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Chapter One

I woke up in the dark, dawn’s first light still an hour or so off, the ladies sleeping soundly beside me in bed.

Despite the early hour and the hard day’s work ahead of me, I had to smile. Rising from a peaceful sleep with the three gorgeous loves of my life made it impossible not to.

Bandit yipped quietly – but angrily – from beside my pillow, her little stumpy body curled up tight. She must have been reading my thoughts again.

“Sorry,” I whispered, rubbing her behind the ears. “The four gorgeous loves of my life.”

Bandit wagged her tail and licked my hand then followed me out of bed, trundling at my side as I made my way down to the kitchen.

The heating system kicked on at a low rumble, warm air blasting back the fresh autumn chill. I loved this old farmhouse, but my godfather never got around to doing a solid weatherproofing job and neither had I, so drafts were common.

I didn’t mind. I liked the hint of a chill in the air, especially in the morning. It made that first cup of coffee hit that much better.

Evelyn had worked another late shift last night. She’d been the last one to get into bed, but she’d been busy in the kitchen before turning in for the night.

There was a sign taped to the fridge.

‘INSIDE: BREAKFAST BURRITO FOR THE WORLD’S BEST DELIVERYMAN,’ it read in big black letters.

Then, in smaller print: ‘A homemade burrito, not some greasy garbage from a gas station. Love, Lynnie.’

I chuckled as I pulled out the plate, shrink-wrap draped over it, with a thick burrito made tight and proper in a low-carb wrap. Even shrink-wrapped and cold, I could smell the bacon, the hot peppers, the hints of shredded onion.

I slid the plate into the microwave then reached for the coffee, ready to brew a pot, but I saw Evelyn had beaten me to the punch. The coffee was already loaded with coffee grinds and water, and as I hit the ON button I saw another note taped to the pot.

‘EXTRA STRONG COFFEE READY TO ROCK FOR OHIO’S MOST PROMISING NEW ARTIST.’

I froze, staring at the note.

As the coffee brewed and Bandit curled up between my socks, my stomach dropped sharply.

Suddenly, my hands were shaking.

“It’s just about time, isn’t it, girl?” I quietly asked Bandit.

She folded her ears back, gazing up at me.

It felt like a whirlwind. Hell, it had been a whirlwind.

For years, I’d forgotten all about my art. I’d forgotten what love could feel like, quietly resigned to spending my days alone.

Then, almost overnight, it seemed, my house was jam-packed with love, damn near overflowing with it. Evelyn, Briana, and Kay had not only reminded me what romantic love felt like, but they rekindled the fire I’d lost for my art.

Though months passed, it felt like I blinked and there she was, Amelie, the pretty French photographer who promised she could take my art to the next level.

Amelie’s father – a union trucker just like me, albeit with connections to the Paris art scene – sent a few pics of my canvases to his buddies over in the 2nd Arrondissement before he and Amelie went off on a cross-country American road trip.

I figured it would take a few months for me to hear anything back, but then…

“Billy, the hottest art gallery in Paris wants to put your art up for exhibition,” Amelie told me breathlessly over the phone just three days after she left. “They want ‘Home’ to be the most prominent piece, but they want every canvas you’ve got. They even have a title for your exhibition already: ‘America: A Peaceful Life.’ Can you believe it!?”

Indeed, I barely could. The rest of the conversation had been a blur, with Amelie letting me know that a representative from the gallery would be in touch, that the gallery owner was going to foot the transportation bill, hiring a private moving company that specialized in transporting fine art internationally.

The coffee machine hissed as it finished brewing, shocking me out of my fugue. My hand trembled slightly as I poured a hot mug then fetched the burrito – steaming hot now – from the microwave.

A ball of tight nerves coiled in my gut as I cut off a portion of the burrito for Bandit then sat down at the kitchen table with her.

“You feeling okay?”

I looked up. Briana stood in the kitchen entryway, a sleepy look in her feline eyes. Though she’d just gotten out of bed, her raven hair was brushed immaculately into place. She wore a short satin fold-over nightgown, the soft pink hemline dancing lightly around her toned, alabaster thighs.

She stepped forward softly, her heavenly-white cotton sweatsocks crumpled at her calves. She raised her glasses up onto her forehead, wiping the sleep from her eyes, and stole a sip of coffee from my mug as she sat down next to me.

“I’m feeling…” I sighed, both flustered and confused. “I don’t know how I’m feeling. You wouldn’t happen to have your THC vape handy, would you?”

I was joking, of course. I never had a taste for weed. Plus, I was drug-tested regularly for my job on the truck.

Briana was far from a pot head, but she did use medicinal marijuana vape pens to ease her anxiety. She almost always had it on her.

Not tonight, though.

She paused for a moment, a quick, hopeful smile, like she was smiling to herself. “I’m giving the THC a break for now,” she said. “But that’s just as well. Even if you could partake, a hit of weed vapor might relax your nerves, but if you’re not getting over the reason behind your anxiety, it’s an empty gesture.”

Ugh, anxiety.

We had to pack up my canvases soon. The movers were coming for them tomorrow night. Brie volunteered to help me. Kay and Evelyn would have liked to join in, but they were busy; Lynnie had a marathon shift at Dewey’s later and Kay not only had a long day at the greenhouse, but she was also struggling to keep up with a big order for her custom hippie fashion business.

Brie took another sip from my mug then laid her hand on mine, gently rolling her thumb across my knuckles. She smiled, like she knew what I was thinking.

“You feel weird about handing your art over to a stranger,” she said.

I nodded, prodding Evelyn’s mouthwatering burrito, even though my appetite had vanished in a cloud of anxiety.

“The gallery is going to take good care of your canvases, Bill,” she pressed. “They’ve got insurance policies in case of damages and their tracking software will let you know the moment the canvases move an inch.”

“Yeah,” I sighed. “I know.”

Bandit had already scarfed down her portion of the burrito. She was nosing toward mine, like a little furry ninja.

“I’ve never trusted anyone else with my art before,” I said after a moment. “The idea of handing it off to someone I don’t know to get moved across the globe is just a weird feeling.”

“You’re afraid to give up control,” she said.

Briana, of course, knew all about the kind of anxiety someone could have when they felt like they were losing control. Given the childhood she had in New York City with her father, Brie was no stranger to chaos.

For the longest time, Brie masked her anxieties with her purposeful, pensive, meticulous personality. Every word she spoke, every movement she made, it all seemed precise, like she left nothing to chance.

On the surface, she always seemed in control. Cool, calm, and collected.

Only after I got to know her did I realize that was a mask. That despite her calm demeanor, Briana harbored intense anxieties that no one would ever expect.

“You know,” Brie whispered, “sometimes learning how to take control is less important than knowing when to give it up.”

I smiled, despite the anxiety in my gut. (Bandit inched closer to my burrito, assuming I couldn’t see her. I pretended not to notice…then snatched it away before she could steal a bite.)

“Maybe you’re right,” I said as I took a big bite, trying to get something into my stomach. “Anyway, are you sure you’re good to go to the art supply store today? If it’s too much…”

She shushed me with one upraised finger against my lips, her feline eyes narrowing as she grinned and stole another sip from my coffee mug. “I’ve got you covered, Mr. Deliveryman. I got the list saved in my phone and by the time you get home from work, we’ll be ready to get your canvases ready for the world stage.”


Chapter Two

Autumn on campus was scenic, a snapshot from a postcard, almost. The sidewalks were swimming with gold-and-red leaves, a cloudless blue sky and bright sun despite the chilly nip in the air, co-eds giggling and traipsing through the fallen leaves in tight black leggings and quarter-zip North Face fleeces.

I was unloading a big order at one of the administrative offices on Main Street, in the heart of campus. I’d become something of a minor celebrity around the college, the alumnus delivery truck driver who was seen around town with three beautiful ladies on his arm.

(And hell, after the night out with Amelie at Dewey’s, sometimes it was four gorgeous ladies on my arm.)

Being a youngish blue-collar guy in a college town, I was used to a certain amount of attention from the co-eds. That didn’t surprise me, since the female college crowd was more accustomed to frat douches chasing finance degrees who’d never done a hard day’s work in their lives. I didn’t consider myself anything special, but whatever I was, I wasn’t that.

But after hanging out on Main Street with Lynnie, Brie, and Kay, it seemed like I had a target on my back, like the young women around campus just couldn’t help their curiosity. One guy with three out-of-his-league girlfriends? Well damn, they knew I was doing something right.

I enjoyed the attention. It flattered me, but I was always careful not to flirt back. Nothing more than a polite ‘hello’ and ‘goodbye,’ that was all I’d give them.

“Where’s your French girlfriend, Mr. Truck Driver?” one co-ed asked, a wispy redhead with a low-cut sweater. “Or did you already kick her to the curb?”

She was pretty, early-twenties, with high cheekbones and quizzical, bright eyes. She was on the thinner side, yet knew how to work her body. The sweater she wore was low-cut at the chest but high at the waist, revealing a white freckle-kissed belly.

Her jeans ran low on her hips, just low enough for her thong straps to peek out, black cotton, see-through against her pale white skin.

I frowned at her question, though I knew she was just joking. “I’d never ‘kick someone to the curb,’ thank you very much. But that French girl was just a friend, not a girlfriend. Thanks for asking, though.”

The redhead giggled admiringly. “Are you in the market for a new friend, then?”

I laughed, but politely shook my head. “I’m flattered, truly, but no thank you,” I answered.

She ran her hand through her shock of red hair, her bright eyes dazzling. “If you have three girlfriends, why not shoot for a fourth?” she pressed.

“Because I’m just too damn loyal to the three I already have,” I answered. My tone was friendly and polite, but left no room for argument.

When she saw my resolve – my loyalty in action – the admiring look in her eyes only intensified. She stared at me for a long moment. “You could always run it by your ladies,” she pressed. “I was at Dewey’s the other night. I saw how they set you up with the French girl.” She nibbled her bottom lip. “That shit was hot, seriously.”

“It wouldn’t be right,” I said.

She snapped her fingers in mock frustration then blew me a kiss. “Maybe some other time, Mr. Truck Driver,” she said. “Maybe one day I’ll get as lucky as your ladies are.”

She strutted off, her firm butt swaggering with every step, then cast a glance back at me from over her shoulder and blew me yet another kiss.

I shook my head, grinning. No, I wasn’t tempted by the redhead. But I also wasn’t lying when I said the attention flattered me.

Mostly, the redhead’s kind words helped me forget about my anxieties about my art, and I was especially grateful for that.

*****

I dashed through the rest of my route, keeping one eye on my watch, not wanting to miss my little date. I skipped lunch – I’d have it later – and shot from stop to stop, a half-dozen parcels or more balanced on my hand truck at any given moment.

Despite the autumn chill, I was sweating by the time I made my last stop. I rushed back to the truck, jammed the key in the ignition, then bolted away from Main Street, trying to keep to the speed limit as I raced to the edge of town.

I came rumbling into the comic shop’s parking lot and spotted Evelyn’s Toy-Cam – her beloved, dinged up Toyota Camry – parked out front. Just seeing the roughed-up, blemished rear bumper brought a smile to my face.

Glancing through her driver side window, I saw the car was empty. I headed inside where the friendly young clerk gave me a fist bump.

“Billy, what’s up man?”

“Nothing much, just winding down my day.”

The clerk gestured toward the back of the store, toward the movie section. “Your lady’s back there waiting for you,” he said. He lowered his voice, laughing. “You lucky fucker.”

I smiled and gave him another fist bump then headed back, where old DVDs, Blu-Rays, and VHS tapes – and even a few Beta Max tapes – lined the shelves.

Evelyn was in the horror section, naturally. She was on her lunch break – four hours into that marathon shift at Dewey’s – and looked absolutely delicious in her skimpy little work outfit.

The low-cut top, the tight running shorts. The skin-colored leggings and the Nike pumps.

As usual, she had her golden hair in curls for her shift. Though she preferred to wear her hair straight when off the clock, the bouncing golden locks brought in tips by the fistful.

Good God, she was a dream.

She was squatting there, at the bottom shelf, holding a DVD in each hand, a look of pure consternation on her face.

One DVD was the 1978 version of George Romero’s Dawn of the Dead.

The other was a copy of Zack Snyder’s 2004 remake.

“Hey,” I said.

She didn’t look up from the DVDs. “Which Dawn of the Dead is the superior movie? The one from 1978 or –”

“The one from 1978,” I answered.

She smiled up at me, her blue eyes glittering. “I could jump your bones right here and now, Mr. Deliveryman.”

“Fast zombies destroy the metaphor,” I said, grinning as I crossed my arms and leaned against the shelf. “You can look at the original Dawn of the Dead as a metaphor for mindless American consumerism, yeah, but the slow-moving zombies can also be viewed as a visual metaphor for death itself. Creeping slowly toward us, inexorably. You know it's coming, but still, when it pops out from around the corner and takes a bite out of you…” I gave a performative shiver. “But fast zombies?” I snorted. “It defeats the whole purpose. The Snyder remake is slick and fun to watch, but it’s more like a music video than a true horror film.”

She tossed the remake aside and popped up to her feet. Her breasts bounced lusciously under her tight-fitting shirt, the Dewey’s logo dancing across the chest.

“You went and done it,” she smirked, stepping closer. “You got me wet.”

I chuckled. “You still have time for lunch?”

She jerked her thumb toward the exit. “Just meet me in the back of your truck after I pay for this,” she said. “And make sure you crank the AC all the way up.”

I cocked an eyebrow. “The AC, really?” I asked. “It’s only, like, fifty degrees out.”

She patted me on the cheek, a girlish smirk on her lips. “Trust me,” she said, then gave me a quick, sweet kiss on the lips before walking back up to the front counter.


Chapter Three

I sat on the rear bumper of the truck, letting it idle, the AC blasting inside just as Evelyn asked. Hell, I didn’t know why she wanted the AC on so badly, chilly as it was. Maybe she worked up a sweat slinging suds over at Dewey’s.

I had just popped open my lunch box – two cheese and veggie sandwiches on pita bread, courtesy of Kay – when Evelyn swaggered out of the comic shop, her new DVD tucked under her left arm.

The wind kicked up, the chilled air striking her barely-there work outfit. I raised a hungry eyebrow when I saw her nipples poking up through her shirt.

“Aren’t you going to get your lunch out of the Toy-Cam?” I asked.

“We won’t have time for lunch if you don’t get your butt moving,” she said, then set the DVD down on my lap as she grabbed the switch handle at the base of the door. She unhooked the latch and slid the door upward, the bearings rattling on the roll bars, revealing the back of the truck, mostly empty save for a few stray ratchet straps and my hand truck.

“What are you doing?” I laughed.

She planted one hand on my shoulder as she took a big step up from the rear bumper to the back of the truck, grinning when she felt the cool air blowing in from the AC vents up in the cab. She even shivered a little, the bare, sun-kissed flesh on her arms instantly rippling with goosebumps.

She spun, her white Nike pumps squeaking against the floor of the truck. She put her hands on her hips and cocked her head, making her curls bounce.

“Did I or did I not tell you that your little theory about Dawn of the Dead got me wet?” she asked, one eyebrow cocked sharply, a half-smirk on her soft pink lips.

“Really?” I asked, laughing…though my cock was already getting stiff. “On your lunch break?”

“I’m working a fourteen-hour shift today and I get one forty-five-minute lunch break,” she said. She slid her hand down her slim belly, to the waistband of her running shorts, and tugged on the drawstring, instantly loosening them. “And it’s up to me how I spend those forty-five minutes, Mr. Deliveryman.”

“Well, I’d hate to disappoint you during your only break for the day,” I said, then flipped my legs over the rear bumper, setting my lunch and the DVD aside. I rolled to my feet, my boots clopping on the floor, the bearings rattling on the roll bars as I slid the door shut.

I grabbed Evelyn by the waist and pushed her up against the wall, grinning to myself, remembering the first time we fooled around in the back of my truck.

Back then, I hardly even knew her. Even so, even when she was mostly just a stranger to me, I had a feeling that I was going to fall for her.

I pushed my fingers up her emerald-green uniform shirt, brushed my thumbs across her goose-prickled skin. Evelyn wrapped her arms around me, twisted her fingers in my hair, a sweet whimper escaping her as I put my mouth against hers.

Drawn by the heat under her skintight running shorts, I gently pushed my right hand below her waistline, grunting when my fingertips brushed across the crotch of her panties, when I felt her juices already drenching the cotton.

“You weren’t kidding that you were wet,” I growled between kisses.

She giggled against my kiss. “You know how much I love a guy with good knowledge about horror flicks,” she panted. “Anyway, if we have any hope at all of sneaking lunch in, we better hurry this up.”

I grinned, about to speak, but before I could respond she grabbed my shoulders and pushed down on me, guiding me to my knees as she kicked her shorts off, the flesh-colored leggings pulled up over her white cotton panties.

Greedily, I reached for the leggings, but Lynnie caught me by the wrists. “Easy now, big guy,” she giggled. “If you rip up this pair, I won’t have time to swing home to replace them.”

Grinning, I gently peeled the leggings down her smooth bronzed thighs, down just past her knees, then did the same with her white cotton panties, the tight elastic waistband leaving soft white marks on her butter-bronze legs.

She shaved recently, I saw immediately. Where she once had an adorably delicious tuft of blonde pubic hair over her sex, she was bare now. The skin around her sex was a shade lighter than the rest of her, like a swirl of vanilla in butterscotch.

Lynnie hooked her left thigh around my shoulder, around my neck, spreading herself out enough to expose the ripe lips of her sex, soft and dewy.

For one pulsing moment, I stared down her naked sex with a ravenous lust in my eyes, my tongue aching to taste her lips, my taste buds yearning to roll across her swollen clitoris.

Evelyn, however, still had lunch in mind.

“Faster,” she growled, then gripped my hair in both fists and yanked my face between her legs.

Quickly, I kissed the inside of one thigh, then the other. Evelyn clutched my hair almost tight enough to pull out a handful, but when I tickled her clit with my tongue, she nearly went limp.

That one small lick caused her dew to drip from her lower lips, a salty-sweet dribble that I eagerly lapped up on my tongue. I held her by the hips, pressing my fingertips into her bare bronzed flesh, and stared up into her sapphire, ocean-blue eyes as I slid my tongue inside her tight sex.

“God!” she yelped, planting one palm behind her, against the wall of the truck, to keep her balance.

Her toned left thigh tightened around my shoulders, cradling the base of my neck in the fold of her inner knee, the eager heat of her flesh warm against the back of my neck. I pushed my tongue deeper into her then shifted upward, just enough to brush my nose against her clit.

The moment the tip of my nose glanced her swollen pink button, her abdomen clenched tight. Her right hand twisted in my hair, almost painfully. For a second, I thought she might have cum, but no, her breathing wasn’t right.

I brought Lynnie to orgasm enough times to know exactly how she breathed when she came.

On the precipice of an orgasm, Lynnie turned and looked down at me, greed and eager lust boiling in her eyes.

“Fuck me, Billy,” she panted, writhing her butterscotch hips with every breath. “Fuck me and cum in me and give me a nice little afternoon memory to get through the rest of this long shift…”

From my kneeling position, I scooped her other thigh up over my shoulder and stood up, with Lynnie folded against me. I held her against the wall of the truck. She thrust her hands down between us, her lips smacking against my mouth as she unhooked my belt and pulled my zipper down.

I shrugged out of my work slacks. I’d have kicked my boxers off, too, but my cock was already rigid and thrusting out from the slit.

My body went rigid as Lynnie stroked me as she guided my tip toward her wet crevice, her bare sex awaiting me, the lips of her pussy already dripping.

I supported her against the wall, cupping her ass cheeks as I held her aloft, and Evelyn’s golden curls bounced as I thrust myself into her.

Bare from the waist down save for her white pumps and the sweatsocks, the rubber heels of Evelyn’s sneakers tickled my shoulder blades as I pumped into her again, the gush of my cock entering her sex echoing around the back of the truck.

Evelyn ran her fingers through her golden hair, making those curls bounce anew, and kept one hand down between us, two fingertips working in little circles around her pink rosebud, teasing herself with every pump.

I kissed her more deeply, enjoying the way her grunts of pleasure vibrated against my lips, and her tongue curled wet and smooth against my own as she tilted her head backward, accepting my kiss deeper yet.

Evelyn squealed with passion when I pumped again. She shifted her legs, crisscrossing her ankles, tightening her thighs against the sides of my face. I kept my palms tight on the bottoms of her ass cheeks and grunted with satisfaction when I felt the juices of her pleasure leaking down from her sex to the crests of her ass.

Normally, I prided myself on how long I could last with my ladies. Marathon lovemaking sessions were the norm more often than not, but today, the passion in Evelyn’s ocean-blue eyes – the sheer depth of her desire – brought me to the brink within minutes.

I slid one hand from her ass cheek up to the small of her back. I pressed my forehead against hers, to get a deeper look into her sapphire eyes.

“I’m not…” I grunted, panting. “I’m not gonna last…sorry but I’m about to –”

She wrapped both arms around my neck, pulling me closer, her pink lips tickling my ear as she whispered, “Billy, I like it when you finish early. Nothing makes me cum harder than when you can’t help but put your load in my belly…OH FUCK!”

Lynnie took my earlobe into her lips and sucked it with renewed greed as she came. I gasped when I felt her walls constrict around me, when I felt another wet gush burst forth from her fertile sex.

Growling, I held her tighter and drove myself deeper yet, getting a primal, almost feral satisfaction when Lynnie yelped when I hit her cervix. Her lips twisted tighter and harder around my earlobe, her breath tickling my eardrum, and as she sank her fingernails into the flesh of my back I lost myself in her sex, releasing my passion deep inside of her.

I held her firm for a long moment, clenching, my cock tensing inside of her. Her walls grew tighter still, milking me dry, and then, finally, I unhooked her legs from my shoulders and set her down, wobbling on her knees.

As my seed wept from her gash, she put her hands over her sex, giggling, like she wanted to keep the rest from dripping out. Quickly, she pulled her panties back on, tight and snug, then pulled the skin-colored leggings back up to her hips.

She exhaled breathily – her desires satisfied, her lust satiated – and her fingers trembled from the aftershocks of her release as she ran her fingertips along the edges of her inner thighs.

“You’ll be leaking out of me all night, Mr. Deliveryman,” she said with a smirk. “And nobody will know but me.”

“Our little secret,” I laughed as she pulled her running shorts back up. “And even though I wish I could have lasted a little longer, look at it this way: We still have time for lunch.”

*****

We sat on the rear bumper of the truck. I left the sliding back door open to air the back of the truck out. I didn’t want to take it back to the station smelling like sex.

(It wouldn’t have been the first time.)

I was enjoying Kay’s sandwiches and Evelyn had her head resting on my shoulder as she poked at a chicken Caesar salad she’d scored back at Dewey’s.

“You’re worried about something,” Lynnie said without asking.

“Is it that obvious?” I asked.

“Abundantly obvious,” she answered.

I bit into my cheese-and-veggie sandwich and sighed. “I guess I’m just nervous about sending my canvases out for a trans-Atlantic flight,” I chuckled.

Lynnie smiled. “You’re protective when it comes to your work,” she said. “That’s a sign that you’re a real artist.”

“You’re right, I know,” I said. “But still. I can’t shake the feeling. It’s weird.”

“Brie’s on the job, though, right?” Lynnie asked.

“Oh, definitely,” I said. “Ever since she got rich she can barely sit still.”

Lynnie giggled, popping a piece of grilled chicken into her mouth. “Yeah, our girl did good,” she said.

Actually, Briana wasn’t rich in any real sense. She just happened to get lucky in the crypto market. After getting a surprise payday from her father – a quick two-thousand bucks, God only knows how he got his hands on it – Brie decided to spend half on a promising crypto coin she heard about on Reddit.

“Who gives a shit?” she’d laughed. “Investing in crypto can’t have worse odds than playing the lottery, right?”

Yeah well, she was right to do it. A week later, Brie’s random Reddit coin shot up exponentially in the crypto exchanges. Having learned many lessons from her own father’s awful, truly terrible business decisions, Brie cashed out before the wave crashed, coming away with a cool seventy-thousand bucks before the niche coin tanked two days later.

Up until then, Brie had been working a part-time job that she hated. (Twenty hours a week as a glorified intern at a local office goods supplier, usually just making copies and stuffing old bank statements into the paper shredder.)

Now that she’d made more in a week than she would have earned in a year punching a clock, Brie decided to take some time off, a little extra time to relax between preparing for her finals, which were coming up quick.

Instead of lounging on the couch and enjoying her cash, however, Brie got bored almost immediately. She pulled double-time when it came to studying for her classes but that only ate up so much time in a day. She’d been helping Kay with her custom clothes orders, too – mostly packing outgoing orders – but Kay did all the tie-dying and stitching herself, which weren’t in Brie’s wheelhouse.

Brie went on frequent cleaning sprees but you could only mop the floor so many times, so when she realized I needed help preparing my canvases for their trip across the world, she jumped at the opportunity.

Evelyn set her hand on my thigh, just above my knee, gently kneading the muscles in my leg. She wiped a stray bit of Caesar dressing off her pretty pink lips and gave me a big wet one on the cheek.

After the kiss, she rested her forehead against my temple, her bright sapphire blues flashing in the corner of my eye. She stroked the side of my face, her soft fingertips tickling lovingly across my beard stubble.

“Out of all of us, Briana’s always the one with her ducks in a row,” Evelyn said. “Given how she grew up, it goes without saying.”

I nodded in agreement. Briana’s father – while a good man – hadn’t provided the most stable homelife. Always running the streets, always betting on one hustle or another. Briana, over the years, had no choice but to learn how to compensate.

“If Brie really thought it was a bad idea for you to send your artwork to strangers, do you think she’d let you do it?” Lynnie asked.

I laughed at that, smiling, and though my anxiety remained, I did feel reassured knowing Briana was the last person who’d ever be careless with my work.

I slung an arm around Evelyn’s shoulder and pulled her tighter to my side. She purred when I kissed her on the neck.

“Are you sure we don’t have time for one more visit to the back of my truck?” I whispered.

Evelyn flashed her perfect smile, her bright pink tongue flicking across her bottom lip. “Well, if we’re quick about it…”


Chapter Four

It was the ideal autumn afternoon by the time I got home, brisk temps in the upper forties with a light breeze, red and brown and yellow leaves scattered across the driveway, a lush late-afternoon sun beaming bright gold down through the naked tree branches.

Bandit came bounding around the house, her little stump wagging, and she met me as I stepped out of my pickup.

“Hey girl!” I said as I picked her up and rubbed her belly.

She licked my nose and nipped happily at my fingers. Given that she’d come out from around back tipped me off that Briana was still out at the garage, working on my canvases.

I set Bandit down and she trundled alongside me as I made my way around back. The garage door was cracked open, but only a little, so Bandit could come and go. I peeked inside.

Even dressed down, hard at work, Briana carried herself with a casual elegance. She’d pulled her dark, raven hair into a businesslike ponytail, the slightly frayed edges tickling the base of her neck.

She wore a sleeveless red tube top, bare shoulders with a crisscrossing lace running down between her breasts, patches of soft white skin visible beneath. The top showed a white sliver of her toned belly and her matching red drawstring sweatpants rode low up her hips, Recharge Monterey Jogger sweats, the butter-smooth fabric slightly loose yet still complementing her slim legs.

I watched her quietly from afar, admiring the sinfully red fabric tight against her alabaster frame like sin and innocence vying for control.

Brie had all the shipping materials prepared, though she hadn’t actually started packing the canvases just yet. The canvases were mostly mid-sized, with my upright pieces no bigger than 18x27, the horizontals 40x20.

Briana had laid out the appropriate shipping and packing materials on the floor by each canvas, primary wraps and moisture barriers, bubble wraps and packing foam for void-fillers, precisely sized inner and outer cardboard shipping boxes.

In that moment, I started to breathe easy. The lingering anxiety about shipping my art across the planet still hung in the back of my mind, but witnessing Briana’s utter dedication to protecting my work brought a certain warmth into my heart, a certain confidence.

She squatted down in front of Home and broke out a tape measure, making sure the measurements for the inner packing box were perfect. Without looking up from her work, she called out to me.

“You’d make a terrible stalker, Mr. Deliveryman,” she laughed in her sultry tone. “I heard you coming a mile away.”

“Well shit, I was hoping to sneak up on you,” I laughed.

“It’s those big work boots,” she said, finally turning to look at me, her narrow feline eyes sparkling as a ray of sunshine struck her glasses. “I heard you crunching in the leaves back when you were still out by the driveway.”

I stepped inside. Bandit started to follow me, then paused, baring her teeth, her ears high, her dander up, on alert. She let out a low growl as she spotted some prey – a squirrel or a rabbit or possibly a groundhog, one of her mortal enemies – and shot out into the bushes.

Chuckling, I walked back and forth along the canvases before stopping in front of Home, the warm, glowing portrait of the farmhouse with Bandit on the front porch, me in the foreground returning from work, and the glimpses of the ladies through the windows framed in warm glowing light.

My life’s work, I reminded myself.

Brie slid up next to me, quietly toying with the measuring tape. She leaned against me, grinning quietly as she looked at my finest canvas.

“Are you feeling any better about parting with them?” she asked.

I slipped an arm around her hips, my fingertips gliding across the soft bare flesh at her waist. “A little, yeah,” I said.

I noticed a certain muted excitement in Briana’s posture, a certain tightness to her smile, a brightness in her eyes that she tried to hide.

“Is there something going on?” I asked her.

Her tight smile bloomed, her pouty red lips moving like flower petals. “About an hour ago Amelie sent a text to me, Kay, and Lynnie.”

I tilted my head, confused. “The three of you have a group chat without me?” I asked, feeling slightly left out.

Briana sensed my wounded pride and mended it with a quick kiss on my lips. “Don’t be offended, we just need some space for girl talk, that’s all,” she assured me. “Me, Lynnie, and Kay already had our own private text thread, but we decided to include Amelie, too.”

I had to smile at that. A group chat for my lovers. It was cute.

“So what’s up?” I pressed. “Is Amelie okay?”

Brie nodded. “Oh, she’s doing great,” she said. “Mellie and her father are on their way out west. They’re going to make a pit stop at the Grand Canyon then head down to Vegas. They want to see what pure American debauchery looks like,” she added with a wistful laugh.

I was glad to hear Mellie and her father were having a fine trip, but something told me there was more to that text message than just a travel update.

“Anyway,” Brie went on, “Amelie’s father got some news from the art gallery.”

I held my breath. My heart began to pound. “Is that so?”

“With Lynnie busy at her long shift and Kay off at the greenhouse, I gave Mellie a call to get the details.”

My anxiety began to rise again, my mind swirling with questions. First of all, why hadn’t Mellie called me directly about the news?

Brie, as empathetic as ever, noticed my concerns right away.

“Easy there,” she said, squeezing my hand. “The only reason Mellie didn’t call you about it was because she knew you’d be at work on the truck. She didn’t want you getting overly excited and end up in a fender-bender or something.”

“Overly excited?” I asked, somewhat suspiciously, as if I were waiting for some other shoe to drop, like all of this was starting to sound just a little too good to be true. “Brie, seriously, enough hints. Just tell me what’s going on.”

“Give Amelie a call,” Brie said softly. “For all the work she’s done for you, I think she deserves to be the one to let you know.”

My heart racing, my pulse pounding in the back of my skull, I clicked my phone on and scrolled to Mellie’s number. She answered on the second ring, her voice distant and somewhat muffled with static.

“Billy, hey!” Mellie said happily, her voice filtered through the static, a thousand miles away. “Forgive the poor cell service, me and my father are somewhere in the southern Great Plains. We haven’t seen a proper building for almost an hour!”

The saccharine sound of her laughter lightened my anxieties. I almost felt rude pressing the subject.

“I’m glad you’re having a great time, Mellie,” I said. “And make sure to tell your father I said hello. But, well…”

“Don’t sound sheepish,” Mellie laughed. “I know why you’re calling, so I’ll get right to the point: You’re about to make quite a lot of money with your art, Mr. Deliveryman.”

I parted my lips to respond, but nothing came out. My voice hitched in my throat, caught. I cleared my throat, somewhat dizzy, trying to compose myself.

Finally I said, “I haven’t even shipped the canvases yet. We’re still preparing them for the movers.”

Amelie’s tinny laughter was like a soft breeze blowing across a prairie. “The gallery owner has already shown the PDF versions of your work to several buyers around Paris,” she said. “There’s quite the buzz about you across the ocean, Billy. They tell me that you’ve got a reputation as a ‘gritty, blue-collar reinvention of Rockwell.’ I believe that’s a nice way of saying you’re like Norman Rockwell, only not as cheesy.”

Befuddled and confused and grinning, I laughed a stupefied sort of laugh, unsure of how much of this was actually sinking into my brain.

“Anyway,” Mellie went on, her distant voice beginning to fade in and out from the poor cell service, “the owner has estimated that he expects Home to sell for about 210,000 euros.”

“Um…what?” I asked, sure that I must have heard her wrong.

“Given the currency exchange, plus the gallery owner’s percentage of the sale, you’ll most likely be looking at a two-hundred-thousand-dollar payday, give or take.”

I went still, frozen.

“You mean for all the canvases together,” I said.

Her saccharine laughter was distant and sweet as sugar. “No, I’m just talking about Home.”

I leaned against my painting stool, suddenly feeling like I might faint. “And, um…and the other paintings?”

“Your other canvases should do well, too,” she said. “They won’t fetch quite the same payday as Home but from what the gallery owner says, it sounds like you’ll be bringing in about fifty to a hundred thousand American dollars apiece. Again, after the gallery owner takes his cut of the sales.”

I blinked.

I tried to think of something to say. I couldn’t.

Then came Amelie’s sweet laughter again. “I’m going to assume that you’ll need some time to process all of this,” she laughed.

“A little bit, yeah,” I chuckled.

“The gallery owner is very excited to get his hands on your work, Billy,” she said. “The quicker you can get those canvases across the pond, the better.”

“Amelie, I can never thank you enough…”

“Shush with that,” she giggled. “No need to thank me at all, Mr. Deliveryman. Now get back to work on your canvases. The Paris art scene is waiting with bated breath.”

I clicked my phone off, slid it back into my pocket. I turned to Briana.

“Did Amelie tell you how much money my canvases are going to make?” I asked, my voice clipped and dry, like sandpaper.

“She might have given me a hint, yes,” Brie said with a coy grin.

“That’s more money than I could make in years, even if I worked every scrap of overtime on that goddamn truck,” I said with quiet disbelief, like all this good fortune were happening to someone else.

“Well,” Brie giggled, “now you’re rich. Funny how life works out sometimes.”

And yet that anxiety that had been lingering in the back of my head suddenly rushed back tenfold.

My arms and legs flooded with adrenaline, a sudden shock of fight-or-flight. I got that odd, strangely numb feeling in my arms, the kind you got right before a fistfight. “We need to get these canvases packed and ready,” I said. “Mellie mentioned that the quicker we ship them, the better.”

Brie raised one dark eyebrow over the rim of her glasses. “Well yeah, but I don’t think she meant that literally, like if you don’t –”

I walked past her, not meaning to cut her off, but a sudden realization turned my gut into knots.

The goddamn silica gel! It wasn’t with the packing materials!

“No, no, no,” I grunted quietly, my voice frayed at the edges. When I texted Brie about the packaging materials we needed, I must have remembered to include the gel packets.

They were tiny, easy to forget, but those little silica gel packets needed to be placed inside the inner wrapping with the canvas to avoid humidity damage during transport. Without the silica gel, the paint could moisten, maybe even start to run. It might not ruin a painting, but it could do some real damage if –

“OH FUCK ME,” I snarled when I looked over the text, realizing that I had not included the silica gel with the materials list.

“Hey,” Brie said quietly, putting one comforting hand on the small of my back. “What’s wrong, Bill?”

“I screwed up,” I said, shaking my head, clenching my fists in frustration. I checked the time. Almost five o’clock. The only art supply store that carried the gel packets was across town. They’d be closing at five thirty.

“C’mon,” I said, taking Briana by the hand and pulling her out of the garage. “We need to take a ride.”


Chapter Five

I had panic-induced tunnel vision as I pulled onto the highway, my nerves pulsing with every heartbeat. It was a level of anxiety I’d never known, a kind of anxiety I hadn’t felt before, something I couldn’t put my finger on.

Everything had become overwhelming. My nerves were frayed, my thoughts scattershot, and a sense of impending doom hung over my head, like my entire world was going to come crashing down on top of me at any given moment.

Briana sat curled up in the passenger seat, her worried, watchful eyes on me. I drove with one hand around the steering wheel, squeezing until my knuckles turned white, with my free hand in my lap, balled into a fist, like I wanted to punch something, like I could raise my fist and drive it through the windshield.

“Billy, hey…”

“I’m okay, I promise,” I responded in a simmering, clipped tone. “I just need to get these silica packets before the supply store closes.”

“You don’t have to, though,” Brie said gently. “The mover isn’t even coming until –”

“No, you don’t get it, I need to get these canvases packed tonight,” I said, and I meant every word…except I wasn’t sure why I meant every word.

Brie just nodded in silent agreement as I weaved through the rush hour traffic, ten miles over the speed limit, my engine roaring, the old tires kicking up bits of blacktop.

“Everything’s perfectly fine, Bill,” Briana whispered. I hadn’t noticed until now, but she had her hand over my balled fist, gliding the pad of her thumb soothingly over my clenched knuckles.

“It just doesn’t make sense,” I said, talking to Brie, yes, but also just thinking out loud. “One day I’m just a lonely guy living a quiet life, a peaceful life, just me and Bandit,” I continued, the sheer anger and anxiety simmering in my chest adding a certain tremor to my words. “I was completely content to live alone…maybe even die alone. I was content to do nothing but make doodles in my goddamn sketchbook and now look at me.”

Brie held my fist tighter, her eyes worrisome through her glasses. “Billy, did you say you thought you were going to die alone…?”

“I’m a truck driver,” I said, growing angrier – and more scared – by the moment. “I’m supposed to be a lonely truck driver with a sketchbook, not some artist sending paintings to Europe.” My heart pounded harder, skipping up into my throat. The traffic ahead of me became a haze of rear bumpers and flashing brake lights.

“Take a deep breath,” Brie said soothingly.

I scarcely heard her. The anxiety that had been simmering inside me for God-knows-how-long was boiling over, an unexpected maelstrom of panic, existential terror like I’d never known before.

“It’s like someone else is living my life,” I said. “It’s like things keep happening to me – good things! – but it’s not me in the driver’s seat, like it’s all just temporary, because I am not and have not been in –”

“Control,” Briana whispered.

I looked at her in disbelief. Despite my panic, my anxiety, she regarded me with the softest smile, a sympathetic gleam in her eye. She pulled my clenched fist into her lap and softly took it in her hands, massaging the tense muscles, kneading the tension.

“I felt what you’re feeling before,” she said. “Back during the really wild days with my father, sometimes, when things started to go my way seemingly at random, it would drive me crazy. Good things would happen to me but because I wasn’t directly in control of them, I felt like I didn’t deserve them. I felt like it all might vanish at any moment, because if I didn’t have absolute control over these things, then it was like they weren’t real.”

My jaw went slack. I exhaled long and slow, like I was holding my breath and hadn’t realized it. It was like Briana had just opened my heart, peered inside, and told me precisely why I was feeling this overwhelmed.

The panic began to subside, the anxiety started to ease off…and then the traffic stopped ahead of us, a wall of idling vehicles and bright red brake lights. About a half-mile ahead on the road, there was black smoke rising.

An accident, in the middle of rush hour.

There was simply no way we’d ever make it to the supply store now.

“Shhh,” Briana said. She pulled her phone from her purse with one hand, continued to massage my clenched fist with the other. “Just give me one second…”

As she scrolled on her phone I came to a stop behind a big rig tractor-trailer, the smell of dusty blacktop and diesel fumes poisoning my nostrils.

“Yes, hello,” Briana said, speaking to someone on her phone. “I was in your store earlier buying packaging products for fine art canvases and I seemed to have forgotten to purchase some silica gel packets.”

She laughed politely, listening to the clerk on the other end of the phone.

“We’d like to grab those silica packets this evening before you close up but, the trouble is, there’s this big accident on the highway and there’s simply no way we’ll make it in time. Would you be able to ring me up for the packets and let me pay over the phone with my credit card? And, if it isn’t too much trouble, do you think you could leave the packets on the front sidewalk by the entrance so we can pick them up once we’re out of this traffic jam?”
The clerk spoke back to her. Brie flashed me a soft grin.

“Awesome, that would be great,” she said as she fished her credit card out of her purse. “I can’t thank you enough for this.” She shifted her eyes back to me, still grinning, and added: “For a second there, it felt like we were really losing control of the situation.”

And just like that, my anxiety was gone. The terror, the panic, all of it.

The thing was, none of it made sense in the first place. I’d gotten so worked up about packing all the canvases as soon as possible that I’d all but forgotten that the movers weren’t even coming tonight. Briana even tried telling me that but, worked up as I’d been, I didn’t even realize it.

Briana finished reading off her credit card number and thanked the clerk again. She slipped her credit card and her phone back into her purse, set it down softly on the floor of the truck, and took my clenched fist in both hands again.

“Remember what I told you earlier, Bill,” she said softly. “Being in control is important. But learning how to be okay with not being in control is just as important.

I laughed. It was a stiff laugh, but an honest one. Slowly, I began to unclench my fist. “Yeah, I guess it was stupid of me to react like that.”

She shook her head. “It wasn’t stupid,” she said. “A lot’s changed in your life, Bill. Good things, like you said. I’ve been there before, too. When everything seems too good to be true, it’s easy to convince yourself that it’s all going to vanish. Or, worse, it’s easy to convince yourself that you don’t deserve those good things in the first place.”

I relaxed my fingers, completely unclenching my fist. I took another deep breath.

For months now, I’d had nothing but good fortune, again and again. Like I was running on cloud nine constantly.

It simply never occurred to me that so much good luck could give me a goddamn anxiety attack.

“You’re right,” I told her, finally cracking a smile. “Goddamn Brie, you got it down to the letter.”

My open palm rested in her lap. She tickled her fingertips across my palm, rolled her thumbs across my wrist, slightly up my forearm.

She scooted closer, nothing but the center console between us. She massaged my palm with one hand then slid the other up into my hair, her fingertips pleasantly teasing my scalp.

I was, of course, hard as a rock by then.

“Control is a give and a take,” she whispered, her breath tickling my ear, the side of my face.

She shifted her thighs as she crossed her legs, leaning closer. Her Monterey sweats grew tighter around her waist, hints of her underwear poking up over the waistline. The crisscrossing red lace running down the center of her tube top strained against her breasts, her hard nipples pressing eagerly against the fabric.

The traffic in front of us was jam-packed, not so much as inching forward. Another big rig pulled up to our right, then another to our left. One more diesel-chugging monster rumbled to a stop behind us, hemming us in on all sides.

I rolled up the windows, blocking out the exhaust stink, then cranked up the AC, figuring it would heat up in here soon.

Briana licked her lips, enjoying the brisk blast of cool air. The sudden chill caused her nipples to grow that much stiffer.

“It doesn’t look like we’re going to be going anywhere for awhile,” Brie purred as she slipped her hand down to my belt. “I guess we'd better find a way to keep busy.”


Chapter Six

The big rigs had given us a wall of privacy, so I felt no shame at all when Brie suddenly undid my belt, ran my zipper down, and fished my hard cock out of my boxers.

Her pale, alabaster fingers teased down the side of my cock, her fingertips dancing over every pulsing vein, and she slowly tightened her grip as she stroked me down to the root.

“Let’s see if you can control yourself for a little while,” she said.

I grinned back at her, though with a clenched jaw, and I nodded. “Okay, you’re on,” I grunted. “Dunno how long I can keep control, though…ugh!”

She slid her hand up to my ridge, the ring of her fingers skintight around my shaft. Her touch was pure bliss, every crevice of her grip sending a tingle down to my core.

Wound up as I’d been, I felt the pressure building almost immediately. To keep a measure of control over myself, I decided I should keep busy, as well.

I never liked being a selfish lover, after all.

I tugged at the drawstring at her waist, loosening her joggers. Licking her lips, Briana slowly opened her legs for me, sitting back slightly, letting my hand glide smoothly down her flat stomach.

When I felt the finely manicured thatch of black pubic hair over her sex, she tugged my cock a bit more insistently, giggling as I winced, fighting to keep control.

I pushed my hand deeper, down the tight canyon between her thighs, felt the dewy aperture nestled within. Her eyes wavered as I probed her lips and her pink ripeness, pensively circling the tip of my thumb around her nub, teasing it with each subsequent pass.

I stretched my forefinger forward, easing my fingertip into her. Just as I pushed inside, I gave her clitoris a glancing touch with my thumb.

Briana responded with a hitching breath, half a squeak, and her inner walls reflexively tightened around my finger.

Rolling my wrist for a better angle, I slid my middle finger into her, my digits sandwiched together in the tight grip of her sex. I gave her clit another brush and she stiffened in the passenger seat and held my cock tighter yet.

“How’s your sense of self-control doing right now?” I asked as I kissed her neck.

She groaned in response to my kiss and rolled her fingers back down to my root, her grip loosening then tightening, loosening then tightening, before she stroked me back up to the tip.

A leak had sprung between her thighs. Sensing her pleasure, I applied a little more pressure to her clit, then plunged my fingers just a little bit deeper. Curving my fingers, I strained a bit more, and Briana’s lips quivered when I pressed lightly on her inner button.

“…fuck!...” she squeaked, scarcely more than a whisper, hardly more than a sharp exhalation.

Her body went rigid, trembling all the while. Her legs quaked suddenly, loosening her shoes. She kicked them off and curled her toes almost violently then twisted her legs, moaning as the leak between her thighs became a sudden gush.

Brie clenched her thighs tight, trapping my hand up to the forearm, the old springs under the passenger seat squealing beneath her convulsing frame. I smiled when I realized that my hand caught between her thighs was drenched up to the wrist.

Finally, she loosened her legs. My hand came away dripping, her nectar tumbling from my fingertips. Briana caught me by the wrist and looked straight into my eyes as she took my fingers into her mouth, pensively licking them clean.

Her lust sparked by the taste of her own dew, Brie swiveled up onto her knees, flashing me the briefest smirk before she buried her face in my lap.

“You’ve shown plenty of control, Billy,” she whispered as she kissed the tip of my cock, catching my precum on her lips. “But remember, like I said, it’s just as important to know when it’s time to let go.”

I gasped when I felt the sudden tightness of her lips around me, the soft wet texture of her tongue slipping down along my shaft.

As she took me, she gripped my shaft with both hands, stroking down to my base, her lips giving chase, and the swirling motion of her tongue had me tingling from the tip of my cock down to my balls.

Her head bobbed swiftly, the sloppy wet smacks from her kiss coming one after the next. I sat back, giving myself over to her.

She released her lips from me, then lifted her head a few inches over my tip. Giving me one lustful side-eye look, she pursed her lips and spit smoothly onto my cock, her crystal-clear saliva wet and cool as it dripped down my mass.

And just like that, she took me again, her lips tighter than before, her tongue caressing and swirling, her mouth rising and falling, rising and falling, and the singular tingle of my lust deep inside me suddenly burst.

I twisted my fingers tight in her raven-black hair, clenching my stomach as I doubled over from the force of my release. Brie slowed her passes, but kept sucking, her lips tighter yet, the tight strokes of her fingers moving slowly up and down until I could hardly see straight.

Then, finally, Brie took her lips up tight around my ridge. Her throat shifted as she swallowed, not a drop lost.


Chapter Seven

When we finished, I kept one arm around Briana as she curled up next to me and one hand on the wheel. Eventually, the traffic snarl cleared up. Some tanker truck had jackknifed, spilling some sort of chemical, but there weren’t any injuries, thank God.

By then, the sun was low, that lazy golden pre-dusk glow and I was able to turn off the AC – no more big rig diesel stink! – and roll the windows down again. I drove calmly, almost serenely.

More or less in control, at least at the moment.

My phone vibrated. A professional driver to my core, I avoided talking on the phone while behind the wheel at all costs, but Brie fished my cell from my pocket.

“It’s the movers,” she said when she saw the contact on the screen. She answered. “Hey, this is Briana. I’m with Billy Watson right now. Any news on the move?”

I could only hear a muffled version of the answer, some thick English-accented voice. Briana nodded, smiling, then thanked the caller for the update.

She clicked off my phone, slipped it back into my pocket, and curled right back up under my arm. “Their flight got delayed,” Brie said. She tapped her fingers on my thigh. “They won’t be arriving in the States until this weekend, so we have another couple of days to prepare. All that worrying for nothing.”

I laughed, I couldn’t help it. The thing was, there was never any point to me being worried in the first place. Even if their flight hadn’t been delayed, the movers weren’t originally scheduled to come out until tomorrow night.

Even if everything had gone wrong and I hadn’t been able to get the silica gel packets, even if the movers were going to arrive on time, I still would have had ample time to pack all the canvases properly.

And hell, what would have happened if I didn’t package them on time?

Dude, a major art gallery owner in Paris thinks your work can fetch up to, like, half a million goddamn dollars, I thought to myself, laughing. I’m pretty sure they’d cut you a break if shipping was delayed for a bit.

It all seemed so silly now.

“I feel like such a moron for getting so worked up,” I said, shaking my head, enjoying the cool autumn breeze blowing in through the window.

Briana shook her head, squeezing my thigh. “Don’t say that,” she countered.

“I was panicking over nothing,” I said.

“That doesn’t mean what you were feeling wasn’t valid,” she said.

I shrugged. “It just felt like, I dunno…a pointless moment of weakness.”
She sat up straighter, leaning toward me. “We all have moments of weakness,” she said. “It’s what we learn from those moments that’s important. Namely, that moments of weakness are common. Everybody has them. Don’t ever let anyone tell you they don’t, because they’re full of shit.”

At first, I took her comment as just an attempt to make me feel better, a way to help me save face for momentarily losing my marbles, but when I looked into her eyes, I saw she was being genuine.

“You’re a solid guy, Billy,” she said. “Rock solid, as a matter of fact. When you come from a family like mine, you learn how important that is. Since I’ve met you, you’ve been a rock for all of us. Me, when we went out to Jersey to meet my dad. With Evelyn, when her parents cut her off. And Kay, hell, you’ve helped her create a true permanent home, something she never had growing up. And don’t think this is just my opinion.”

I gave her another look, one eyebrow raised.

“That’s right, Mr. Deliveryman,” she said, grinning. “Me and the girls have talked about this quite a lot, how you’re, like…not just our rock, but our foundation. You give us a sense of security that we never knew before, not until we found you.”

I watched the road, a dumbfounded smile creeping across my lips. Of course, I didn’t doubt that Lynnie, Brie, and Kay loved me. Our bond had grown too deep for me to ever doubt that.

But to hear this, that I wasn’t merely a man they loved, but the kind of man that made them feel safe, made them feel at home…

Brie leaned in and kissed me again, a wet, quick one, right on my cheek, then rested her head on my shoulder as she ran her fingers through my hair. “And no, to your earlier point, your little freakout wasn’t pointless, regardless of when the movers are or aren’t coming,” she said soothingly. “Your life has changed so much these last few months. It hasn’t been a whirlwind, it’s been a goddamn tornado.”

I snorted with laughter. “A goddamn hurricane,” I added. “A good hurricane, but still.”

“A storm’s a storm,” she said. “For good or bad, when your life changes so rapidly, and so fundamentally, it’s perfectly normal to blow a gasket now and again. Either way, just make sure you take it easy on yourself, Mr. Deliveryman.”

One hand still on the steering wheel, I held her tighter with the other.

I’d accepted the fact that I was one of the luckiest men on the planet months ago. I recalled that frat guy who saw me outside Dewey’s with Brie, Lynnie, Kay, and Amelie. How that guy couldn’t believe it, how much he envied me.

And yeah, before I had my ladies, I supposed I would have envied a guy in my current position as well…except back then, I’d have envied a guy like that for the wrong reasons.

Yes, it’s amazing to have several drop-dead gorgeous girlfriends.

Yes, it’s nice (extremely nice) to have mind-blowing sex.

It’s nice to have women fawn over you, or prepare your meals, or rub your back after a hard day’s work.

But it was moments like these that made me truly lucky.

To have a lover look you squarely in the eye and tell you, yes, you’re allowed to feel whatever it is you’re feeling.

To have a woman you love rest her head on your shoulder and honestly tell you that she feels safe with you.

That she feels at home with you.

That you’re not only her rock, that you’re her foundation.

And hell, if all that wasn’t enough…I still had the cutest goddamn dog in the world.

*****

We pulled off the highway then it was just a five-minute trip down the road to the art supply store.

Sure enough, the staff had left the silica packets outside for us, complete with the receipt tucked into the bag.

Briana sauntered out of the truck, her hips swaggering in those tight joggers. She bent down daintily to pick up the packets, causing her tube top to ride up along her spine, her flawless back pale and creamy in the fading sun.

I sighed, comforted, calm. Without quite thinking about it, I slipped my phone from my pocket and called the station.

“Dispatch,” the dispatcher answered.

“Yo, it’s Billy,” I said.

“What’s up, Mr. Lucky?”

That was my nickname around the station these days, either ‘Mr. Lucky’ or ‘Lucky Watson.’ It always gave me a chuckle.

“I’m putting in for a personal day tomorrow,” I said.

“Gotcha. Nothing wrong, I hope.”

“Nothing wrong at all, buddy,” I laughed. “Sometimes, you just need to take a day off to appreciate the little things.”

“Ain’t nothing wrong with that, Lucky Watson,” the dispatcher answered. “Take it easy, Billy.”

“You too, bud.”

Briana was just getting back into the pickup when I ended the call. “Was that your job?” she asked.

I nodded. “Yeah, I just put in for a day off tomorrow,” I said.

Her cherry red lips curved into a smile. “What’s the occasion?”

I shrugged. “Giving up control for the night, I guess,” I laughed. “Or taking control. Who knows?” I gestured down the road. “There’s a nice pizza place down the road, just a mile or two away. How do you feel about a big, greasy, unhealthy dinner?”

She threaded her arms around my waist and rested her cheek against my shoulder. “That sounds incredible.”


Chapter Eight

Frank’s Cheese and Pepperoni was a pleasantly dingy little dive. Foldout chairs and paper-thin vinyl table covers, red-and-white checkerboard style, each one permanently stained with a thin layer of old pizza grease.

A large Italian flag hung prominently behind the counter. The manager behind the cash register knew me on sight; me and him had gotten along well years ago, when the restaurant was on one of my old delivery routes.

“Billy boy!” shouted the forty-something dark-haired Italian, his friendly-but-rough voice sprinkled with hints of a faded Brooklyn accent. “It’s been awhile, man.”

“Hey Junior,” I said, shaking Frank Junior’s hand. He wasn’t the original Frank, just the son, though he’d run the place admirably since his father’s death. “We were in the neighborhood and needed a good slice.”

It was an informal sort of place, Frank’s, with a seat-yourself mentality with little throwaway folded paper menus at the counter. When I tried to grab a menu, Junior guffawed and swatted my hand away.

“Get your filthy hands off my menus, Billy,” he said. “Don’t worry about ordering, you’re getting the works, on the house, I should add.”

“Nah, c’mon Junior…”

Junior motioned for me to zip it, then nodded politely to Briana. “And who might this gorgeous young lady be?”

“Briana,” she said, thrusting her hand out.

Junior took it gently, shook it, then politely kissed her knuckles. “A pleasure to meet you, dear,” he said. He jerked his thumb toward me and shot her a crooked smile. “What are you doing here with this asshole?”

Brie giggled and shrugged. “I guess I love the asshole,” she laughed.

Junior smiled warmly. “Billy, you’re doing good, man.”

“Better than I ever thought I would.”

“Take any table you want,” he said. “Before you go, what are we doing for drinks, folks?”

“A couple light beers would be great,” I said.

“Actually,” Briana cut in, “I’ll just take a Coke.”

“A beer and a Coke, coming right up.”

We sat by the front window, watching the foot traffic outside. Frank’s was located on a nice little strip along a main road, with clothing stores and book outlets, coffee shops and more, so there was no shortage when it came to people watching.

The sun slanted down in the street and a strong gust of wind sent autumnal leaves skittering down the sidewalk.

“You’re going to love this place,” I said. “Junior used to hook me up with free slices all the time back when it was on my route.”

“As good as my dad’s joint?” she asked, smirking.

“Almost as good,” I laughed. “But you should seriously consider having a beer with your meal. Something about the food in this place, I dunno what it is, it just goes down extra well with a cold beer.”

Briana looked away, smiling, a playfully evasive look in her eye.

“I’m going to hold off on the drinks for right now,” she said.

“I won’t twist your arm,” I said, holding my hands up in surrender. “But when you see the joy in my eyes when I wash down one of Frank’s signature pepperoni-and-extra-cheese slices with a good cold one, try not to get jealous.”

She looked out the window, smiling at the autumn portrait of the world. The sunlight struck her alabaster features. Briana seemed to glow just then.

“I’ll try,” she said softly.

“A beer and a Coke,” Junior said, dropping the drinks off at the table. “One tall glass of Coke for the young beauty and one half-washed pint of suds for my favorite delivery driver.”

“You’re the best, Junior,” I said, giving him a fist bump.

He nodded gratefully. “Just hold onto your socks, kiddos, your feast will be ready in a few shakes of a lamb’s tail.”

I sipped my beer, cold and hoppy and good. As I swallowed it, it warmed me from the inside out.

“First you’re laying off the weed vape, now you’re laying off the occasional beer,” I mentioned offhandedly. “It’s like you’re going straight-edge all of a sudden.”

A sly smile, another evasive look in her eyes.

“Not that I’m ragging you for it,” I said, reassuring her.

“Oh, I’m not going straight edge,” she said, still looking through the window, the sunlight glinting off her dark eyes. “I want to see how things go.”

“How things go?” I asked, taking another sip. “What do you mean?”

She took a deep breath, grinning all the while, then turned back to meet my eye. She reached across the grease-stained table and took my hands in hers, her fingers wrapped tight around mine.

“I mean that, maybe, I’ll be abstaining from weed and alcohol for a while,” she said.

I nodded, though I wasn’t quite sure what she…

“Like, for the next nine months or so,” she finished.

I shrugged, confused. “That’s cool, but –”

AND THEN IT HIT ME.

I tried to speak. My lips smacked, suddenly dry.

Brie giggled.

When my mouth finally decided to work again, my voice came out small and tinny, less than a whisper: “…are you…?”

She squeezed my hands, her pale cheeks turning rosy red with joy. “I’m not sure yet,” she said quietly.

I stuttered, confused, elated, stupefied, curious, slightly scared, and more excited than I’d ever felt about anything I ever felt in my goddamn life.

“But…what…when…”

She looked over both shoulders, as if someone might have been eavesdropping – though the dining room was empty and Junior was back in the kitchen, tossing pizza dough – then turned back to me, a sly grin on her gorgeous cherry red lips.

“I’m never late, like, ever,” she said. “I was due for my period two days ago.” Her lips pulled into a tight smirk, downright simmering with excitement. “But it didn’t come. Billy, believe me when I say this, but my period is never late.”

I had to resist the urge to leap out of my folding chair and jump through the ceiling.

“Have you taken a test yet?” I asked, my voice cracking at the edges, the excitement threatening to tear a hole straight through my chest.

“Not yet,” she said.

The world seemed to slow to a crawl while I went into hyper-speed. My heart raced to infinity. My smile became a rictus and every color in the room seemed to pop, come alive, and unbridled joy burst from my seams.

“Let’s go right now,” I said breathlessly. “We’ll find a pharmacy and grab a test and I don’t even give a shit we can pull over in the woods so you can, you know, do the thing on the stick or whatever, and then we can –”

Brie calmly squeezed my hands again, as if to slow me down, bringing me back to the world’s pace.

“I’ve got a test in my purse,” she said patiently. “I’ll ‘do the thing on the stick or whatever’ once we get home.”

I was still jumping in my skin, simmering, ready to explode. “I’ll tell Junior we’ll take our food to go,” I said, the words coming rapid-fire like a machine gun on full auto.

She squeezed my hands more insistently, easing me back into the moment. “No, no,” she smiled. “I’d rather sit here and enjoy our meal. I’d rather sit here and enjoy us.”

I laughed, bewildered, excited, thrilled, overwhelmed. “But don’t you want to know?” I asked.

This time, she squeezed my hands and didn’t let up. “Do me a favor and close your eyes,” she said.

Nodding, I did as she said.

“Now take a deep breath. Hold it in your lungs.”

I breathed deep through my nostrils and held it down.

“Breathe out, slowly.”

I exhaled, slow and controlled.

“Now open your eyes.”
I opened them. Now, Brie was up on her knees on her folding chair, leaning across the grease-slick tablecloth, her face hovering just before mine.

“Let’s not fast-forward through the little moments, Mr. Deliveryman,” she said, then kissed me on the mouth.


Chapter Nine

And so that was what we did.

Frank Junior returned with the house special, an extra-large pepperoni pie with extra cheese, the made-in-house sauce infused with liquified garlic titillating our tastebuds. A side of garlic knots dripping with golden melted butter came in a little plastic basket.

Junior set it down almost reverently at our table. Next, he spread out the accompaniments – a small dish of grated parmesan, a plate of shredded mozzarella, spotless glass shakers with oregano, thyme, and parsley – but, as usual, these were just for show.

Frank’s pizzas were always perfect straight from the oven, no little extras needed.

Junior noticed my beer had gone flat – I hadn’t so much as looked at it since Brie told me her little secret – and replaced it with a full mug.

Once we were set, Frank Junior clapped his hands softly and announced, “Mangia, mangia!” and stepped away dutifully. 

We ate slowly, one delicious bite at a time. We drank slowly, with Briana enjoying every sugary-sweet sip of her soda while I let the hoppy, carbonated goodness wash down every bite I took.

We spoke sparingly. There was little need for words. One quick look into each other’s eyes spoke volumes.

I kept glancing down at her belly, so slim and toned. I kept imagining how it would look in seven months, eight months, plump and ready to pop, swollen and shapely and beautiful.

I imagined she’d carry the bump with the same casual elegance – the same effortless precision – as always.

Somehow, in my mind’s eye, Brie managed to look even more gorgeous with her big ol’ plump belly than she did now.

I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. I saw myself, with Lynnie and Kay, in Briana’s hospital room. She lay back, happy and content yet slightly nervous, the plain white hospital gown stretched taut and tight over her rounded belly, her swollen breasts, the beep of the vital signs monitor like a countdown clock ticking toward inevitable happiness.

When I opened my eyes, returning to the present, Brie was staring right at me.

She wore a small, knowing smile, as if she could tell precisely what I’d been imagining.

Finally, I decided to break the silence.

“Do Lynnie or Kay know about…?”

Briana shook her head. “Not yet,” she said. “I want to wait until I know for sure.”

I checked the time. Still relatively early in the evening. Evelyn’s marathon shift at Dewey’s wouldn’t end until two in the morning. Kay was likely still working her fingers to the bone in the greenhouse over at the horticultural school.

Between us, the pizza was all but finished, only a single garlic knot left in the basket. We were stuffed, the feast finally finished.

“We should head home,” I said.

She nodded, a twinkle in her eye. “Yeah,” she said. “Just do me a favor?”

I looked up at her.

“Drive slow,” she said. “It’s just such a gorgeous evening. I want to enjoy it.”

I nodded. “No need to rush,” I said.

*****

The drive back was much like the drive to the supply store, in that Brie sat nestled next to me, her head on my shoulder, my right hand cradled in her lap.

The difference being, this time, my hand wasn’t clenched into a fist. I wasn’t panicking and neither was she.

We simply drove in silence, the evening wind blowing cool and refreshing into the truck. The sun was a dim golden sliver on the horizon, the evening sky the color of dark lavender or clematis flower petals, like an eggplant or a plum.

I pulled off the main road down the path toward the farmhouse. The whitetail deer were out, more than usual, greeting us silently from between the oak trees.

Outside the house, I didn’t see Kay’s VW Microbus in the driveway. She was still at the greenhouse.

As I pulled up, I smiled at Brie. “Looks like it’s going to be just the two of us,” I said.

Then Bandit popped into the window, yapping behind the glass.

“Sorry,” I laughed. “Just the three of us.”

We went inside. I met Bandit at the front door, kneeling down, petting her behind the ears. “I got a treat for you, honey,” I said, referring to the takeout bag tucked under my arm, a single slice of leftover pizza I had Junior wrap up for our furry princess.

Briana came in behind me, holding her purse tight. She had the test in there, I knew.

She paused at the foot of the stairs.

“Heading up to the bathroom?” I asked.

She nodded, excited but nervous, eager yet hesitant. “I am,” she smiled.

Bandit, who’d been aggressively sniffing the takeout bag – almost like she was about to rip it open to get to the goodies inside – turned on a dime then stopped, her ears perked up, her head cocked to the side as she stared at Brie.

Bandit yapped, concerned.

Briana laughed. “It’s all good, honey,” she said. She knelt down and scratched Bandit on the nose. “No matter what happens, we’re going to be all good.”

*****

I sat at the kitchen table watching Bandit eat. I’d torn up the pizza slice into smaller portions for her. She was up on the table as usual, her stumpy tail upright and rigid as she gobbled up the greasy goodness.

I sipped a whiskey on ice, watching Bandit, enjoying the moment.

I thought about how things would work if the test came up positive. Financially, we’d be fine. Even without Brie’s big crypto payout, even without Lynnie’s big nightly tips or Kay’s bustling hippie clothing line side hustle, our finances were secure.

Between my union job on the truck and the money that I’d make with my artwork, I’d have no trouble at all paying the bills.

And no, I had no intention of quitting my job on the truck. Even if I sold a painting for a million bucks, I’d never give up my job.

Eight hours of honest work. Eight hours of Zen time.

Actually, the idea of keeping my blue-collar job even after scoring a big payday with my art excited the hell out of me.

Although, it didn’t excite me nearly as much as what would happen in just a few moments, when Brie finished with her test.

No, our test. Because no matter what happened once she finished doing her thing on that little stick, we were going to face it together.

Then, just as Bandit finished devouring the last bit of pizza crust, I heard Brie’s soft footsteps coming down the stairs.

I stood, rigid and nervous and excited.

She stepped into the kitchen, a sad smile on her lips, the test clutched in her hands. Her smile was sad, yes, but it wasn’t an anguished smile.

The tears welling in her eyes were of disappointment, but not quite pain.

She shook her head, ‘no.’

“Not this time,” she said softly.

I took her by the shoulders. She kept the negative test pressed against her sternum, up against her heart.

I brushed my thumb across her cheek, shifting a stray lock of raven-black hair away from her eyes.

The pad of my thumb came away wet, moist from a single tear that had fallen.

Despite it all, I gave her a small smile. “You just said, ‘not this time.’ Does that imply…”

Briana’s sad smile turned just a hint brighter, her cherry-red lips peeling back, flashing hints of her white teeth.

“Not this time, yeah,” she echoed, laughing a little. “And it does imply…”

“Does that mean what I think it means?” I asked.

“I think it means what you think I think it means,” she giggled.

“It means we’re…trying?” I asked.

“I think ‘trying’ implies that we’re attempting to control what happens,” Briana said, inching closer to me. “I think we’re better off just doing what we’ve been doing.”

“A little bit under control,” I said, “a little bit out of control.”

“That seems to have worked best for us so far,” she smiled.

“But just so we’re on the same page,” I said, “if that actually happened…it would be a good thing, right?”

She nodded, more tears welling, more stray tears flittering down her cheeks, leaving soft wet trails from her eyelids down to her jawline.

“It would be the greatest thing in the world,” she whispered.

She reached up and kissed me, crying softly as our lips met. I enveloped her in my arms. She kept the negative test tight against her chest, cupped between her palms.

“I know you girls like to share everything,” I said. “But maybe we should keep this between ourselves for now.”

She kissed me again, more tears coming as our lips parted. “You read my mind, Mr. Deliveryman,” she answered.

I nodded to her chest, to the test. “What are you going to do with that, then?” I asked.

“I’ll keep it somewhere private,” she said, caressing the little plastic casing with her fingers. “Yeah, I think I’m going to keep it somewhere just for me.”

Bandit, sensing something was amiss, bolted from the table over to Briana’s feet, sniffing her shoes, tail wagging.

“Good girl,” Brie laughed tearfully, kneeling down to scratch Bandit’s belly. “What do you say me and you go up to my bedroom and find a nice little spot for it?”

Bandit yapped.

I grabbed my whiskey and the silica gel packets, both on the kitchen table. “I’m going to head out to the garage to get cracking on the canvases,” I said. “You should take it easy for the rest of the night.”

Brie shot me a sassy eyebrow, as raven-black as her hair, a slightly aggressive – yet ultimately loving – look in her narrow feline gaze.

“Like hell I will,” Brie laughed. “You go out there and get started, Mr. Deliveryman. I’ll join you in a few minutes to make sure you’re doing everything right.”

I laughed. “Well I guess someone has to be in control, huh?”

She grinned. “Or not,” she said, then whistled as she left the kitchen, Bandit bounding along happily behind her.

*****

I poured myself a fresh helping of whiskey and tossed in two fresh ice cubes then walked out back.

The grass danced in the wind and the first nightjars began their song. I even saw a few birds that had begun their migration south for the autumn. A tiny warbler dashed across the backyard and a little chick of a Carolina wren took flight as I tramped through the bushes toward the garage.

I paused as I opened the carriage doors, looking back toward the farmhouse. A single light was on upstairs.

The light from Briana’s room.

I stopped for a moment, took a sip of my whiskey, then felt my heart tighten a bit. I didn’t feel any tears coming on, but for just a second, I almost expected some.

Damn, it feels like we got so close…

But I stopped myself right there. Shaking my head quietly, I clenched the whiskey glass in my fist.

“Don’t even start thinking like that,” I whispered to myself. “If it’s destined to happen, then it’s going to happen.”

I stepped inside the garage, the temperature-controlled AC unit chugging along, a permanent dry coolness in the garage despite the weather.

I pulled the carriage doors shut behind me, smiling as I plopped down on the stool. Home stood before me, my life’s work, sitting on its easel.

Staring at the painting, I grinned to myself.

It was the truest representation of my new life, of our new life. Me, my three loves, and Bandit.

Living like this, loving like this, it’s only a matter of time before it happens, I thought. Even you’re not that dense to think that it won’t.

I sipped the whiskey, the ice cooling the amber fire that, in turn, eased me into a deeper sense of calm.

Outside, I heard footsteps coming through the yard, through the bushes and fallen autumn leaves. I set my whiskey down and pushed up from the stool just as Briana slipped through the carriage doors, quietly pulling them shut behind her.

She was ready to get to work, I saw. She borrowed some tie-dyed painter’s overalls from Kay, green and turquoise swirling over the denim, over-the-shoulder straps keeping the front half and back half upright. The shoulders were open, revealing a white T-shirt beneath, splotched with paint, likely a tee she wore during the messier sessions she had painting her miniatures. 

The tears in her eyes were gone, not so much as a trace now. She grabbed a large roll of bubble wrap from the workbench and flipped it in her hands.

“Well, I guess we should get to work,” she grinned. “It looks like it might take awhile. Good thing you put in for the day off tomorrow.”

I grinned back at her. “And good thing you’re an independently wealthy crypto trader living the leisurely life.”

She giggled, then gestured toward the nearest canvas. “Let’s get cracking, Mr. Deliveryman,” she said as she began unrolling the bubble wrap. “The world’s waiting for your masterpiece.”


Chapter Ten

We worked in close quarters, wrapping, taping, packing, boxing, and marking each canvas together.

I made careful measurements and cut the materials, the glassine paper and plastic wrap, the bubble wrap for a perfect fit with each canvas, ensuring the paints on the canvases wouldn’t be smothered or smeared.

Brie worked directly next to me, shoulders brushing together, hands brushing together, her sweet scent rarely more than just a few inches away from me.

She had the lighter touch, so she applied the packaging tape to the outer boxes, making sure that whoever unpacked them wouldn’t have to do a lot of pulling and tearing when it came time to unbox the paintings.

We worked well into the night. Now and then I sneaked a glance back at the house. Kay had come home at some point; I saw her silhouette in her bedroom window as she got ready for bed.

I knew it was truly late when I glanced at the house and saw Lynnie upstairs, yawning as she brushed the curls out of her hair, clad in oversized pajamas rather than the eye-drawing, skin-tight Dewey’s outfit.

By then, Briana was finishing up putting the last bits of tape on the final boxed canvas. She held up a black marker then nodded to me.

“C’mon, mark the last one,” she said. “You do the honors.”

I grabbed the marker, popped the cap off, and wrote HOME across the face of the box.

I took several steps back, walking backward through a thick, messy layer of bubble wrap covering the floor, and looked at the canvases, each one boxed and secured, ready for the trans-Atlantic trip to Paris.

I’d be lying if I said I still didn’t feel just a little bit of anxiety about handing my best work over to a few strangers.

But I’d also be lying if I said I wasn’t just as excited.

Briana approached me, her pensive, effortlessly elegant catwalk not hindered in the slightest by those oversized tie-dyed overalls.

She stopped right next to me, threaded her fingers through mine, and smiled as she looked over our work.

“It’s incredible,” she said. “I can’t believe this is happening to you, Billy.” She squeezed my fingers, turning her face toward me, pale and feline. “Enjoy this. Enjoy every second of it. You only get to live this moment once.”

I slid an arm around her waist, turned her body to face mine. Big frumpy overalls or not, she was stunning, her white face without blemish, her narrow eyes and the round-framed glasses complementing them, the cherry red lips contrasting with her alabaster visage, a stray raven lock falling crosswise across her cheek.

I pulled her even closer. She slid her arms around my neck.

For a moment, we just stared into each other’s eyes, the garage silent save for the gentle gust from the AC and the increasingly rapid beats of our hearts.

“Lynnie and Kay are asleep, I think,” I said. “But if we can manage to be quiet enough, I think we can sneak inside and…”

I trailed off, grinning as I tightened my grip on her waist, the heat of her skin pulsing through the bulky layer of tie-dye.

She shifted her arms, took my face in her palms, and kissed me, long and slow. Her mouth tasted sweet and wet as she parted her lips, as our tongues met, and she moaned quietly against my kiss as her nipples stiffened beneath her clothes.

Then she pulled back, a smack as our lips parted, and she rocked back on the heels of her shoes, an adventurous glint in her feline eyes.

“We don’t have to sneak back inside,” she purred. She flicked her eyes down to the sprawling bed of bubble wrap beneath us, nearly as thick as a mattress.

Seized by a sudden, furious hunger, I moved toward her, closer, my rigid girth close to splitting my zipper open.

Yet, Briana stopped me with nothing more than her extended forefinger, her fingertip pressed haltingly against my sternum.

“Hold on just one more second,” she purred, then backed away from me, just a few steps.

Grinning, she reached up to each shoulder, unclasping the overall straps. The straps fell free. The front of the overalls flapped down to her waist. The back section fluttered down to her ass. The paint-splotched T-shirt was tighter than I first noticed, multicolored smears across skin-tight cotton that hugged every slender inch of her torso, her hard nipples visible through the shirt, sharp and eager.

Slowly, she gripped the bottom of her T-shirt then pulled up on the hem. I expected to see the bare flesh of her belly. Instead, I saw a flash of murderously red lace with black trim, black and red draped over skin as fair as whipped cream.

The lingerie bra was all sinful lace and golden embroidery, a hint of translucence, the firm, hard eager buttons of Brie’s nipples showing through the faded red lace.

As the overalls slipped further, I saw the matching garter belt, red-and-black lace with more gold embroidery, an inverted V-shape as it ran across her navel, leaving the delicate patch of white skin bare below.

With the overalls at her hips, Brie wiggled out of her shoes, at which point I realized she wasn’t wearing socks, but matching stockings.

The see-through red-and-black lace strained against her pretty little toes, which she curled as she shimmied a bit, causing the overalls to tumble down to her knees.

The stockings were thigh-highs, strapped to the garter belt with little golden clasps, and the matching panties had a tiny bow right above her mound, the pink damp cleft of her sex visible through the thin polyester. 

Finally, she caught the overalls gingerly with one foot and kicked them aside. She exhaled slowly, shivering slightly from the cool air, the AC chill making her skin ripple with goosebump prickles.

She stepped toward me, her feet shuffling softly in the bubble wrap paradise beneath. The red-and-black panties shifted with each swaggering step, the rear portion running up her porcelain cheeks, frilly laced edges like small red-and-black flower petals on her globes.

Breathlessly, I put one hand on her belly, just above her left hip, then glided my bare palm across her prickled skin, my pinky tickling across the top edge of her panties, across the garter belt.

I pressed my thumb into her flesh, pressed my fingertips into her soft, bare back.

Brie stiffened when I put my free hand on her right hip, when I eased the tip of my thumb beneath the garter belt, peeling back the strap, which left a faded pink mark on her alabaster skin.

My thumb still hooked in the lingerie, I moved it inward, along her waistline to her panties. I took the thin, golden embroidered polyester between my thumb and forefinger, pinched it, and folded it away from her mound.

Feeling the fabric, I noticed it was already wet.

I took Brie by the chin and turned her face aside. Her raven hair fell upon her pale white throat and I brushed it away, kissing her neck, my lips tight enough against her skin that I felt the heartbeat rushing rapidly through her carotid artery.

She tugged at my belt, her lips quivering when she felt my erection poised beneath my work pants. It throbbed noticeably as she brushed against it. The eager, reflexive movement of my cock caused her cheeks to flush red, a reminder of the raw lust I held for her.

Before she could pull my zipper down, I kissed my way down her throat, sucked her nipples through the translucent polyester, teasing them until they ached, until she moaned.

As I switched from her left nipple to the right, I slipped my hand sideways into her panties, brushed my fingers across the dew-covered petals between her thighs, and grunted in hungry satisfaction when her body stiffened further when she felt my thumb brush gently across her rosebud.

She rocked her hips, her fingers clasped tight around my shoulders, the wetness between her legs seeping, dripping.

I unclasped one garter and the strap went flying, the thigh-high stocking loosening ever so slightly. I unclasped another, the other thigh-high loosening along with it. I cupped the tender white flesh of her thighs as I tugged her panties down, spying her raven tuft, her candy-colored cleft, and I slipped my tongue up into her furrow and nuzzled my nose lightly against her clit.

Brie shuddered and gasped, twisting her hips, her legs shaking, then she took me off guard as she thrust me backward, down onto the bubble wrap cushion, onto my back.

She spun and straddled me, her dripping wet slit grinding back and forth against my mouth as she planted her hands on my chest, face turned heavenward as she rode my face.

Briana bucked and shuddered as I rolled my tongue around her clit, as I thrust two fingers into her tightness, as I shifted my angle to press the tip of my nose against the flower petals between her ass cheeks.

She thrust down on my face, her ripe pinkness muffling me, then she ripped her bra down, the bright pink bullets of her nipples exposed.

Brie thrust her hands to my pants, tore my belt aside and pulled down my zipper, fiendishly pulling my cock out through the slit in my boxers before she promptly fell face-first into my lap.

I groaned against her wet treasure as she devoured me deeply, relaxing the muscles in her throat, not stopping until her nose tickled my balls.

She held herself there, lips wrapped tight around my root, and when I arched my back and thrust my hips slowly, I felt her spittle cascading down my shaft as she gagged lightly on the mass edging into the back of her throat.

I pressed the tip of my nose tighter against her ass, just barely crossing her breach. I pushed my fingers into her cunt up to my knuckles, my curved fingers pressing down hard on her inner button.

I teased her with the flat side of my tongue, one long lick from one end of her clit to the other and suddenly she gasped. My cock escaped her throat as she buckled on top of me, her toes curling violently, her back arching as she came.

Her gasp was like a gunshot, a sudden inhalation, and as her nectar trickled down the sides of my mouth, she buried her face back between my thighs again.

She took my cock back into her throat with a messy, wet slurp. Her lips were tight, her tongue rolling in circles, her mouth a wet gushing treasure as she fell into a manic attempt to suck the cum straight from my balls.

She slathered my girth until I groaned, not quite about to burst but coming close, and when she felt my cock growing tense she unsheathed it from her throat, looked back at me, precum and spit dangling from her bottom lip.

“Take control,” she panted breathlessly, echoing the words she whispered to me months ago, when we were on that Ferris wheel on the Wildwood boardwalk. “Billy,” she repeated, her narrow feline eyes wincing with raw want, “take control and let’s try, let’s try, Billy…”

Those words rang in my ear, let’s try, and I recalled the tears in Briana’s dark eyes when the test came up negative.

Spurred on by a rush of adrenaline, I snatched her by the hips and got her on her side. My chest to her back, she curled her knees toward her abdomen, her pink lips glistening between her thighs.

Her glasses fell from her face as she gazed back at me, her raven hair falling messily over her pale bare shoulder.

“Let’s try,” she panted. “Billy, can we try…?”

My cock was throbbing, the essence of my fertility simmering, and I kissed her ravenously, one arm locked around her waist, the other down between her thighs. She moaned as I entered her, a light, gasping moan that made the veins momentarily bulge in her throat as she strained at my entry.

Knowing that I’d already made her cum, I swept aside any formalities, any hint at foreplay, and drove myself into her, the tight walls of her furrow making my cock sizzle.

Her legs tightened around my hand as I pressed her clitoris, her breath warm and sweet against my kiss, against my face.

Between kisses, she kept panting, “Billy, let’s try…Billy please, I want it…I want to try…”

My hips clapped against hers. The tight round globes of her ass bounced against my thrusts and, I swear, I could feel her heartbeat reverberating through her back, against my chest.

The useless unclasped straps from the garter belt danced with each pump, the golden clasps dancing. I parted my forefinger and middle finger into a V-shape and slid them down either side of her clit, teasing the edges, and the wet heat between her thighs became a seething cauldron of lust.

She shrieked as she came again, an orgasm that was upon her as quickly as a flash of lightning, and as her voice fell from the crescendo, I could hear her whispering, not quite audible at first, drowned out by the rhythmic clap-clap-clap of my hips against hers.

Then, I heard it.

Her voice was low, less than a whisper: “…pregnant, Billy…get me pregnant, Billy…please please please, get me pregnant, Billy…please please…”

“GOD!” I shouted, the orgasm rupturing out of me, the warmth of my seed filling her to the brim and then some, dripping, trickling down Briana’s perfect white ass.

I fell limp next to her, my forehead resting against the base of her neck. Her fingers twisted in the bubble wrap. “Oh thank you…” she whispered. “Billy, thank you, thank you…”

I kept embracing her, my hard cock still burrowed deep inside her, and my vision slowly became a haze. I kissed her shoulder. She kept whispering, her sultry voice light and satiated, and I dozed to the sound.


More From Carley

Apocalypse Harem

The world might have ended, but for Bobby Parker, the fun is just about to begin.

Five years ago, most of humanity vanished without a trace, leaving few survivors. Monsters poured out of portals from another dimension and now roam the earth. With his wits and some luck, Bobby Parker has survived in an idyllic mountain getaway, which he’s turned into a fortified base complete with a functioning farm and security measures. He’s safe, he’s secure, he’s self-sufficient, and he’s alone. That all changes when Bobby meets Morgan, a down-to-earth beauty whose knack for handling a pump-action shotgun is outshined only by her fashion sense.

An initial passionate encounter leads to a tender relationship and Bobby couldn’t be happier…until he realizes that Morgan isn’t the only pretty young woman who has survived the apocalypse.

APOCALYPSE HAREM is a relaxing slice-of-life depiction of MFFF contemporary harem relationships in a light fantasy setting that includes group menage scenes with multiple partners, all from the straight male main character’s POV. The women in this novella are exploring both their emerging bisexuality and their shared desire to build an unconventional life with the main character.

Hometown Harem

He's not in the friendzone anymore.

John Mills left his hometown seven years ago, leaving behind three gorgeous young women who never thought they’d see him as anything more than ‘just a friend.’ Now a successful writer looking for a quiet life, he returns home determined to show his old friends the man that he’s become.

He visits 25-year-old Kenzie, a quick-witted former model, and John realizes that getting out of the friendzone might not be as hard as he once thought. Old feelings resurface and new passions ignite…and Kenzie reveals that she’s not afraid to share.

HOMETOWN HAREM is a relaxing and realistic slice-of-life depiction of MFFF contemporary harem relationships that includes group menage scenes with multiple partners, all from the straight male main character’s POV. The women in this novella are exploring both their emerging bisexuality and their shared desire to build an unconventional life with the main character.
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