I chuck her over my shoulder and walk to her bedroom, the messy one with the good mattress, and chuck her onto the bed.

      I run back to the bathroom and grab a condom out of my shorts. I rush back into the bedroom. Avery is propped up on her elbows, her knees bent up and water from her wet hair drips down her tits.

      Our eyes connect, and my cock pulses with ache, with want. I start to roll the condom on.

      “If we got tested, you wouldn’t need that, you know. I have an IUD.”

      “You told me already,” I say, as I finish putting the condom on. I’ve already been tested, I know I’m clean. That’s not the issue.

      Avery slides one leg down, a pouty smile on her full lips. She gets better by the second. I climb onto the bed and up between her legs, stopping to kiss her tits on the way up.

      Our lips lock and I thread my fingers through hers, holding her hands alongside her head. I push my cock into her entrance, and she moans into my mouth.

      Placing my head alongside hers, I move in her tight walls.

      “I knew you wouldn’t be able to come in the shower,” I say, my voice a low growl.

      Avery doesn’t say anything, instead she moans as I push in and out of her.

      I continue, “Because it doesn’t matter how strong I am, I only have two arms. And know what I’m doing.”
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      I don’t understand.

      My body is screaming with joy and I can’t think straight. I can barely see straight, my body tingles everywhere, including, seemingly, my eyeballs.

      “And that’s why you can’t get your pussy licked in the shower,” Knox says.

      I still don’t understand. Only that the memory of us in the shower comes flooding back. I thought I was going to crack my head open and die in that shower, and a part of me thinks it would be worth it.

      “Knox,” I say, whimpering at the recent memory.

      He increases the depth of his thrusts, his thick cock tight against my walls. I lose the ability to breathe as my muscles coil tight around my lungs.

      “Oh, Knox,” I cry, and my pussy turns into a spasming wreck.

      Waves radiate out from between my legs as I grip Knox for support. I realize I’m digging my nails deep into the flesh of his back, and force my fingers to relax.

      Knox growls and his cock throbs. He slams his pelvis into mine and buries himself deep inside me as he comes.

      His chest heaves as he hovers over me, and we both struggle to catch our breath.

      Looking down at me, he says, “I’m really looking forward to having you beg me to do whatever I want to you,” he pauses, and adds with a smile, “and your kitten.”

      Fuck, I suddenly understand.

      My breath catches in my lungs, and I feel like I’m suffocating. I turn my head to the side and force a cough. I can’t bring myself to look at Knox, but I can feel his body jiggle as he laughs.

      I try to wiggle out from under him, to run away and hide. Knox cages me in, I can’t go anywhere. I should’ve known from the way he didn’t freak out at my wall of sex toys on Friday. Idiot.

      “Don’t run away from your unicorn, you’ve got to hold onto me tight,” he says, grinding his dick into me as he speaks.

      I cringe, once again wanting the earth to swallow me whole.

      Resigned, I ask, “How long have you known?”

      “Since the first time we met.”

      “Oh, you’re a long-time fan?” I tease, trying to turn the tables.

      Knox laughs and I snap my head up to look at him. As soon as my lips are angled up, he plants a kiss on them, still half laughing.

      “What?” I ask.

      “Hardly. That day a friend told me you’d moved to town. I’d never heard of you, so he showed me your videos. When I met you that night, I couldn’t believe the hot chick who gives out sex advice was living next door to me.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me? That’s some kind of invasion of privacy, or something.” I push my hands up on his chest to move him off me, but Knox doesn’t budge.

      “I tried to comment on the unicorn video,” I cringe again when he says unicorn, “But my account’s been banned. Apparently you can’t make threatening comments.”

      “Did you make other comments on my videos?”

      He kisses my forehead, and says, “Yes.”

      My brow creases as I try to understand what he’s saying. He was banned? Was he the troll?

      “Jerk, how dare you make all those comments about me.”

      “You were supposed to appreciate them.”

      “This is insane. First you don’t tell me you knew about my videos, now you’re telling me you were my troll. Do you know how upsetting those types of comments are to me?”

      “Why? You should be thanking me.”

      That’s it. “Get out of me,” I demand, pushing him.

      “What the fuck, baby?” he says, kneeling back. “I shouldn’t have told you. I didn’t have to, you know. But since you’re posting about me now, I thought it would be the nice thing to do.”

      In my mind, I’m leaping to my feet in outrage. In reality, my legs are like fucking jelly, and they’re not leaping anywhere. My mind races over everything he’s said and done.

      Fuck. The shaving. Shit. The shower. The hard, fast fuck. Wearing the blue top to suck him off.

      Knox looks at me. “That Hung like a Donkey guy was saying some nasty things to you. I thought you would appreciate your... unicorn protecting you.”

      I understand. A smile spreads across my face. He’s not my troll.

      “That’s why you wanted me to wear the blue top while I sucked you off, isn’t it?”

      Now it’s his turn to look awkward. Knox looks away and for a second, his breathing pauses.

      “You’ve probably been over there watching that video, jerking off and dreaming of me giving you the best blow job ever. Am I right?”

      Knox leans down, grabs my head and pulls it close to his mouth. “So what if I did,” he growls.

      Holy shit, I wasn’t expecting that answer. He did? He admitted that? Butterflies explode in my chest.

      Breathlessly, I say, “I hope the real thing lived up to your expectations.”

      “Better, even,” Knox says, and crushes his lips against mine.

      Our kiss has all the heat and passion as the earlier one in the bathroom. For a moment, I think we’re going to start all over again.

      He breaks the kiss, and says “I have to get some work done.”

      “So do I.”

      “What are you going to say about me today?”

      “Nothing. You’re not always the subject, you know. In fact, you barely ever are.” There goes my idea for today. I’ll have to do a question-answering video to make up for it.

      “Let me know if you need any help. I’ll be more than happy to give you some more ideas.”

      Knox leaves the room. His clothes are still in the bathroom. I’d follow him to get my bathrobe but my body is still tingling so much that I can’t bring myself to get off the bed.

      He returns, carrying his clothes, and sits on the edge of the bed to dress.

      “Are you at your car thing tonight?”

      “Every Monday.”

      “Want me to watch Piper?”

      “Yeah, if you don’t mind.”

      “Not at all, she’s a cool kid. You’ve done a great job raising her,” I say, and immediately feel foolish. Is it weird to tell a guy you think he’s a good parent?

      Knox turns his head to me, his eyebrows raised, “You think so?”

      I manage to crawl over to him, and drape myself over his back.

      “Absolutely. Piper sure is lucky to have such a great dad.”

      He doesn’t say anything, and I feel like an idiot. Why did I say that? Just because I think it. I have to get better at this arrangement. It’s sex, nothing more.

      How can I make it nothing more?

      Knox stands to pull up his shorts, and I slump back onto the bed. He does up the button, and I don’t want him to leave. I want him to stay and hang out with me all day. But I know we both have mortgages to pay.

      “See ya,” he says, and steps towards the bedroom door.

      “If you want a nice lunch break, you know where I am,” I say.

      He grunts as he goes through the door. Maybe the father comments were too much. Too far out of a fuck-buddy agreement.

      A second later, he pokes his head back in the door, and says, “Come for dinner tonight, before I go.”

      “Sure,” I say, filled with relief as the butterflies fill my chest again.

      “We eat early tonight, I leave at five thirty.”

      Knox’s feet are heavy as he walks away. “Okay,” I call out as he thumps down the stairs.

      “I still don’t know why you’re so angry at me for attacking that other poster,” he yells up from the bottom of the stairs.

      “I’m not,” I yell on reflex, and the door bangs shut. How could I be? I still can’t believe he’s Ox Man, and that he cared enough to attack Hung like a Donkey for me.

      I’m speechless. And still jelly. I flop back on the bed, hoping I’ll be able to walk straight by dinner.

      Why do I have to live next to such a great guy when I can never be anything more but a neighbor with benefits?
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      Every Monday, I stop working at five, have a quick shower, and heat up the leftovers of the one-pot wonder I make on Sundays for supper. I don’t have much time, the classic car ride starts at six, and it’s a thirty-minute drive.

      Today, like every day after school, Piper is in her room doing homework. She likes to get it out of the way so she can watch Law & Order in the evening. She only shows her face after I call her for dinner. Though maybe she’s avoiding helping to get dinner ready.

      At one minute to five, the doorbell rings. I expected Piper to get it, but she doesn’t so I make my way to the door and open it. Avery stands on the step, a silky scarf wrapped around her neck, a half smile on her face.

      Damn her. I don’t know what I was thinking when I invited Avery for dinner tonight.

      “Hey,” she says.

      “Come in.” I turn and walk back to the kitchen.

      “Where’s Piper?”

      “Upstairs, doing her homework.”

      Avery stands close to me, too close. She stands on her tiptoes and whispers, “Don’t worry, not even a hint.”

      Before she can move away, I grab her tight and breathe her in. My lips brush against hers and her mouth parts.

      This isn’t good she shouldn’t be here. This goes against all my rules. The rules I’ve followed for thirteen years.

      The problem is, I want her here.

      “I need to hurry,” I say, backing away from her before my dick wakes up.

      “Of course.”

      Avery passes me the plates from the cupboard, and I load them up with my chili. When they’re full, Avery puts them on the table and gets the cutlery while I get the sour cream.

      “Supper,” I yell.

      Piper thumps out of her bedroom and comes bounding down the stairs.

      “Avery!” she says when she enters the kitchen.

      “Hey Piper. I thought I’d come hang out with you tonight, keep you company.”

      “Cool.”

      “I won’t be late, Piper. Home by seven thirty on the dot.” The ride ends at seven, I can leave any new clients to Marcus and get the hell out of there and back to my girl.

      “Don’t worry about us,” Avery says. “We can amuse ourselves.”

      Taking my eyes off my plate, I glance up at her and our eyes meet. A shudder runs through me, and I quickly fix my eyes back on my food.

      “Guess what?” Piper says to Avery. “I’m finished middle school in less than two weeks.”

      “That’s exciting. Big plans for the summer?”

      “Nope. Only preparing for high school.”

      “It’ll be a big change, that’s for sure,” Avery says.

      I can’t believe she’s starting high school. How will I react when she starts bringing boys home? Other than to scare the shit out of them.

      “Avery, can you come to my eighth grade graduation? It would be so awesome if you could come.”

      “I don’t know, what are your dad’s plans?” Avery asks.

      I don’t have any, I think. Just turn up and see my baby officially finish grade school.

      “I have big plans, it’s so exciting, and I want you to be there for it,” Piper says.

      “What plans?” I ask. I don’t know anything about any big plans.

      “It’s a surprise. For you too, Dad.”

      “I don’t like surprises.”

      “Well too bad, it’s my graduation, my surprise.”

      There’s no point in arguing with her right now. I shake my head and shovel the rest of the food in my mouth while the two of them talk. Listening to them relaxes me.

      “Gotta run,” I say.

      Like always, I leave my plate on the table. I’ll clean it up when I get home, after Piper goes to bed. I grab my wallet, phone, and keys, and walk out the door.

      After sliding into my Thunderbird, I turn the key and listen to the engine purr. As I drive to the car show, I consider what just happened. I sat and had dinner with Avery and Piper. And afterwards, I left the two of them together and walked out the door to go to work. As if we were a family.

      It’s not something I’ve ever wanted. And it’s dangerous. So why did I invite Avery into my house?

      As much as I don’t want to admit it, I like hanging out with Avery, even when she’s fully clothed.

      The realization pisses me off. I spend the entire time at the event leaning on the side of my car with my arms crossed, angry. The hood is up, people can look if they want, but I’m in no mood to talk to anyone.

      Why the fuck did I let Avery get into my head? I broke the rules. No fucking the same chick more than once a month. No fucking anyone Piper knows. No relationships.

      I couldn’t keep my cock in my pants, and now everything is fucked up.

      “What the fuck is your problem tonight?” Marcus says, on his walk up and down the street.

      He calls it mingling. I call it trolling for pussy. At least that’s what I called it when I did it. Marcus has a harder time than I ever did. The blond man-bun doesn’t help, but his real problem is his clothes. The chicks here aren’t interested in suits, they want muscles on display.

      “Nothing.”

      He leans on the car beside me. “I’ve known you a long time, buddy, this ain’t nothing. You are fucking pissed. Look at you, your face is so hard, you’re scaring people away.”

      “Good.”

      “Is it that new pussy you were telling me about?”

      “Go fuck yourself.”

      “Is that a no?”

      I exhale sharply. I can’t even figure out what it is. Or if this is about Piper or not. Sure, she’s great, but now I’ve got all these fucking feelings for Avery that I never wanted to have, and I don’t know how I can have both of them.

      I swore up and down when Piper was put in my arms that first day that I wouldn’t expose her to a string of relationships. That I wouldn’t be like my mother. I had a different daddy every month. Sometimes every week. None of them lasted. None of them gave a damn about me.

      I wasn’t going to repeat that with a string of women. At least not in my house. My pussy and my child would be kept far apart.

      But before now, I could never see myself with anything but a string of women. How could any man be happy with just one? As far as I was concerned, all I wanted to do was bend them over my car and have a little fun for the night.

      “You going to say anything?” Marcus asks.

      “Nope.”

      “Whatever is going on, you need to lighten up.”

      “Lighten up?” I repeat, my lip snarled.

      “Yeah man, you always take life so seriously. Stop denying yourself for once. Loosen up and enjoy things.”

      “I have a kid, I can’t.”

      Marcus laughs, “Piper’d probably thank you for not being such an uptight bastard. And so would I.”

      I grunt, my back muscles tense with the situation.

      “I thought you were fucking her today. Did it fall through?”

      Against my will, a smile forms on my face.

      “You dog. Was she as good as you thought she’d be? Did you get your cock down the bitch’s throat?”

      Just as fast, the smile vanishes.

      “Shut your fucking mouth,” I snap, unwilling to hear him talk about Avery like that.

      “Touchy. Sounds like it’s more than a little fuck to me.”

      “I’m going home.”

      Without waiting for Marcus to leave, I shut my hood, open my car door, get in and start the engine.

      I have a thirty-minute drive to figure out what to say to Avery when I get home.
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      “Like I said, one Law & Order is enough. We’re watching something else.”

      “But the deal was I help with the dishes and we can watch it,” Piper says, pouting.

      After Knox left, we finished our supper at a slower pace, chatting about all sorts of things. But I was too chicken to go anywhere near the subject of her mother. Piper didn’t bring it up, so I left it alone.

      When we finished eating, Piper left the room. My mother would’ve killed me if I did that. I hauled her back and told her we were watching the news channel all night unless she helped me clean everything up. And I may have lectured her on helping her father out more.

      “We did watch Law & Order, it just finished. Now we’re going to watch something else. How about Community?”

      “Fine,” she grumbles. Sometimes I see a lot of Knox in her.

      “You can pick the episode,” I say as a peace offering.

      Piper takes the remote and scrolls through Hulu until she finds the episode she wants. It’s the first paintball fight, one of my favorites. And apparently one of Knox’s. Figures we’d have the same favorite TV show of all time. And favorite band. I wonder what else there is.

      We just watched the paintball episode when I was here on Thursday. That night was easy, too. Being in this house is too comfortable. With both Knox and Piper.

      Forget comfortable, who am I kidding? I like being here. I like them. I want to hang out with them both.

      But like I’ve been telling myself all day, I have to remember this is about sex.

      I don’t know how to make it only about sex when Knox does things like invite me over for dinner and defend me against internet trolls. How? This isn’t fair. And it’s never going to work.

      Because the more time I spend with him, naked or not, the more time I want to spend with him.

      Why did I get myself into this situation. The more I sit here, rolling it around in my mind, the more upset I become. Tears prick my eyes, and I pretend to laugh so I can wipe them away without Piper noticing.

      I’m not cut out for a fuck-buddy arrangement. I can’t keep my feelings separate. It’s never going to be enough for me, and it’s better I end it now, before my feelings get even stronger.

      It will hurt far less.

      Shutting my door on the most amazing sex ever is going to be difficult and require every ounce of my willpower, but I have no choice. I can’t let my heart get involved any more than it already is, because I know I would be crushed. Knox made it clear, no relationship. And here I am, not even a week later, wanting more from him than just his body.

      I have no choice.

      Piper put the next Community episode on, the conclusion to the paintball episode. I glance at my watch, it’s almost seven thirty, Knox should be home any minute. I’m not sure I can face him now.

      “Wow, I just had this crazy brainstorm of ideas for my book,” I say without looking at Piper. Does she still think I’m writing a book? “I need to get going so I can write them all down before I forget. Your dad will be home in a minute, are you all right if I go now?” I force as much enthusiasm into my voice as possible.

      “Of course. I’m almost in high school. Remember?” Piper says.

      I don’t know if it’s wrong to leave her, but it’s only for a few minutes. Knox will be home soon. And if I’m here when he gets home, I know there’s no way in hell I’ll be able to hide my feelings. Piper would get a full display, and I can’t do that. It’s too important to him.

      “Great, thanks,” I say, and stand to leave.

      “Avery?”

      “Yeah?”

      “How important is it to follow your dreams?”

      I turn back to face her, and say, “It’s the most important thing a thirteen-year-old girl can do.”

      “Really? So I should do whatever I can to make my dreams come true?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “Thanks. Good night.”

      “See you later,” I say, and leave.

      As soon as I shut my door, the rumble of Knox’s car comes down the street. My heart pounding, I go upstairs without turning the lights on.

      It’s only seven thirty, so I hide away in my fake bedroom. At my desk, I scroll through all my new comments. There are a few new ones, fans telling me how much they appreciate my advice. One is from someone saying how much they like the unbreakable feather. One is under the annoying your partner video I made about Nathan’s stupid noises.

      Hung like a Unicorn: u were more annoying than that, stupid bitch

      I stare at the comment. It’s stupid and childish and I don’t feel threatened by it. But it doesn’t take a brain surgeon to realize Hung like a Donkey has taken the new name Hung like a Unicorn. If he makes any more, I’ll report him again.

      I can’t bring myself to do any real work, instead I mess around on social media. Darla is also online and when she notices I’m online, she FaceTimes me.

      “Hey, babe. Knox come around today?”

      For a second I warm at the memory of this morning, but I quickly recover. I have to steel myself against him. Knowing Darla, she’d tell me to toughen up and embrace the fuck-buddy lifestyle.

      “Let’s not talk about him right now,” I say.

      “Fine, because guess what? I’ve got gossip for you. Nathan’s fiancée left him.”

      “Really? That was quick. Smart cookie.”

      “But get this, word on the street is she left because he’s shit in bed. A friend of a friend told me she said, and I quote, ‘How did you live with an internet sex advisor for so many years and not learn a goddamn thing about a woman’s body?’ End quote. Can you believe it?” Darla says, and dissolves into a fit of laughter.

      I laugh as well, a great belly laugh that relieves all of the tension I’ve built up over Knox. I’m in tears, and we both laugh and laugh.

      Grabbing a Kleenex, I wipe my eyes and blow my nose. “Shut up,” I manage to say.

      “And the now ex-fiancée is telling everyone she knows.”

      “I can’t say I disagree with her. If she needs someone to back her up, send her to my Facebook page.”

      “How were you with him so long?”

      “I know, I know. Okay? I’m an idiot.”

      “Oh well, it’s in the past. Now you’ve got that sex machine to keep you happy.”

      “Yep,” I say, trying to keep the laughter going. I’m not ready to talk to her about Knox.

      We spend the next twenty minutes making fun of Nathan before Darla’s boy toy arrives and we end the call.

      My mind is clear enough now that I can focus on work, and I throw myself into the endless task of editing, planning and keeping track of finances. I debate taking the unicorn video down, but it’s had over a quarter million shares already and is one of my fastest videos to ever get to that many shares. I’m making a killing on ad revenue in it, so I leave it up.

      No matter how stupid I now realize it is. I have to be more disciplined. No more hurried, unplanned videos.

      In the morning, I wake up early and sleepwalk to the kitchen for some coffee. The doorbell rings. Tying my housecoat belt around me, I make my way to the door on shaky legs, knowing full well it’s Knox.

      I take a deep breath, open the door, and say the words I practiced over and over in my head while lying in bed earlier, “This arrangement isn’t working for me. We have to stop. The…”

      Knox’s hands are on my hips, and he backs me into the house as I try to speak. His mouth covers mine, swallowing my words. His kiss is charged, and sends a jolt of electricity through me, grounding me to the floor.

      He pulls his lips away, and says, “It’s not working for me either.”
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      “What?” Avery asks, her voice barely audible.

      “The whole drive home last night, I was looking forward to seeing you. To find you in my living room, waiting for me. When you weren’t there, I knew I couldn’t ignore this any longer.”

      “This?”

      “Yes, this,” I say, hating saying what I’m feeling out loud. “Whatever it is that’s between us.”

      Avery closes her eyes and swallows. I nudge her deeper into the house and close the front door. She hasn’t said anything yet, nothing that lets me know what she’s thinking.

      Maybe I’m making too many assumptions. I drop my arms from her, and walk towards the kitchen.

      “Coffee,” I say, it isn’t a question.

      Avery still doesn’t say anything as she follows me into her kitchen. Since when was she ever quiet? I don’t like it.

      I go through her cupboards and make two cups of coffee. Her kitchen is hideously ugly and out of date. Instead of setting them on the kitchen table, I carry them into her living room and set them on the coffee table.

      On autopilot, she follows me back to the living room.

      “Sit,” I say, gesturing to the couch.

      Avery sits on the leather armchair.

      “Why aren’t you saying anything?” I ask.

      “I... you surprised me. I had to tell you this morning that I can’t do our arrangement.”

      “I already told you I don’t want that either.”

      “I’m not sure what you want. A relationship? What about Piper?”

      Piper. It’s true, I don’t know what to do about her.

      “I really wish you’d sit with me on the couch.”

      I let my words hang in the air. With a tense jaw, Avery moves from her chair to the couch, our shoulders grazing.

      “You really want a relationship?” she asks, staring at the blank TV screen.

      “Yeah, I do. I want you in my bed every morning and at my table every night.”

      “Would it be a secret from Piper?”

      I shrug. “I don’t know. Since Piper was born, I’ve never had a relationship. A girlfriend.”

      I let the word girlfriend sink in. I’ve spent my whole adult life avoiding having one. And not once have I ever been tempted to have one. But with Avery, I can’t help myself. I need this woman. In all of my life, not just my bed.

      “You haven’t had a girlfriend in all these years?”

      Ignoring her question, I say, “Maybe we don’t say anything. She can draw her own conclusions. Besides, we’ll let this develop as it’s going to develop.”

      “You think? Piper will want answers.”

      “She won’t. She’s been trying to get us together since you moved in.”

      “Really?”

      “Piper constantly told me how much you liked me,” I say, sliding my arm around Avery.

      “Yeah. She did the same to me.”

      “See? She’ll be fine. Happy, even.” I hope.

      “I didn’t know you felt the same way. I really thought I had to end this today.”

      “No chance, baby. I’d never let that happen.”

      Avery smiles and rolls her bottom lip in her teeth. Unable to resist, I take her chin in my hand, and tilt her head to me. I brush my lips against her cheek and onto her full lips.

      She kisses me back softly, before turning her head away and saying, “You really haven’t had a girlfriend in thirteen years.”

      Resigned, I say, “Almost fourteen.”

      “Since I’m your girlfriend now, I’m going to pry. Not because I’m nosy. But because, like I tell my viewers, the better I know you, the better our relationship will be.”

      I laugh and roll my eyes. “Are you always going to analyze me with your advice? Because believe me, I’m going to show you how wrong a lot of your videos are.”

      “Ah! They are not.”

      “Eating you out in the shower?”

      “Okay fine, but that’s only one.”

      I lean into her ear, and say, “Yet. I’ll show you more. Be patient.“

      “I am being patient, but now you have to stop ignoring the question.”

      “I forgot what the question was.”

      “Why no girlfriends?”

      “Because. My mother had a string of boyfriends when I was growing up. Not a string, more like a revolving door. I hated it and promised Piper when she was a baby that I wouldn’t do it to her.”

      Avery runs her fingers over my arm, looks me in the eyes and says, “Sorry.”

      Holding her eyes captive, I say, “There’s nothing to be sorry about.”

      “I mean, it must’ve been so hard, denying yourself for so long.”

      I smirk, and say, “Trust me, I wasn’t denying myself at all.”

      “Oh,” she says, leaning away, “Is that why the condoms? Because if you have something, you have to tell me. I mean it.”

      Pulling her back to me, this time tight against me, I say, “I’m clean. I even have the paperwork to show it.”

      “Then what’s with the condoms? Most men beg and lie not to use them. We don’t even need to use them, and you insist.”

      “It’s trust.”

      “What? You don’t believe me when I say I have an IUD in? Do you want me to show you the paperwork to prove it?”

      “It’s not that.”

      “But if I’m going to be your girlfriend, don’t you want to be bare inside me? To feel your skin against mine,” she says in her sultriest voice.

      It’s almost enough to throw her down on the couch and fuck her bareback right now.

      Almost.

      “I do. Trust me,” I say.

      Avery sits up straight, her brow creased.

      “So, what’s the deal? Are you going to tell me.”

      My throat tightens at the question. I should’ve known changing our relationship status would mean discussions like this. I’m not sure I like it.

      Avery tucks her hair behind her ear, still looking at me for answers. Her eyes trace my face, and I figure I owe her an explanation. At least I get this out of the way. The thing I’ve never talked about in years.

      I clear my voice, and say, “When I was twenty one, I met this chick in a bar. We hooked up, and it became a pretty regular thing for a few months. Brandi, her name was Brandi. She told me she was on the pill. Great news, right? All the bareback fucking I wanted. Until she told me she was pregnant.”

      Avery sits up straighter, and leans her body against mine, “Piper?”

      “Yeah. Turns out I wasn’t the only guy she was fucking. I knew she was seeing someone else. Which was fine, it was casual between us. God knows I had enough other women going on. But I spent the entire fucking nine months not knowing if the baby was mine or not.”

      I can’t believe the words coming out of my mouth. I’ve never said them before, and now I’ve started, they keep on coming. The more I speak, I lighter I feel.

      “That’s rough.”

      “Over the months, she told me she was sure it was the other guy’s, and that they were in love and going to get married and raise the baby. When the baby was born, the guy demanded a paternity test. Turns out Piper was mine. Brandi stuck her in my arms and said she was marrying the other guy anyway, and that he wasn’t going to raise a kid who wasn’t his. She walked away, and that’s the last time I ever saw her.”

      “That’s it? Not even any notice or time for you to prepare?”

      “Prepare? I spent most of the nine months thinking it was his. At most I thought I’d have to pay child support. You stick a baby in the arms of a twenty-two-year-old guy, and suddenly I was a father? What the fuck did I know about babies? All I knew was cars and partying.”
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      I’m still stunned. During my restless night of being torn between wanting Knox to come ravage me in the morning and having to end our arrangement, I never believed there was a third option with Knox. I refused to even consider the idea of a real relationship. An idea I wanted so badly, but refused to consider because I never once thought it could come true.

      And yet, here we are. Together on my couch, with Knox opening up to me about his life. I lean into him a little harder.

      I can’t imagine plunking my baby in the arms of an unprepared twenty-two-year-old guy to take care of for a day, let alone forever.

      “How did you cope?” I ask.

      At first I felt like I was prying. But now it seems like he needs to get this off his chest. I wonder how many other people he’s told this.

      Knox’s lips move into a half smile, and he says, “I learn real fucking fast.”

      “Did your mom help you?”

      “At first, yeah, but then she moved to Florida with another of her boyfriends.”

      “To retire?”

      “She retired, but the guy was my age.”

      “She sounds like Darla,” I say, laughing.

      Knox laughs, and says, “She is like Darla. All my mum needs is that curly hair.”

      “Well, things worked out. Piper’s a great kid, you did a great job of raising her.” This time I don’t feel awkward when I tell him I think he’s a great father.

      “Thanks,” Knox says, and takes a sip of his coffee.

      “You’re too humble.”

      Knox grunts.

      “You should be proud of what you’ve achieved. You’re an amazing dad.”

      “She isn’t grown up yet, there are still plenty of opportunities to mess up.”

      “Somehow I don’t think you – or she – will.”

      “Like the bra? And the period? I don’t know anything about that stuff.”

      “It doesn’t matter. You let me help her, and that’s the best you could do.”

      “Maybe. At least it got me in your skirt.”

      “All you had to do for that was smile once in a while. And be nice. Neighborly, even.”

      “You want neighborly?” he asks, a gruff edge to his voice.

      “It would’ve been nice when I first moved in.”

      As I finish my sentence, Knox grips me by the back of my head and pulls me to his lips and crushes his mouth against mine. I whimper at his touch. Our tongues poke and twirl around each other’s and this time when my heart flutters, I do nothing to try to ignore it.

      I have feelings for this man, and I no longer have to ignore them. Somehow, that makes the kiss more powerful.

      Knox then kisses to my ear, and in a low voice asks, “So this is official?”

      I wrap my arms tight around him, and in a quiet voice say, “Definitely.”

      “And you’ll be at my table tonight?”

      “Of course, I wouldn’t miss your cooking.”

      Clamping his lips back on mine, he half scoops, half pushes me onto the floor. I’m wedged between the couch and the coffee table, on the old carpet. Knox fumbles with the belt of my housecoat before finally getting the knot out and yanking open my housecoat.

      I’m in my panties and old t-shirt, but don’t care. Neither does he. His big hands put my t-shirt up to my neck, exposing my breasts, before he pulls off my panties. His lips are back on mine, and my walls are slick with want.

      In moments, Knox’s weight is on me, and still dressed, his hard dick is at my entrance. Without waiting, he pushes into me. I moan as my walls stretch to fit him.

      Only then do I realize he didn’t stop to put a condom on. My heart is beating like crazy, and butterflies explode in my chest. I moan again, my walls tight around his bare cock.

      The hard floor holds me firmly in place while he pounds into me. Heat burns between my legs, but above that, my heart pounds harder for him.

      I wrap my legs around his, my body building and building and I clutch onto his shirt.

      “Knox,” I whimper as waves burst through my body. My pussy turns into a quivering wreck and spasms tight around his dick. His bare dick. I moan at the thought of him filling me.

      Knox groans and releases himself into me, his dick throbbing as he comes.

      Breathless, he kisses my lips and says, “I hadn’t planned to do that.”

      “Not use a condom?”

      “Not fuck you on the floor like this.”

      I swallow, and say, “Sometimes the situation calls for it.”

      “Sometimes.”

      “Knox?”

      “Yeah?” he asks, brushing my hair back from my face.

      “Thank you for trusting me.”

      He closes his mouth over mine, and our mouths lock in a tender kiss. I don’t think I could ever get enough of him.

      Eventually, he pulls away. While I clean myself up, he makes us each another cup of coffee. We sit on the sofa, and I snuggle up against him while we drink and talk.

      After half an hour, Knox says, “I have to get some work done, I have no choice.”

      “Of course. Me too. I’ll see you at dinner?”

      “I expect you there,” he says, and kisses my forehead.

      After he leaves, I stay on the couch both letting my body and mind recover and process what went on here this morning. It’s almost too good to be true.

      Eventually, I haul myself upstairs and dress. I have to film a product-pimping video today on the physically possible sex positions book, which is good because otherwise I’d end up making some gushing vlog about Knox.

      At my desk, I can see Knox out the window, working on his latest car. My heart flutters, knowing he’s mine now. I could sit here all day watching him, but I can’t. I have too many exciting ideas to share with my fans.

      But first, the book pimping video.

      I work all afternoon, shooting it, editing it and doing admin tasks. It wouldn’t have taken so long if I hadn’t spent so much time looking out the window at Knox. Somehow I’m going to have to find more discipline.

      Now it’s nearly six, and I wrap a fashion scarf around my neck to cover the still visible hickeys.

      I ring his doorbell, and Knox answers, a grin on his face. Before I can say hello, he leans over and kisses me. That’s a much better hello than I’d expected.

      Standing tall again, he says, “Come in.”

      Knox takes my hand and leads me through to the kitchen. Everything feels different now. The charged air between us settled, relaxed.

      Piper’s still upstairs, and we chat as we get supper ready. He’s made a beef and barley stew today. Somehow he found the time for that. I reach up to get the bowls out of the cupboard, and he puts his hands on my ass.

      “You’re bad,” I say, laughing.

      “I couldn’t help myself,” he says.

      “I’m glad you two are finally together,” Piper says.

      I drop the bowls and they shatter on the floor.

      “Piper,” Knox and I say at the same time.

      “Aren’t you supposed to be doing your homework?” Knox says.

      “I finished it, and thought you’d want help to set the table. I didn’t know Avery was here.”

      “Since when do you help set the table?” Knox asks.

      Piper looks at me and smiles. I guess my lecture yesterday about helping out her father has sunk in.

      “Do you have a broom?” I ask as I pick up the bigger shards of the bowls.

      “I’ll get it,” Piper says.

      I clean up the broken dishes, while Piper sets the table and Knox ladles out the stew in more bowls. Through dinner, Piper and I chat as usual. Knox even joins in, a lot more than he did before. He’s relaxed, smiling and visibly happy and is even more fun to be around.

      After dinner, the three of us clean the kitchen together.

      When we’re finished, we head into the living room. Piper sits on the armchair, and Knox sits beside me on the couch and puts his arm around me.

      It’s a perfect day. Sex in the morning, and cuddling in the evening.

      So perfect, we repeat it every day for the next two weeks.
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      “I’m so excited, tomorrow is going to be the best day ever,” Piper says, her face beaming.

      She’s finished grade school, and tomorrow officially graduates from eighth grade. All week, she’s been reminding me that she’s a high school student now, and officially almost a grown up. And that her birthday is in a month and she’ll be fourteen. As in not my baby girl anymore.

      I know the next four years are going to get even worse. That she’ll want less and less to do with me, and more and more to do with her friends. Until the day she brings a boy home. How the fuck am I supposed to deal with that?

      “I still remember my eighth grade graduation,” Avery says from her position beside me on the couch, “I tripped when I went up to get my certificate.”

      “And that’s why we didn’t get the shoes with the heels too high, right?” Piper says.

      “Exactly.”

      “I don’t want to make a fool of myself tomorrow, especially with the surprise I have planned.”

      “What surprise?” I ask.

      “Duh, it’s a surprise. Surprise means I can’t tell you. Or it wouldn’t be a surprise.”

      Piper’s gone on about her surprise for the past two weeks. I don’t like surprises. No matter how much I’ve pressed her on what it is, she wouldn’t tell me. It’d better be something stupid, and not anything like introducing me to a boy at the ceremony.

      “You’d better get to bed, or you’ll be too tired to enjoy tomorrow,” I say.

      “Night,” Piper says as she runs up the stairs.

      “Good night,” Avery and I say.

      “What the fuck is the surprise?” I mutter.

      “No idea. She wouldn’t give me any hints,” Avery says.

      She’s been sitting beside me on the couch all night, and now that Piper’s gone upstairs, I pull her closer.

      “It better not be a boy.”

      “You might want to prepare for that. If it’s not tomorrow, it’ll be some day not too far in the future.”

      I grumble, too annoyed out by the idea to think about it any longer.

      Avery leans her body against mine, and we mindlessly watch some movie. I only pay attention when a car comes on the screen.

      Piper loves having Avery around so much, and the two have become even closer. She’s fit right into our family so easily, it’s like she’s always been a part of it.

      Part of me still worries that having an actual girlfriend and having Piper have a relationship with that girlfriend is a bad idea. But it’s an idea I’ve been religiously following Piper’s whole life, and breaking it is a weird feeling.

      Even though breaking it for Avery couldn’t feel more right.

      The credits roll up the screen, but neither of us moves. Avery’s been going home around eleven every night, but tonight I don’t want her to leave.

      She presses her hand against my chest and moves to stand, “I’d better get going.”

      “Stay here tonight.”

      Avery’s eyes move up to mine, and widen when our eyes connect. “What are you saying?”

      I lower my voice, and say, “To sleep. I want you in my bed.”

      “But what about Piper.” Avery raises her head to mine, inches away from me.

      “But nothing. I said to sleep. We both know you can’t be quiet. Besides, I’m surprised you’re not still sore from this morning.” I spent three hours at her house this morning, and when I left she was stuck on her bed.

      “You want me to sleep in your arms? But not fuck me?”

      “That’s what I said. You can leave before Piper gets up in the morning.”

      “I didn’t bring anything to sleep in.”

      “Good,” I say and bring her mouth against mine. I break the kiss just as fast, before I won’t be able to stop and we end up waking Piper.

      Pushing Avery off me, I stand and take her hand. She follows me around the house as I turn off all the lights, before she follows me up the stairs and into my bedroom.

      In silence, I strip down to my boxers while watching Avery peel off her clothes. She leaves her panties on and climbs into my bed. I finally have a woman in my bed and it feels fucking right.

      I get in bed, and pull her alongside me. She hooks her feet around my calves and I hold her tighter against me. My dick rests against her round ass, and I force myself to think of Piper to stop myself from sticking it in Avery.

      Avery falls asleep almost instantly, and I lie here, enjoying the rise and fall of her ribs under my arm. The scent of her hair fills my nose as I drift off to sleep.

      At some point, I wake with a massive hard-on. It’s pitch black, and Avery grinds her ass against me in her sleep.

      Still half asleep, I trail my hand over the curve of her hip, and flick my finger under the edge of her panties. She’s wet and she wants me. Fuck, I need to be in this pussy.

      I kiss her cheek, put my lips to her ear and say, “Can you be quiet?”

      She mumbles something and grinds into me.

      I flick my cock out of my boxers, hold her panties aside, and push into her. Being inside her bare, feeling her wetness against my skin, still sends shivers from my cock through my body. I stay motionless, enjoying the sensations.

      Moving a little, I move slow and deep. I’m waking up more now, but Avery is still half asleep. With each thrust, her ass pushes back against me. Her breath is shallow and fast under my arm, and she whimpers.

      “Quiet,” I whisper, increasing my thrusts.

      A moan comes from her throat. I know the noise, it means she’s close. Tingles race up and down my legs and my balls tighten.

      Avery’s body gyrates and she tilts her head back, her mouth open. I clamp my hand over her mouth in time to muffle her scream. I hope I muffled it enough.

      My body shudders and my dick explodes against her walls.

      In seconds, she’s back asleep and I wonder if she was ever even fully awake. Exhausted, I leave my cock in her and fall back asleep.

      I wake up with Avery still in my arms, the room bright with sunlight. Not wanting to wake her, I run my hand over her sleeping body before caressing each of her breasts and rolling her nipples between my fingers.

      My cock stirs inside her, but I know it’s too risky and that Piper would know. Having her sleep here in my bed is risky enough.

      Shit, it’s after nine. Piper will be up. Fuck.

      “Wake up, baby,” I whisper into Avery’s ear.

      “Hmm.”

      “Quiet, Piper’s up.”

      “No.” Avery jolts to her elbows, and my dick falls free of her in the movement.

      “We slept in. We have to be quiet,” I say in a hushed tone.

      “How do I get out of here?”

      “I’m going to have to sneak you out.” The way Piper had better never sneak a boy out.

      “How?”

      “I don’t know, I’ll distract her in the kitchen and you go out the front door.”

      Avery laughs, and I cover her mouth with my hand.

      “What’s so funny?”

      She creases her brow and pulls my hand away, “Did we have sex last night?”

      “I’m offended you don’t remember.”

      “I remember you putting your hand over my mouth. And I remember a pretty good dream.”

      “Dream?”

      “Not a dream then?”

      “No. Focus. We have to get you out of here without her knowing.”

      I should think it was a mistake having her stay here last night, but all I can think of is wanting more of it. Even though I know it’s a mistake.

      A mistake that makes me even more angry at myself, for putting myself ahead of Piper. Piper has to come first. I can’t forget that.
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      After Knox leaves the room, I pick my clothes up off the floor and pull them on, making as little noise as possible.

      Sleeping in Knox’s strong arms all night was too wonderful for words. And it turns out that the dream I had about him last night was real in all its glory. It’s no wonder I slept in and that was a dream I didn’t want to wake up from. And one I hope he’ll let us repeat. Assuming I can get out of the house without Piper seeing me.

      I creak the door open and creep into the hallway. At the top of the stairs, I strain my ears to try to figure out what room Piper’s in.

      At first I can’t hear anything, so I take a couple steps down the stairs, my feet coming into view to anyone in the living room.

      “Avery,” Piper says, sobbing, her voice coming from the living room.

      Why is she sobbing? My heart races, and I rush down the rest of the steps.

      They’re standing in the center of the living room, Knox is holding Piper as she sobs against him. Her eyes are rimmed in red, and she wipes her nose on her sleeve as she looks at me.

      Panicking, I hurry over to them, and rub her back. “What’s wrong?”

      What if she’s upset because I stayed over? Knox will be furious, but hopefully not at me. Why didn’t I set my alarm on my phone? Why today, of all days, did I have to sleep in?

      I flick my eyes up to Knox and he shrugs, his eyes wide. Piper cries harder against his chest. He hugs her tight but she’s in hysterics, her body heaving as she cries. Knox breathes heavily through his nose, his body tense.

      “Talk to us, Piper. You’ll feel better, and maybe we can help you,” I say.

      “My surprise. It’s ruined,” she says and wails against Knox.

      Part of me wants to tell her to stop overreacting. Nothing is this bad. But Knox’s face is taut, and I bite my tongue.

      “What was the surprise?” I ask in my nicest voice.

      “It’s not fair,” she says between sobs.

      Knox picks her up and carries her to the couch. He sits down, cradling Piper on his lap. She looks tiny against his massive frame.

      I’m not sure what to do. I don’t want to intrude on them, but I want to help them both. Neither are looking at me, Piper’s face is buried in Knox’s chest, and Knox is looking helplessly at his daughter. I end up perching on the coffee table across from them.

      “What was the surprise?” Knox asks.

      “I was following my dream,” Piper says. As she speaks, she looks at me.

      My eyes widen, remembering the conversation I had with her a couple of weeks ago. She asked me if she should follow her dreams, and I said always. I was in too much of a rush to leave before Knox got home bother asking what that dream was.

      “What dream?” Knox asks.

      Piper dissolves into another fit of tears, and Knox visibly tenses even more.

      “Avery said to follow my dream.” I flinch as Piper says my name. I’m officially a part of this.

      “We should all follow our dreams,” I say quietly, my eyes on Knox.

      He doesn’t react as I speak. I don’t think his body could get any more tense to begin with.

      “Piper, you need to tell us what the surprise was,” Knox says, his voice strained.

      I’m sure he thinks it’s a boy. At least, that’s what I’m thinking it is. Did he break up with her on the morning of the graduation? Is this was a young broken heart looks like?

      “No,” she whispers.

      “I mean it, Piper, What was the surprise?” Knox says, his voice stern.

      “No! I said no I’m not telling you. I don’t have to tell you anything.”

      “You don’t have to, but if you want us to help you, we need to know. Come on, sweetie, you’ll feel better to say it out loud,” I say, reaching over to stroke down her arm.

      “What was the surprise?” Knox says again, his teeth gritted.

      “She’s not coming,” Piper wails.

      “Who’s not coming?” Knox asks.

      “Mom,” she says.

      My heart stops. I thought her mother didn’t have anything to do with her.

      “What do you mean mom? Do you mean Grandma?”

      “My mom. She’s not coming and I thought she was going to come and I, I…”

      “What are you talking about?” Knox says, his nostrils flaring.

      “Why don’t you start at the beginning,” I say, and take her hand. Knox runs his hand down her arm, and takes her hand from me.

      “When Darla was here,” she says. Knox winces at Darla’s name. “She told me if I want to know the truth about my mother, I should look it up on the internet.”

      “Not ask me?” Knox says.

      “I do ask you, but you always say you don’t know.”

      “Because I don’t.”

      “But Darla,” Knox closes his eyes at her name, “said that everyone in the world is online, and if I really wanted, I could find her.” She pauses to swallow and wipe her nose. “And I found her, on Facebook.”

      “What did she say?” Knox says, the tendons in his neck straining.

      “I asked her to come to my graduation. Because Avery said to follow my dream, and that was my dream. For her to see me graduate.”

      “What did she write back?” I ask, and Knox glares at me with daggers in his eyes, and I slouch.

      “She didn’t. Until this morning, she told me to... to stop sending her messages and leave her alone,” she says, and dissolves into another fit of tears.

      “You should’ve asked me,” Knox says to her.

      “But Darla and Avery...” she says through an open-mouthed sob.

      Knox’s face becomes stone and he swallows hard. He glares at me and says, “Weren't you leaving?”

      My heart stops and my arms fall to my sides. He continues to glare into me, my skin burning under his eyes. My mouth hangs open, but his eyes continue to bore into me.

      I don’t want to make a scene in front of Piper. But I want to defend myself, to not be lumped in with Darla.

      “I didn’t know,” I say.

      “It doesn’t matter,” Knox says, and wraps his arms even tighter around Piper.

      Brushing a tear from my cheek, I stand. My knees are weak and my heart thumps all the way up in my throat. I want to defend myself. But Piper is still crying, and I don’t want to upset her further.

      “I’ll come over after and help you get ready,” I say, my hand on Piper’s shoulder.

      “I’m not going!” she yells, and I step back from them.

      “I’ll see you later?” I say to Knox hopefully, but his attention is on Piper.

      My heart shattering into a million pieces, I turn, stumble into the coffee table, and flee the house.

      I can barely get the key in my lock, my hand is shaking so badly. Finally I get the door open, and stagger to my living room. Stunned, I collapse onto the couch and try to understand what happened. The whole time, tears flow down my cheeks until it seems like I’m crying just as much as Piper.

      All day, I’m hopeful Knox will come to my door once Piper has calmed down. The closer and closer it gets to midnight, the more my hope drains. At two in the morning, all hope is gone and I make my way upstairs to bed.

      The next afternoon, there’s still no word from Knox. He hasn’t been in his garage all day, but I tell myself that’s because it’s Sunday.

      In the late afternoon, I work up the courage to knock on his front door.
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      No matter how much I tried to convince her, Piper refused go to her graduation. She said she told all her friends her mother was going to be there, and that it was too embarrassing to go knowing she wouldn’t be.

      I kept saying she’ll regret it, that it was the only one she’d ever get but she didn’t care. She was too upset.

      Piper spent the day either crying on my lap, the couch or her bed. She wouldn’t even watch Law & Order in the evening. Said she was too busy thinking of everyone having fun at the graduation dance without her.

      Her heart is crushed.

      And I wasn’t there to protect her heart because I was too wrapped up in my own enjoyment. If I hadn’t been spending so much time with Avery, maybe I would’ve seen signs Piper was searching for her mother.

      If I hadn’t been so desperate to get some cock action, Darla never would’ve babysat Piper, and maybe she wouldn’t have got the idea to track her down in the first place.

      I failed Piper.

      I failed because I broke my own fucking rules, the rules I made to make sure nothing like this ever happened. It kills me that I can’t change the past, but the only thing I can do now is make sure it never happens again.

      The rules won’t be ignored again.

      There’s a quiet knock on the door, and I know it must be Avery. Anyone else would ring the doorbell.

      Not wanting Piper to know Avery’s here, I open the door enough to stick my head out.

      There are bags under Avery's eyes, and her normal perfect hair is flat against her skull. She’s beautiful.

      I close my eyes for a moment, reminding myself what’s most important. Piper. Piper is all that matters. I can’t let her down again.

      My teeth grit, remembering how I let her down in the first place.

      “Can we talk?”

      “There’s nothing to talk about. I said from the start absolutely no chance of a relationship. I got carried away, and it was stupid. Wrong.”

      “But Knox,” Avery says, and lifts her hand like she wants to touch me. I move back, and her hand hangs in the air between us before dropping to her side.

      “That’s the way it has to be.”

      “Why? Why does it have to be that way? You’re allowed to have a relationship. You’re allowed to think of your own happiness.”

      My eyes narrow at her. She doesn’t get it. Doesn’t understand how my job is to protect Piper from getting hurt, and failed. Failed because I was too busy thinking of myself and my dick.

      Failed because I let someone else get close to Piper, and wasn’t able to protect Piper against Avery or her friend’s bad advice.

      “It does. I messed up on Piper, and I won’t let it happen again. I have to go,” I say and shut the door before I end up pulling her into my arms.

      Avery’s muffled voice comes through the door, but I walk away. I go into the kitchen, where I can’t hear her. Piper is sitting at the table, a vacant look in her eyes and she stares at the iPad screen.

      “You want to know about your mother? You should’ve asked me.”

      “I do. You never tell me anything.”

      “What do you want to know? I didn’t know her very well, and after you were born she left and I never heard from her again.”

      Piper flicks around on the screen and shoves it in front of me. A Facebook profile of Brandi is on the screen.

      “Is this her?” she asks.

      I take the iPad, and scroll through a bunch of photos of Brandi. There’s a wedding photo, but it’s not the guy she left me for.

      “Yeah, that’s her.”

      “But why didn’t she want me? Why didn’t she want to come to my graduation?”

      “Because she’s selfish and stupid. And we don’t need her.”

      “But why?” Her eyes are wide with confusion, and I resist smashing the iPad against the wall and throwing the table across the room.

      “Some people are selfish, and it’s hard for people like us to ever understand them. I’m sorry sweetheart, I really am. I wish there was something I could do, but I’m afraid the best thing is just to get on with living life.”

      “But you don’t get on living your life. You never had a girlfriend before Avery.”

      I push the thought of Avery out of my head. Piper is my priority.

      Piper shakes her head, and says, “You must’ve really loved her.”

      I can’t tell me daughter she’s the product of a meaningless bar pick-up.

      “I never loved her. Trust me.”

      “Then why did you have a baby with her?”

      I don’t say anything while I try to figure out the right words in my head.

      “Unless you’re saying I was an accident.”

      “We were young, and it happened.”

      “But if you didn’t love her, why didn’t you ever find someone else to love?”

      “I did. You.”

      “Me?” she says, smiling.

      “Yes, Piper. You.”

      My entire life has been about you. And if it wasn’t for me fucking up, we could’ve avoided the heartache and a missed graduation ceremony. How can I ever forgive myself for that?

      Piper takes the iPad from my hands and closes Facebook. I smile, and stroke her hair.

      I make a coffee, and sit at the table drinking it while Piper messes around online. She starts watching YouTube videos on hair and nails or something. I stare at the YouTube logo in the corner, thinking of Avery.

      My throat tightens, but I force coffee down it to warm it up. My feelings for Avery don’t matter. I have to remember that.

      “Is Avery coming for supper tonight?” Piper asks, looking up from the screen.

      “Not tonight.”

      “Tomorrow?”

      “No. But I don’t mind if you go visit her at her house sometime.”

      Piper’s mouth drops, and she stares at me wide eyed. I take a drink of my coffee and try to ignore her.

      “Does that mean you broke up?”

      That the phrase I swore to fucking God my child would never have to ask me. Not after all the times I had to ask my mother it. Not after all the times I got my hopes up, only to have it stamped out.

      “Our life is just us. It’s always been the two of us, and it’s good that way, don’t you think? We don’t need anybody else, we have each other.”

      She shrugs, unconvinced by my words. Maybe they would’ve been more convincing if I believed them myself.

      “Want to play cards?” I ask, and reach for the deck of cards in the kitchen drawer.

      We spend the rest of the afternoon playing cards, and the evening we clean up the supper dishes together and move to the living room.

      I sit on the sofa, and Piper on the armchair. She starts a Law & Order. Life almost feels normal again. We don’t need Avery. I don’t need Avery.

      Halfway through the episode, Piper says, “I miss Avery.”

      I can’t lie. I was thinking of her too, her lips, her voice, her face, instead of watching the TV. I miss Avery snuggling up against me on the couch every night. She could be here in my arms, right now. If I was able to balance a girlfriend with a daughter. Which I’m clearly not able to do, otherwise Piper wouldn’t have missed her graduation.

      How did I let myself get so wrapped up in Avery that I missed what Piper was doing? I failed to protect my kid. And lost the only woman I ever wanted more from than just her pussy.

      I’m a fucking idiot.
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      It’s Monday afternoon, and I’m trying to work.

      But how am I supposed to concentrate on my work, when I can see Knox out the window. He’s working on his car, in his shorts with no shirt on. His muscles glisten with sweat from the heat.

      For a long time, I sit, paralyzed. Unable to take my eyes off him.

      I never felt this bad after Nathan and I broke up. That wasn’t even a tenth as painful as the way I feel now. In the whole four years I was with him, I never for a moment cared about him as much as I care about Knox.

      Everything was so perfect with Knox. Sleeping in his arms, waking up with him in me, nothing could get better. And then everything fell apart.

      Without bothering to check my hair and makeup, I hit record.

      “Hi everyone. I’m not doing so well today, as you can probably see. Right now I’m fighting for my unicorn. Not because of all that stuff I said before, about him being the most incredible lover imaginable, but because he’s the most incredible man imaginable. A man who’s willing to sacrifice his own happiness for someone else. But I don’t know how to make him see that he doesn’t have to sacrifice his life. That he can fulfill his responsibilities and still have me.”

      Tears roll freely down my cheeks, but I keep talking, “I want him to know that I can even help him with his responsibility, that I want to help him. Because maybe I feel as strongly about his responsibility as I do about him.”

      My throat is tight, and I pause to swallow. I can’t stop the words now. I don’t want to mention Piper in case he gets more mad. If he ever watches this, that is. The webcam is still rolling, and I look off to the left, where I can see Knox outside my window.

      “Never in my whole life have I felt so comfortable or that I belong with someone so strongly. I don’t know. I know I normally have all sorts of advice to give you, but today I don’t have any. Today...” I stop talking and watch Knox out the window for a few moments.

      “Today, I want to play a game with you. It’s called Would You Rather, and if you have kids, I’m sure you’re familiar with it. My question is, would you rather keep trying to convince the man who owns your heart that having you doesn’t mean hurting his responsibility, or would you rather step back, sit in your house, alone, and wait years for his responsibility to, to…” I can’t say grow up and finish high school. I won’t risk angering Knox.

      “To end. And then maybe the two of you can try things again. Because I would wait. I’d wait forever for him.”

      I grab a Kleenex and wipe my face, not caring that it’s on webcam.

      “Maybe a couple of months ago, I would’ve told you that you have to be with someone for a long time, at least a year, if not more, in order for your love for them to develop and grow.” My mind is racing, and I realize this is why I stayed with Nathan for so long, I was always waiting for the love to appear. The real love that never came.

      “But now, now I know that sometimes something is obvious from the start. When you’ve found the person whose life you belong in, you don’t need years to figure it out. You just know. Your body knows, your soul knows. You just have to listen to it. But how do you get the other person to acknowledge it?”

      I’m losing the ability to speak without sounding like a blubbering fool. I turn off the camera and sit at my desk.

      It takes half the Kleenex box until I can see clear enough to attempt to edit the video. By that point, I’ve lost interest and post it raw and completely unedited.

      I sit at my desk until I can’t take it any longer. It’s nearly six anyway. I grab two cold beers from my fridge and march out to his garage without checking my reflection in the mirror.

      Knox’s head is buried under the hood of some old car, giving me a nice eyeful of his muscular ass as I walk up the driveway.

      I take a deep breath, and say, “Hey. It’s hot out here, I brought you a cold drink.”

      Knox grunts and keeps his head under the hood. Is this going to be like the first time I brought him beer all over again?

      “I’m not going back inside until you talk to me. You may as well enjoy the beer.”

      “Don’t make this hard, Avery,” he says, his voice gruff.

      I step forward, and set a can on the engine. Knox sighs, and ducks out from under the hood. He takes the can off the car, but doesn’t open it.

      “Can’t we just talk about it?”

      “The fuck-buddy thing didn’t work for either of us, and I was crystal clear from the start that a relationship was never an option. There’s nothing else to talk about.”

      “But how can you ignore your feelings?”

      “Avery, no. It’s still no. It’s always going to be no. That’s the way it has to be.”

      “Knox, I understand what you think you have to do, and be.”

      “No, no you don’t. You don’t have kids. You’re not the one who spends your whole adult life trying to do the right thing.” His nostrils flare and his eyes bore into me, though his voice is soft, “And you’re not the one who dropped the fucking ball and let your little girl get her heart crushed.”

      “That’s going to happen, everyone gets hurt at some point. It’s not your fault her mother abandoned her. How did you ever think you were going to protect her from that realization?” My voice is soft, comforting.

      “Maybe, but that would happen a different day, not the day of her graduation. If I hadn’t been, if we hadn’t been, then it wouldn't have happened.”

      There’s no point in arguing this with him. My heart aches too much to stand here any longer. I need to leave, before I have a complete meltdown and embarrass myself.

      Maybe I should go stay with Darla for a while, until the stabbing hurt dulls a little.

      “Okay,” I say, and turn and walk back to my house.

      As I round the corner, I can see a brown pick-up parked across the street. Probably another delivery, of more sex-related products for me to pimp. Once on my doorstep, I put my hand on the doorknob.

      “Bitch!”

      It’s Nathan. He walking towards me from the pick-up. His blond hair is disheveled and his blue eyes fierce.

      “You scared me,” I say. “What are you doing here?”

      “You fucking destroy my relationship with your fucking videos, and you wonder why I’m here?”

      My heart, already racing from talking to Knox, thumps out of control. I’ve never felt threatened by Nathan, but this is weird.

      “I somehow don’t think I’m the reason your fiancée left you, Nathan.”

      “Everyone I know is calling me squeeze toy!” He roars so loud his voice seems to echo off the house across the street.

      I don’t know what to say, but drop my hand off the doorknob.

      “I fucking warned you! I told you over and over to shut your fucking mouth. That you don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about. But still your fucking videos went on and on and you would not shut your fucking mouth!” he screams at the top of his lungs.

      Paralyzed, my mind races. What is he saying? Why is he blaming me?

      “Every fucking day she used to ask me how I never learned a fucking thing from you. How she couldn’t believe I sucked so bad in bed when I lived with you so long, Avery. It didn’t matter how many times I told her you were full of shit, or how many times I told you to stop. Your fucking idiotic videos went on and on.” Spit flies from his mouth as he yells.

      “Who the fuck are you?” Knox demands as he comes around the corner of my house.
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      The blond asshole glances at me before turning back to Avery, his face beet red from yelling. He’s standing close to Avery, too close and I rush to them and put my arm around Avery, pulling her back to position myself between them.

      “What do you mean, told me?” Avery asks.

      “Over and over, you fucking bitch. Until you got me banned.”

      “Oh my God,” Avery says, “You’re my troll?”

      “You’re Hung like a Donkey?” I demand with a laugh.

      “You just couldn’t shut your fucking mouth,” he yells, ignoring me again.

      I’ve had enough.

      “I told you before I’d send you to oblivion you ever bothered her again.”

      The guy’s face falls as his gears turn. “You’re Ox Man?”

      “Yeah, you saved me the trouble of hunting you down. And now I know who you are, it’ll be real easy for me to find you if you ever comment on her videos again. And make no mistake, I will come for you,” I say, my teeth gritted and my finger pointing at him.

      He sizes me up. The guy looks like he’s never played a sport or done any real work in his entire life. I could crush him.

      “Get the fuck out of here and never contact Avery again.”

      Without saying anything, he turns and gets in his truck and drives off.

      My arm is still around Avery, and she’s shaking. I pull her tight against me and wrap both arms around her. Thank fuck I was here to protect her. But I still don’t like it. I can’t stand the thought of her alone in her house. What if the asshole comes back?

      “Get your things. You’re staying at my place tonight.”

      “I can’t. There’s no way I can be in the same house as you. That would be a bigger torture than Nathan coming back.”

      “You know him?”

      “He’s my ex.”

      It’s always the fucking ex.

      “It’s fine. You can sleep in the spare room.”

      “But I can’t. Don’t you see how hard this is for me? How can I stay at your house and pretend that everything's a-okay when inside my heart is ripped to shreds? There’s no way. And what about Piper?”

      She thinks my heart is any better? We just have to be strong, is all. I’m tough, I can do it.

      “I don’t fucking care. There’s no way I’m letting you stay in your house alone tonight. Either you stay at mine, or Piper and I come stay at yours. Your choice.”

      “Knox, I’m really thankful you came and scared Nathan away, but we’re not in a relationship, remember? Your words. I’m not your responsibility. This is my house, and I intend to live in it.”

      My breath is heavy. Avery feels so right in my arms but I have to let my mind rule. I can’t let Piper down again.

      “Only one night. Give him time to calm down. You don’t know what he might do all wound up like that. You’re coming to my house. End of discussion,” I say, my voice stern.

      I squeeze her hard, to emphasis my point. And tell myself I will not be tempted by the swell of her tits pushing into me.

      This might be a stupid idea, but I can’t let Avery down. She’s not safe in her house tonight.

      Holding her tight, I walk her into my kitchen and sit her at the table. She still looks shell shocked. I make us each a cup of coffee, and set one in front of her.

      “Coffee always helps,” I say, sitting at the table.

      “There’s only one thing that will help make me feel better,” she says, her eyes lowered to her cup, her body still tense. Avery’s hand shakes as she lifts the mug.

      I don’t respond because I feel the same way. We sit and drink our coffees in silence. When I finish mine, I take my mug to the sink and start dishing out my one-pot wonder, it’s goulash today.

      “Supper,” I call and Piper comes bounding down the stairs and into the kitchen.

      “Wow, Avery, I didn’t know you were coming for supper.”

      “Her power's out, there’s a problem with her wiring so she has to stay here tonight,” I say.

      “That’s so cool. I’ve missed you. We’re going to have so much fun.”

      “Sweetie, you don’t have to miss me. You can come over whenever you want, all summer long.”

      Her shoulders drop and her face softens. Finally Avery looks like she’s starting to relax.

      “Really? Thanks! I miss talking to you sooooo much.”

      “I missed talking to you, too. But I’m right next door, you know where to find me.”

      “Okay, so would you rather burp bees or fart flashing lights?” Piper asks, giggling.

      “Flashing lights,” Avery says and laughs.

      I half listen to their conversation, and half wonder why the fuck I impose these rules on myself. But the graduation memory is still fresh. As much as I don’t like my baby growing up, I was looking forward to watching her go up and get her eighth grade certificate.

      And that’s why I have rules. No matter how hard they are to follow.

      They talk during the rest of our supper, and I listen. To Avery’s voice, to Piper’s laugh, and can’t help wanting more of this.

      The three of us clean up the kitchen together, it kills me knowing how perfectly Avery fits into our little family, but I have to remember my fuck up.

      “Can we watch Law & Order?” Piper asks.

      “Of course,” Avery answers.

      Piper races into the living room and sits on the armchair. Avery looks at me, her eyes wide.

      “You know what, I’m exhausted, I think I’m going to go to bed,” I say.

      “Night, Dad,” Piper says, the remote control already in her hands.

      “Sure,” Avery says, her eyes heavy.

      “You know where the spare room is, and Piper can show you where the towels and things are.”

      “Okay,” she says, her voice devoid of emotion.

      “Good night,” I say and walk upstairs.

      “Night,” they both say.

      I’m not tired at all, I just couldn’t face sitting with them all evening. I grab my iPad and flop onto my bed.

      I mess around, reading all sorts of different things and watching all sorts of different videos until I can’t help myself any longer. I curse myself for being weak and open Avery’s YouTube channel.

      She posted a video earlier this afternoon, and I click on it. She looks like shit, her hair’s a mess and her eyes are red. As I watch, my throat constricts so tight I struggle to breathe.

      When it finishes, I start it over. My ribs feel like they’re being ripped open.

      When it finishes again, I scroll down the comments. It’s only been up a few hours, but already there are hundreds of them. Comment after comment of people telling Avery how amazing she is and how she doesn’t need me fill the screen.

      Some comments say I’ll come to my senses. I keep reading through them, until one hits me like a punch in the gut.

      Single mom of three: Is his responsibility to his child? I understand what he’s thinking but he’s wrong. Tell him to stop being scared of messing up his children and start being afraid of missing out the (second) best thing that’s ever happened to him!!!!!! Btw, I’m single mom no more, and my kids have never been happier! What do his kids think of you?

      What does Piper think of Avery? Easy, the same way I feel about Avery.

      Underneath the comment are at least a dozen replies of people agreeing with her.

      I read the comment along with the replies three more times, each time feeling lighter and lighter.

      After registering a new account, I leave my own comment.

      The unicorn: thank you ex single mom of three. And Avery you are right. Everything about you is right. Perfect, even. You are the (second) best thing that’s ever happened to me.

      I’ve never been good with words.
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      Piper went to bed ages ago, but I’m delaying. I can’t bring myself to drag my feet up the steps to sleep in Knox’s spare room. Though it’s true, I’m too uncomfortable to go home. I’ve never seen Nathan like that, and Knox is right, he might come back.

      I’m lucky Knox was there. Who knows what Nathan would’ve done?

      Even if Knox having his arm around me, holding me, supporting me was almost too much for my heart to bear. Because I know it wasn’t real. And no matter how much I want it to be real, I have to face facts and push those thoughts out of my mind.

      Knox running away and staying in his bedroom all night was proof his mind can’t be changed. I’m here because he’s being neighborly, nothing more.

      Still, I can’t bring myself to climb the stairs and sleep in his spare room. Even if it is after one in the morning. I start another mindless movie on Netflix, and lay out on the couch.

      “What are you still doing up?” Knox asks in a quiet voice.

      His hand brushes over my hair, and I realized I dozed off. I push myself up and sit. The dim end table light is on, but it’s otherwise dark.

      “I must’ve fallen asleep watching TV,” I say.

      “What were you watching?”

      “I don’t know. It doesn’t matter.”

      “I can’t sleep either,” he says and sits beside me.

      Flutters fill my chest. I swallow and become teary. I can’t do this. I can’t be in his house, this close to someone I want so badly. My breathing speeds and I focus on pushing away my feelings.

      “It’s been a hard couple of days for me,” I say.

      “They haven’t been easy for me either, you know.”

      “Thanks for helping me with Nathan.”

      “You think I’d let that asshole anywhere near you? Now I know who he is, if he makes any more comments on your videos, he’ll pay.”

      His words fill me, and I struggle to keep my feelings down. I bite the inside of my cheek, wondering why he’d say such a thing.

      “Thanks,” I say, mumbling.

      “I’d never let anyone hurt you.”

      I want to ask why, but can’t bring myself to. I can’t sit here. Not beside someone who owns my heart and doesn’t want me. Fuck Nathan, I’ll take my chances.

      Staggering to my feet, I step away from the couch.

      “Where are you going?” Knox asks.

      “Home. I need to go home.”

      My heart pounds and my knees are weak, but I have to get out of here. To retreat home where I don’t have to suffer in his presence.

      Knox reaches out and grabs my hand, the contact exploding my heart. My chest heaves, stuck between what I want to do and what I need to do.

      “I watched your latest video,” he says.

      I freeze. He must think I’m an idiot. I swore I’d never post a video unplanned again, but I went ahead and did it again. This time completely unedited, complete with crying and stupid wishes and everything else. My cheeks heat with shame.

      At the same time, I want to know what his reaction is.

      Or maybe it’s better that I don’t know. That it’ll hurt too much when he pushes me away even more.

      I swallow, and say, “Oh.”

      Knox squeezes my hand, and pulls me back onto the couch. Our legs are touching, and he’s still holding my hand. I’m exhausted, but the contact wakes my body.

      “It was never about you, or my feelings for you. It was about Piper.”

      “I know. I just wanted you to see that I understand, but also that you’re too hard on yourself.”

      “You know, a lot of people commented on it.”

      “They have?” I haven’t looked at it since I posted it. I probably ruined my credibility and career because of it, and right now I want to pretend it never happened.

      “They all say I’m an idiot.”

      I don’t say anything, but am relieved to hear my fans supporting me. It really does mean a lot to me.

      “And I agree with them,” Knox says.

      It takes a second for the words to sink in, but when they do, my head flies to look him in the eye for the first time since he woke me.

      “You do?” I say, in disbelief.

      “I do. And I’ve been thinking. You and Piper, you get along so well. And God knows I’m going to need help with a teenage daughter. She deserves you. At least a chance with you. If you were serious about what you said.”

      “I am, absolutely. She’s so amazing.” I laugh through my emotions, “I never thought I’d want to hang around with a thirteen year old so much.”

      “She feels the same way about you.”

      “And you?”

      “Even if I don’t deserve you, I want you. I can’t go on denying the way I feel about you. You make me feel things I’ve never felt in my entire fucking life. And I thought I’d have to ignore them, for Piper’s sake. But if you really feel the way about both of us that you said in the video, then I can’t let go of you. Because you’re right, when you know you’re meant to be with someone, you know.”

      Tears stream down my cheeks as he speaks. It all seems like a dream, and part of me wonders if I’m asleep on the couch.

      “Of course you deserve me. I understand why you thought you let Piper down. I let her down, too. I should’ve asked her more questions when she brought up her mother, and it breaks my heart that I let her down so much.”

      “She isn’t your responsibility.”

      “It’s nothing to do with whose responsibility she is. I let someone I care about down.”

      “That’s what I did. With you, I let you down.”

      “What you did is confirm everything I thought about you.”

      “That I’m an asshole?” Knox says, his nose twitching.

      “No, that you’re the most caring man I’ve ever met. I just want you to see that you can care for Piper and me.”

      “I know that now, after Nathan. After all the comments on your video. And most of all, because you and Piper get along so well. I can’t keep you from her. Which is good, because it’s been tearing me up inside. I’ve never felt this way about anyone.”

      As he finishes his last word, he cups my head and presses his lips against mine. I fling my arms around him, holding him as tight as I can as our kiss deepens.

      All of the tension of the last few days melts away as I melt into his arms. All thoughts of Nathan vanish in his strong arms. Above all, my body overflows with everything I feel for Knox.

      He drags his lips away, and with a low voice says, “There’s just one thing.”

      “What?” I ask, gasping and desperate for his lips back.

      “You’re going to have to learn to come in silence.”

      His words force a moan from my throat. Knox puts his hand over my mouth, and says, “That’s what I’m talking about. Can you be quiet?”

      “I thought you liked my voice,” I tease, wiping the tear stains from my cheeks.

      “I do. But I also like your pussy. And right now I can’t have both.”

      “You move fast, right back to my pussy. Is that what this is really all about, I’m here, you’re here, we might as well get together,” I say, teasing, my cheek pressed against his.

      Knox scoops me onto his lap, and growls, “You want to wait? I can wait.”

      I suppress a squeal, and say, “No waiting. I spent too much time watching you out my window today.”

      “I didn’t hear you, I’m glad you can be quiet,” he says, and closes his mouth over mine before I can set him straight.

      Our kiss is needy, hungry but at the same time deeper. Like we both know it’s serious this time, and that we’re not just enjoying each other but committed to each other as well. Along with Piper.

      I’m officially part of this family now, and I’ve never felt like anything has ever been so right.

      The thought fills me with heat, and I whimper, and press myself against him. His hard dick digs into my leg, causing my already slick walls to contract with longing for him to be inside me.

      Knox kisses across to my ear, and says, “Come to bed.”
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      Taking Avery’s hand, I pull her up the stairs and into my bedroom. After pulling her top off over her head, I slide my hands around her ribs and undo her bra.

      I can’t wait any longer. Pushing down the way I really felt for her was crushing me, but now that I’ve released all those feelings, I’m overcome with need to claim her body as mine, the way she’s claimed my heart as hers.

      She lets her bra fall to the floor, and I can’t help but smile at her perfect tits — my perfect tits. My dick swells.

      While she takes off the rest of her clothes, I pull mine off. Once we’re both naked, I pull her against me and close my eyes at the skin-on-skin contact. I push my fingers through her hair and bring her lips to mine.

      Our kiss becomes frantic, my cock now rock hard with anticipation.

      Avery wiggles out of my hold and drops to her knees. I struggle to suppress a groan, knowing we have to be quiet. But fuck me, this is too good.

      She licks up and around my shaft, and I’m unable to take my eyes off her. Squinting in the dim light, I can make out her full lips as they take me into her mouth.

      Bobbing her head, my shaft runs back and forth over her prodding tongue. I have to grab her head to compensate for the intensity. When I think things can’t get better, Avery angles her head up and the next thing I know, my cock is halfway down her throat.

      I can’t stop my hips from thrusting, and shivers pulse through my body. This is fucking crazy. My balls tighten, and I grip her head and try to pull her off me, but she clamps her hands onto my legs and sucks harder, holding me in her.

      As much as I love this, and I really fucking love this, it’s not what I want tonight. I bend and hook my arms under hers, pulling her off me and onto the bed. I want to take my time with her.

      My hand finds her mound, and I push my fingers through her folds and into her entrance. Her pussy is dripping fucking wet, and my fingers glide easily against her, pushing on the spot I know drives her wild.

      Avery’s breathing gets heavier by the second, and she moans. I yank my hand away and lightly slap the side of her hip and rest my hand over her mound.

      I lean over her and whisper, “Quiet.”

      She opens her mouth to respond, but I shush her.

      Lying alongside her, I take her clit between my fingers and roll them around it.

      In a low voice, I say, “You have to be quiet.”

      Her breath is fast and ragged, and she rocks her hips as my fingers move. I let go of her clit, and push two fingers into her dripping wet pussy. I want to taste her so fucking bad, but don’t trust her to be quiet.

      I pump my fingers in her until her legs are bending and flopping around and she’s gasping for air. My cock strains against her side, and I can’t hold off any longer.

      After taking my fingers away, I move on top of her and push my cock straight in her.

      Avery lets out a quiet moan as I move deeper into her. I shush her again, and she bites her lip.

      As my hips move, my mind races with all the things we’ve said and done. With the idea of having Avery at my side as Piper grows. And of having her here with me when Piper’s grown up and moves out.

      Most of all, it screams at me for almost pushing her away. With almost losing the most amazing woman ever, just because I was too fucking stupid to see what was in front of me.

      Heat races through my veins, and the growing tingles in my cock block out my ability to think. I thrust harder and faster.

      With my lips to Avery’s ear, I say, “Come for me, baby. Come for the man who loves you.”

      She gasps and convulses underneath me, but she’s quiet. Which means I’ll have her in my bed every fucking night this summer. Even if Piper is home.

      My hips move faster and faster, and my balls draw tight against me. Finally I can deny myself no longer, and my dick erupts, sending enormous shudders up and down my back.

      Out of breath, I lean down and brush my lips against hers, the full lips that first made me want her.

      “I love you too,” Avery says.

      They’re words I never thought anyone other than Piper would ever say to me. Words I never thought I’d ever want nor need anyone other than Piper to say to me. But in reality, they’re three words that fill me, calm me, and make me know my life can be more than what it was.

      After a quick kiss, I pull out and lie on my side, rolling her onto her side and pulling against me, not caring about the cum leaking from her. All I care about is having her in my arms, always.

      The sound of Avery’s breath lulls me to sleep.

      In the morning, I wake up and feel the most refreshed I’ve ever felt in the morning. Avery is still lying tight against me, exactly where she should be.

      A door bangs shut, and a moment later Piper thumps down the stairs. I should talk to her.

      Avery is still asleep as I slip out of bed and pull on boxers, shorts and a t-shirt. I make my way to the kitchen, where Piper is eating a bowl of cereal.

      “Have a good sleep?” I ask.

      “Same as always.”

      Without even making a coffee, I sit at the table.

      “Can I talk to you about Avery?”

      Piper shrugs, and says, “Sure.”

      “What do you think about me dating her?”

      “It’s great. She’s so awesome, and it’s so nice to have her around to talk to.”

      “So it doesn’t bother you?”

      “Why would it? It’s about time you had a girlfriend, I never understood why you didn’t date.”

      “I was busy with you.”

      “So what? Lots of my friends have divorced parents, and they all date. I was worried no one liked you.”

      “Hardly,” I laugh, “I was the one who didn’t like any of them.”

      “Until Avery moved here.”

      “Exactly.”

      “I’m really glad she moved to town. And it wouldn’t bother me if the wiring in her house never gets fixed.” Piper takes a mouthful of cereal and chews with a big grin as my mouth hangs open at her comment.

      I get up and set up the coffee maker. As I move around the kitchen, I realize how loose my shoulders feel, and how light I feel all over. With Piper’s official approval, every last thing has fit into place.

      “Got a cup for me?” Avery asks as she enters the room, a big smile on her full lips.

      “Morning, Avery,” Piper says.

      “Good morning. Sleep well?” Avery says, and sits at the table with Piper.

      While I make the coffee, the two of them talk. My back is to them, and I half listen to their conversation and half wonder how there’s always so much for them to talk about. The two of them are amazing. I’m the luckiest fucking man on the planet.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Epilogue (Avery)

        

      

    
    
      One year later

      

      “Okay everyone, I know you’ve all been waiting for this day,” I say into the webcam. “So here it is, my first video in my new bedroom. Except as you all know, it isn’t just my bedroom, it’s also The Unicorn’s bedroom.”

      It isn’t really our bedroom, it’s our new fake bedroom. Since the day Nathan freaked out on my lawn, I’ve stayed in Knox’s real bedroom every night. He asked me to officially move in about four months ago.

      Nathan hasn’t attempted any contact with me since, but word on the street is that he found a new girlfriend, one just as boring as him. Which is great, I’m glad they found each other. If nothing else, it keeps him out of my life.

      “Over here is his closet,” I say, pointing the webcam to a fake closet with some of his old clothes hanging in it.

      I moved in, of course, but I couldn’t do anything with my house, like rent it out or sell it, because of my fake bedroom. All we could do was have lots of sex in it. But it’s hardly sensible to keep paying a mortgage for that.

      We couldn’t set up a fake bedroom in Knox’s house because of Piper. So, after I officially agreed to move in, Knox built an extension on his garage. It takes up more of the backyard, but I now have my fake bedroom-office in a room at the back of the garage.

      A windowless room, so Piper can’t look in, but Knox put in skylights so it’s nice and bright for filming.

      Piper thinks it’s a storeroom. And she thinks I’m taking a very, very long time to finish my novel.

      “And over here is the bed. You can see it’s my old bed, I love the headboard far too much to leave it behind at my old place.”

      Especially when he drapes me over it to lick my pussy.

      It might be the same headboard, but Knox put in a really good mattress. And with him working in the next room all day, it’s going to get a lot of use. Because in the daytime, when Piper’s out, I get to yell his name as loud as I want.

      I’m careful not to show them the back wall with the shelves stacked with the products I promote, or the other closet that’s jam packed with lingerie I’m sent to promote.

      My embarrassing plea to Knox video went viral, and I got my target of ten million subscribers within days. I swear the whole nation saw it, but, miraculously, somehow this corner of Ohio missed it and no one in town knows what I do. Including Piper.

      But as a result, I have triple the products to pimp as I did before. And my income has shot up as a result.

      Darla is jealous of my new studio, especially since, and I quote “Your perfect specimen of a man built it with his own two fucking hands.”

      She’s doing okay, her vlog hasn’t taken off like mine but she’s increasing her numbers daily. Along with the number of men in her life. She decided one man at a time wasn’t enough to please her in the bedroom and now exclusively engages in sex with two or more guys at a time.

      Young, old, she’s not discerning, as long as there’s at least two cocks in the room. Knox and I nearly died laughing when we found out one of those men is often Marcus.

      After it came out, Marcus confessed to Knox that he couldn’t get enough of her. He drives the hour to her place just for a booty call.

      “Anyway, enough of the tour, I want to move on to today’s topic. It’s something you’re going to be hearing a lot about and I’m sure it’s something many of you struggle with. How to have good sex when you’re pregnant.”

      “Let’s start with the early stages, as in, the stage I’m in now.” I pause to let my viewers digest the news.

      It was no accident. The reason Knox officially asked me to move in, was because he decided with Piper in high school, and therefore practically all grown up, he decided he wanted another child.

      Which sounded perfect to me. Playing mother to Piper flipped a maternal switch in me, and the thought of a baby in my arms was ideal. Plus I already know ahead of time what an amazing father he is. I have far too many friends whose husbands turned out to offer no support, other than playing sports with the kids and showing them age-inappropriate movies.

      We made an appointment to have my IUD removed the very next day.

      I carry on talking, “When your boobs are so tender and you want to smack your man if he goes anywhere near them.”

      I certainly wanted to hit Knox hard last night when he put his hand anywhere near my breasts. I’d read they’d be tender at first, but holy hell, tender doesn’t begin to describe it. Of course Knox isn’t complaining, as they’ve gone up a cup size already and it’s only early days.

      Piper is ecstatic to become a big sister. Now her would you rather questions are all on girl versus boy. “Would you rather have a baby who pees straight up in the air when you change him or one who takes forever to clean up after she poops?” Or “Would you rather have a baby who gets to wear cute dresses, or who you can dress up in a mini tuxedo?”

      She’s already promised to do all the free babysitting we want. I wonder if she’ll start asking questions if we get her to babysit while we go into the garage for an hour or two.

      High school has been great for her, since she was already so grown up going in. The transition to her new school went super smoothly, and she’s joined the debating club. She’s made lots of new friends, though she hasn’t brought any boys home yet. Knox would probably implode, but I’m here to back her up.

      We haven’t heard anything more from her biological mother. Piper’s decided she doesn’t want anything to do with her, and that she doesn’t need her since she has me now.

      The door opens, and Knox asks, “Ready?”

      I spin the webcam around and bring Knox into the frame. “Here he is now everyone, meet The Unicorn.”

      Knox scowls at the lens.

      “Let’s do that again, can you smile this time?”

      He flashes a big smile for me, and it lights up his whole, gorgeous face. No matter how many times I see it, it still melts my panties. My viewers are going to die when they see him. They’ll probably demand I put him in every video.

      “Okay,” I say and stop recording. I’ll piece it all together in the edit.

      “Come on.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “You’ll see.”

      Knox holds open the door of his Thunderbird, and I climb in. He gets in the driver’s side, put the key in the ignition and turns it. But not enough to turn the engine over, just enough to turn the radio on.

      “I put this radio in just for you.” He takes my phone and fiddles with the Bluetooth settings until my phone connects to the speakers.

      “What happened to being true to the era?” He’s always so particular about restoring his cars.

      He doesn’t say anything, but scrolls through my playlists until he find the Red Hot Chili Peppers and starts my playlist. “Take Me to the Other Side” starts playing.

      “I figured this would be worth it. Because you know, this is the song where I first realized you were different.”

      My brow creases but I don’t say anything. He takes my hand in his. Our eyes connect, sending a now familiar feeling of warmth through me, but also a shock of electricity that makes me shiver.

      Knox lifts his hand, and brushes his calloused finger down my cheek.

      “This seemed like a good idea at the time.” He takes something from his pocket and holds it in his fingers, his hand between us.

      “Marry me, Avery. I picked out a vintage ring for you, but we can change it if you don’t like it.”

      The ring is beautiful, with a cluster of diamonds on a white gold band. It matches the car, Knox, and I love it.

      I swallow hard and tears prick the corners of my eyes. Flinging my arms around him, I whisper into his ear say, “Yes! A million times yes! And I love the ring.”

      Knox pulls his lips to mine, and we sit in the front seat of his Thunderbird, necking.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Thank you for reading my book, I hope you enjoyed it! If you loved it, please consider leavin a review. Remember the most recent book you read is Lip Service, you can leave a review for it here.

      If you’d like to receive the free bonus booklet of Knox and Avery on their fifth anniversary plus PLUS bonus booklets on the couples in Pierce Me and Carny PLUS the FREE book The Dick Next Door, join my newsletter.

      Check out my other books on Amazon!

      Text Simone to 24587 to be notified of a new Simone release (and never about anything else)

      You can find me on Facebook or visit simonesowood dot com.  I always love hearing from readers, email me simone at simonesowood dot com

      Simone xoxo
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