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				Chapter One
			

			
				 After freezing on an Alaskan crab boat the last few years, the early autumn chill of the Lehigh Valley almost felt warm. My dad’s ashes cradled in my arm, I reclined in the grass, my feet half-dangling from the cliff’s edge midway up South Mountain, overlooking Bethlehem. 
			

			
				 The wind kicked up, the mid-October air already hinting at winter, but the chill felt almost nostalgic as it bit through my rumpled suit and made my tie – loose and poorly knotted – flap over my shoulder. 
			

			
				 I looked down at the city, small by most standards, a sleepy blue-collar rustbelt sort of city dominated by Lehigh University up on South Mountain. To the east, steel stacks and blast furnaces lay dormant – Bethlehem Steel, rest in peace – with the cheap glitz of a small casino beating in the heart of the long-dead mill that, once, employed half the city and much of the small towns beyond. 
			

			
				 “I missed it here, Dad,” I whispered to my father, reduced now to ashes resting in a container only slightly nicer than a shoebox. In fact, you might mistake it for a shoebox if not for the label on the lid, JOHN MILLS SR, AGE: 63.
			

			
				 Then don’t leave, my dad’s voice whispered in my ear. You’ve been gone long enough, pal. Time enough for old wounds to heal and all that cliché crap.
			

			
				 Back by the road, my rented sedan lay idle and flocks of squawking sorority chicks rushed to class. Two frat guys in maroon Lehigh University hoodies tossed a frisbee. Somewhere on this campus, Charlene was probably working hard, her nose buried in a stack of library books or reference papers, her dirty blonde hair pulled tight and proper in a bun, her favorite cardigan draped over her shoulders. 
			

			
				 I looked down by 3rd Street, clotted with college bars and little coffee shops and retail outlets and always abuzz with movement – provided the semester wasn’t over – and knew Kenzie was down there, slinging suds and pouring shots and weeding out fake IDs in her parents’ old dive bar. 
			

			
				 Then, well passed the green-blue ribbon of the Lehigh River snaking through the small city’s midline, I looked at North Bethlehem in the distance, humble single homes and bungalows on one side with pricier McMansions on the western flank. There was a high-end joint hidden out there, a small-plate fine-dining gem just off Airport Road. From what I heard, Taryn would be there, waiting tables for the dinner shift. 
			

			
				 Just imagining the three of them was like a sharp crack opening across my heart. Guilt and embarrassment, shame and anger, the kind of humiliation I wouldn’t wish on my worst enemy. 
			

			
				 Ain’t nothing to it but to do it, pal, my dad’s voice whispered. That or go running back to that crab boat…or answer your damn phone and maybe catch a plane out west to Hollyweird.
			

			
				 Snapped back to reality, my phone buzzing in my pocket. I chuckled and said, “Thanks Dad,” then pulled out my cell. It was Linda calling again. With my father dead, who else would it have been?
			

			
				 “Hey Linda,” I said, suddenly aching for a cigarette. 
			

			
				 “Hey Junior,” she answered, her voice uncharacteristically soft, a far cry from her usual rapid-fire tone. “I hope you’re feeling okay.”
			

			
				 I shrugged, Dad still nestled in my arm. “The hardest part’s over,” I said. “He had a good life, if not an especially long one. At least I got a few hours with him before the inevitable.”
			

			
				 “From what you told me, he sounded like a great guy,” she said…and then I heard her usual machine-gun tone slipping back into her voice. “But you also made it clear that he was pretty adamant that he didn’t want you wasting your life yanking crab cages onto the poop deck. I think it’s time we talk long-term career here, Junior.”
			

			
				 “Mostly, when I’m on a boat, I spend my time on the trawl deck,” I laughed. “As for the poop deck, we call that the stern.”
			

			
				 I could almost hear her smiling over the phone, murderously red lips tight and taut. “Another nugget of nautical knowledge, thanks so much,” she answered. “But we need to line up your next job while your name is still hot.”
			

			
				 I tried not to roll my eyes. Even over the phone, Linda could always tell when I rolled my eyes. 
			

			
				 “And don’t roll your eyes,” she said. “This is important.”
			

			
				 “Hey, it’s not like I don’t appreciate your work,” I said. “I just want to hang out at home for awhile. I’m done grieving for my dad – he wouldn’t want me to grieve long, I’ll tell you that – and now I just want to kick back and enjoy my freedom for a little bit.”
			

			
				 She sighed. “The business ain’t what it used to be, John,” she said. I knew she was serious when she used my proper first name. “It’s almost unheard of for no-name screenwriters to sell a spec script to a major studio. It just doesn’t happen much anymore.”
			

			
				 “It’s only been a few months, Linda,” I said, absentmindedly reaching into my pocket for the Marlboro Reds that were no longer there. 
			

			
				 “A few months is an eternity in this business,” she shot back. “We need to get you in a writer’s room, build those credentials, and get you to work on a bigger script, something that’s already green-lit.”
			

			
				 I rolled my eyes. 
			

			
				 “And don’t roll your eyes,” she said again. 
			

			
				 “Okay, you got it,” I said. “As soon as I’m done at home I’ll catch a flight out to LA and get back to work.”
			

			
				 “I mean it, John,” she said. “I know that a quarter-million bucks is a lot of cash for a guy in your line of work, but these days, that kind of money doesn’t –”
			

			
				 I cupped my hands over the phone’s speaker and made crackling sounds. “What’s that?” I said, then crackled some more. “I can’t hear you. You’re breaking up, I think.”
			

			
				 “Damn it, Junior,” she said. “Just let me –”
			

			
				 Crackle-crackle-crackle, then I added, “I’m losing cell service, I’ll be in touch soon!”
			

			
				 I hung up before she could answer. I slipped my phone away then pulled myself away from the cliff, walking lazily back to the sedan. Linda had done well by me these last few months. Almost by accident, she ended up reading a screenplay I’d written during my downtime on the trawler. 
			

			
				I did the first few drafts longhand in a copybook. No way I was bringing an expensive laptop onto a trip out in the icy rage of the Bering Sea.
			

			
				Anyway, it had been the first thing I’d written in quite a long time. My crabber buddies urged me to shop it around. Lucky for me, Linda got eyes on it. Fast forward almost a year and I was a quarter-million dollars richer. Yes, I was very lucky, but I didn’t know if I had another screenplay in me. 
			

			
				Personally, I preferred prose to scripts. And assuming the studio had just bought my script to cannibalize it, rather than actually produce it…
			

			
				I spent forty-plus years breaking my back manhandling engine blocks and replacing brake pads, my father’s voice whispered. You never heard me complain about it, kiddo, so let’s keep things in perspective.
			

			
				“Alright Dad,” I laughed quietly as I fumbled for my keys. “I’ll stop playing the tortured artist if you admit that you did, indeed, complain quite a bit about your job.”
			

			
				Somewhere in the back of my mind, I swore I could hear my father laughing, along with the sound of a cold beer can cracking open, then the spark of a cigarette lighter.
			

			
				I got in then did a U-turn and headed back down Mountain Drive, toward the main campus, sharply sloping roads winding this way and that, sorority and frat houses nestled in the tree-lined hills and autumn-kissed leaves skittering across the blacktop in the wind. The later afternoon classes were all getting out. The sun was low and a palpable excitement buzzed through the winding streets as the young minds prepared to ditch their studies for a long night out on 3rd Street. 
			

			
				 Yes, I came home to see my dad off, but my business didn’t end there. I had loose ends to tie up. The problem was, I just didn’t know where to start. 
			

			
				 Thirsty co-eds were already streaming south, ready to get an early start to the weekend. They came rushing out of the trees, the maples and tulips, the red oaks and the beeches. They trampled through spicebush and wineberry bushes and spilled onto the blacktop, a wave of seniors moving like a hivemind toward the bars on 3rd Street. 
			

			
				 I chuckled, figuring I might as well go along with the crowd. Kenzie would be down on 3rd Street most likely. That was as good a place to start as any.
			

			
				


			
				Chapter Two
			

			
				 3rd Street, the heart of Southside Bethlehem. College bars on every corner, coffee shops and pizza joints and, about two miles east, the casino. I pulled up to the Southside Dive, on 3rd Street near the ramp to the Hill-to-Hill Bridge, and tried to psyche myself up. 
			

			
				 I hadn’t seen Kenzie, Charlene, or Taryn for just over seven years. If not for my father giving me semi-regular updates over the phone, I wouldn’t have known where to find them. Hell, after all this time, I might not even recognize them. 
			

			
				 They certainly wouldn’t recognize me. 
			

			
				 When I fled my hometown all those years ago, I’d been a paunchy eighteen-year-old. Fresh out of high school, I still wasn’t over the near-constant bullying. Obviously, confidence wasn’t my strong suit. If not for the ladies, I’d scarcely have a friend to speak of. 
			

			
				 Yeah, that didn’t help matters much. Rumors started that I was gay. A chubby loser who never played sports and couldn’t do a pushup to save his life hanging around with three chicks; what other explanation could there be, right?
			

			
				 I bolted from town with a one-way ticket to Alaska, where I’d scored a seasonal job in a fishery after randomly filling out an application online. Hard work, but the pounds bled right off me. Gutting fish with a rusty fillet knife and stacking crab cages did wonders for weight loss, let me tell ya. 
			

			
				 Then, tiring of spending my days up to my ankles in fish guts and crab piss, I applied to work on a crab trawler. And that gig snapped the last few pounds off my formerly fat ass in a hurry. 
			

			
				 The irony wasn’t lost on me. I’d spent years rocking back and forth on the Bering Sea, the world’s most dangerous waters or close to it, working the most dangerous job in America. Never once had I been nervous on the trawler, not even when the water threatened to flip the boat or a rogue wave snuck up and nearly tossed me off the deck. Through it all, I was as cool as the proverbial cucumber. 
			

			
				 Now here I was, frozen in terror, afraid to leave my car and face a pretty young lady that, once, I counted as a best friend. 
			

			
				 “Like your dad always said,” I whispered to myself: “Nothing to it but to do it.”
			

			
				 I got out and marched to the Southside Dive’s entrance, my heart pulsing with fear and my guts cartwheeling in my belly. Still, I managed to throw the door open, and the warm shadows of the bar were a welcome reprieve from the garish sun glare and the increasingly angry October chill. 
			

			
				 The bar was built from oak, lacquered and smooth, neon signs hanging above it – Michelob and Coors, Budweiser and High Life – and the liquor bottles were arranged neatly on the shelves, single-and-double-malt whiskeys, rum and vodka, and colorful college-friendly mixed liquors decorated throughout. 
			

			
				 The overhead lights were purposely dim and I could smell fried food wafting from the kitchen in the back. For now, there were just a few drinkers at the bar – locals, mostly middle-aged men – and when I saw her, I had to do a double-take.
			

			
				 Kenzie had been gorgeous when I saw her last, the most conventionally attractive woman in Bethlehem, if I’m being honest. Back then, she’d had her heart set on becoming a pro model. We all figured she would. She had the high cheekbones and the sharp eyes that radiated attention. You couldn’t look into those dark eyes without feeling half-drunk on the sight of her, hypnotized with a smile, intoxicated by her laughter. 
			

			
				 The thing was, back when we were all still eighteen years old, the modeling world was, even more so than now, crammed with rail-thin young women that were borderline emaciated. Heroin chic, a throwback to the 90s, had begun a comeback and Kenzie threw herself into the look. 
			

			
				 She never looked unhealthy, but came close. She’d always been on the thinner side but when prospective modeling agencies began looking at her photos, they wrote back brusque critiques that bordered on body-shaming. A bit thick at the hips, one wrote back. Another quipped, Lose seven pounds and we’ll talk. Some were a bit harsher than that. With every response – whether it was an email or a text or simply sent back scrawled across the photos – Kenzie’s resolve grew, even as the weight fell off her already-thin frame. 
			

			
				 She was never less than beautiful, with her gorgeous skin the color of mocha courtesy of her mixed Mediterranean ancestry – Adulusian from Southern Spain with a Sicilian dash – that made her stand out in any crowd. Her hair was the silkiest red-brown mahogany, the natural reddish highlights tending to stand out in just the right lighting, always effortlessly perfect whether she’d just come from the hairstylist or simply pulled it back into a tight ponytail. Gorgeous as she was, however, after those responses she leaned into a skimpy diet, and soon she was skin-and-bones, hard angles, visible ribs. It was hard to watch. 
			

			
				 But now…whoa.
			

			
				 She stood behind the bar, short yet confident, her shoulders back proudly. She’d gotten to a healthy weight, lean and trim and athletic, not from hours spent at a gym but hours spent running a bar-and-grill. Long days stocking the kitchens and loading cold cases and swapping out kegs had given her healthy curves and almost non-existent body fat, from the look of her. 
			

			
				 When she was younger, Kenzie was partial to daintier attire – or the best she could afford – and could make even lower-end fast fashion look ready for the runway. She’d sport H&M or Zara or Forever 21 and break necks from North Bethlehem to the Southside in anything from a frilly sundress to a business-casual ensemble off the back racks from a consignment shop. 
			

			
				 The young woman standing behind the oak bar slinging frosty Miller Lite into a glass mug, however, looked like she’d just tossed on the first scattershot outfit she found in her bedroom closet. 
			

			
				 She wore a white sleeveless Lululemon crewneck cut off at the midsection, showing off a creamy mocha abdomen flat as a washboard. Over it, she rocked an unzipped Fashion Nova hoodie, the color of rich espresso, hung loose over her otherwise bare shoulders. 
			

			
				 Her thick mahogany hair was just as silky-smooth as ever. Below the waist, she had on a pair of soft black Gymshark joggers, the waistband rolled down to show off hints of matching female boxer-briefs, the HOLLISTER label visible just above the rise of her sweats. When she turned to slide the cold mug to a waiting customer, the light caught her belly and I spotted a slim length of gold twinkling in the dimness, a loose-hanging waist chain dangling from hip to hip. 
			

			
				 With deft movements, she wiped clean a leaky beer tap then tossed the damp rag over her shoulder before leaning on the bar, palms on the oak, and cocking her head sideways. Her eyebrows were sharp, accentuating her even sharper eyes, and she rapped her fingertips across the wood, her fingernails plain, undone, chipped at the edges from long days manning the taps. 
			

			
				 “Junior,” she said with an easy, somewhat subdued smile. 
			

			
				 The moment I saw her familiar smile I was pulled seven years in the past, memories swelling not just in my mind but my chest, my fingertips, my nostrils and tastebuds. I recalled warm summer nights outside my front porch along Stefko Boulevard, the grass in the front yard almost up to our knees, fireflies drifting past pulsing faint greenish-yellow, crickets abuzz and the humid air lending a damp scent to the grass. Kenzie walking next to me, tugging up her sundress so the crickets wouldn’t jump in the fabric, telling me about her big dreams, moving to Paris and becoming a runway fashionista. Kenzie going on and on and on about her future in sharp, endless detail then bumping me in the ribs with one bony elbow, giggling, making sure I was still paying attention. 
			

			
				 Little did she know I never stopped paying attention when she’d go on telling me about her dreams. 
			

			
				 Those memories made me smile…until that other, more persistent memory shoved them aside. I winced, thinking about that one goddamn email, the one file I hadn’t meant to attach to the message, and it was like icy claws clamped down tight around my guts, tearing my innards to ribbons. 
			

			
				 “Kenzie,” I finally managed to say. “It’s nice to see you.”
			

			
				 She lowered her gaze, melancholy coloring her dark eyes, then suddenly hopped across the bar, vaulting over it as sure as a track and field athlete bounding over a hurdle and threw her arms around me, tight and warm. 
			

			
				 I held my hands out by my sides, unsure of what to do, like I was still that paunchy guy with no confidence, fumbling his way through the friendzone. 
			

			
				 “I’m so sorry about your father,” Kenzie whispered, her fists clenching my suit jacket, her trim body pressed tight against mine.  
			

			
				 Just like that, all these long years of shame for what had happened – and perhaps some guilt for running off the way I did – bled away. The gnarled knots of anxiety in my guts loosened then unfurled and I was able to enjoy the simple, warm embrace of a long-lost friend…but I still didn’t know whether it was a good idea return her embrace, whether not putting my hands on her bare skin would creep her out…
			

			
				 She giggled quietly. “You can hug me back now, Junior,” she laughed. 
			

			
				 Still as awkward as ever, my hands remained out by my sides. I paused before I hugged her, though. From the way she leapt across the bar, her unzipped hoodie had flapped back and off to the right, leaving her light brown abdomen totally exposed. 
			

			
				 After another heartbeat, I reciprocated, tentatively wrapping my arms around her waist, her supple skin soft against my palms. Smooth and warm, my hands settled at the small of her back, flawless mocha skin that, for years, I’d dreamed of touching in a much less platonic context. 
			

			
				 She pulled back, still with her arms around me, just enough to look me in the face. Her smile cut me deep, opened me wide, left me raw and vulnerable. She had the kind of eyes where it seemed like she could read your mind, like she knew what you were going to say next, whether it be asking for another shot of bottom shelf rotgut or something a bit more personal. 
			

			
				 “I should have never left the way I did,” I said. 
			

			
				 Her smile remained. She didn’t respond just yet, but didn’t look the least bit surprised. 
			

			
				 “And after I sent out that stupid email to you three, I could have buried my head in the sand and –”
			

			
				 “Shh,” Kenzie grinned. Her smile radiated warmth even in the bar’s dim lighting and she rested her forehead against mine. Excitement shot through my veins. Her lips had never been this close to mine. “There’ll be plenty of time for explanations and regrets and catch-ups, but right now, if we’re going to get reacquainted, we’re going to have to do it behind the bar.”
 My animal brain lit up at the subtext. Doing it behind the bar. Had I just stumbled into a dream?
			

			
				 Her face reddened, just a bit. “I guess I could have worded that a bit differently,” she said. “Sorry, we’re not all famous screenwriters.”
			

			
				 I scoffed. I hadn’t told anyone from home about the screenplay, other than my dad, and he swore not to mention it to another living soul. It was a secret that he’d literally taken to the grave. 
			

			
				 Kenzie saw the confusion in my eyes and just giggled again. Just then, the bar door swung open and a veritable small army of thirsty frat guys came rushing inside. 
			

			
				 “This is my busiest time of year and, guess what? My best barback just quit on me,” Kenzie said. She jerked her thumb toward the smooth oak bar, smirking. “So since you’re here, if you don’t have anywhere else to be, you might as well help me out.”
			

			
				 I could only laugh. I gestured to my outfit, the rumpled old suit that barely fit me, the one I only wore for funerals. Or, in my dad’s case, a quick trip to the hospital incinerator. “Dressed like this?” I asked. 
			

			
				 “You can tap a keg in a wrinkled suit, Junior,” she said as she vaulted back behind the bar. “Now run down to the cooler and grab me two cases of Natty Ice. These goddamn college goons drink that stuff like water.”
			

			
				


			
				Chapter Three
			

			
				 I’d never so much as swept the floor at a bar or restaurant, but I got a crash course in slinging suds that made my head spin. 
			

			
				 The Southside Dive had a mixed, varied clientele. There was the college crowd, naturally, frat guys and sorority chicks, football players still sweaty from practice, band nerds and the artsy drama school types, but that wasn’t all. 
			

			
				 There were locals, too, more than I expected. Blue-collar guys from both north and southside, mail carriers and firemen, construction workers and even a few remaining retired union guys from Bethlehem Steel, the lucky handful who managed to check out with a decent pension before the company went belly-up. 
			

			
				 I was rushing back and forth, bottled beer under one arm, an ice bucket in the other. I wiggled past Kenzie – she was shooting drinks left and right, taking cash by the fistful and swiping debit cards at the register – and commented, “This place was never so packed when your parents ran it.”
			

			
				 She flashed me a smirk – yet didn’t take her eyes off the register as she flipped cards and counted out small bills – and shrugged. “I run a tighter ship than they ever did,” she said. “It all just came naturally to me.”
			

			
				 She spun, the register drawer still slid open, and effortlessly bumped it shut with a quick thrust of her hip. God, she moved so efficiently, so smoothly, keeping up with the swelling bar patrons without missing a beat. I was green as hell, but I kept up reasonably well, filling the ice sink and wiping off dirty taps and even taking a few drink orders when Kenzie was busy elsewhere. 
			

			
				 It felt like I’d been behind the bar for twenty minutes, yet it was closer to three hours by the time I checked the time. Exhausting work, yes, but I wasn’t exactly complaining. There isn’t much space behind a busy bar, you know. I hadn’t been this close to Kenzie – physically speaking – ever.
			

			
				 Whenever she breezed past me, balancing a half-dozen filled shot glasses on a platter, I caught the scent of her hair, the subtle aroma of her perfume. 
			

			
				 When I squeezed past her to duck into the trap door to tap a keg, I couldn’t help but brush against her ass once or twice. I blushed at that, muttering a half-hearted apology, and Kenzie looked back at me, laughing. 
			

			
				 “Working behind a busy bar is a lot like dry-humping,” Kenzie quipped as she filled a frosted mug to the brim with an on-tap IPA without spilling a sud. She glanced at me, winking. “Lucky for me, you matured into a good-looking dude, Junior.”
			

			
				 I choked for a reply, but nothing came out. Kenzie giggled and gave me a playful elbow to the ribs, like she used to years ago. 
			

			
				 “You never were very comfortable when it came to taking compliments,” she added, then wiggled past me, answering calls for fresh beers. She cocked one sharp, dark eyebrow and flashed a smile that left me feeling punch-drunk. “But I’m sure the ladies give you plenty of them these days.”
			

			
				 I smiled, somewhat taken aback, then chuckled as I ducked down through the trap door, toward the cooler. I swapped the growing, cloying heat from the bar for the just-above-freezing chill in the beer box, shivering immediately, only now realizing my body was soaked with sweat. I popped the tap nozzle off an empty Coors Light keg and slapped it on a fresh one, rolled the empty out into the hallway, then climbed back up to the bar, carefully shutting the trap door behind me. 
			

			
				 “Hey Junior, grab me three Budweisers from the fridge,” Kenzie called from behind me. 
			

			
				 “Gotcha,” I said. I was about to ask whether she meant cans or bottles, but when I turned to face her, my voice froze solid in my throat. 
			

			
				 It turned out I wasn’t the only one who’d worked up a sweat. 
			

			
				 While I was down in the beer box, she’d ditched that Fashion Nova hoodie. Stripped down to her sleeveless white top, I was struck by the fine sheen of sweat on her light mocha skin, a glistening shade on her sun-kissed Mediterranean torso. She paused to yank her sweat-soaked hair into a tight ponytail. As she pulled her reddish-brown locks back a single bead of sweat danced from her right temple, zigzagging down her cheek and cresting over her jawline. I watched with rapt attention as that crystal bead danced down her chest then slid between her firm breasts, vanishing a moment later. 
			

			
				 Her flat stomach was enough to draw plenty of stares, but now I was mesmerized by it. The soft tone was that much more pronounced with the sweat sheen, a faintly noticeable moisture beading deliciously across her abdomen, making it shine. 
			

			
				 By the time I realized I’d been staring at her for a solid three or four seconds, Kenzie had already caught me. 
			

			
				 I have to admit, I was shocked to see her blushing, shocked to see those mocha cheeks flushing red. 
			

			
				 Somehow, despite the awkward mass of nerves coiling in my gut, I found the wherewithal to smile at her. “Budweisers, you said. Bottles or cans?”
			

			
				 She paused, looking me up and down, her soft lips curving into a smile. “Bottles, please,” she said, then laughed as she turned back to the thirsty crowd. 
			

			
				*****
			

			
				 By nine-thirty, the late-shift bartenders had come in to relieve us. Kenzie slid up behind me and rested her chin on my shoulder, a genuinely grateful look in her eyes. 
			

			
				 “You saved my butt tonight,” she said, then nodded to an open table in the far corner. “I’ve got to cash out my till. Take a seat and we’ll have a drink afterward.”
			

			
				 “Sounds good,” I said. 
			

			
				 Kenzie reached around my waist, gnawing playfully on her lip as she thrust her hand into my pants pocket. I immediately froze, jaw clenched, as I felt her fingers brush across the thin fabric separating her hand from my bare thigh. 
			

			
				 It took me a moment to realize she had just stuffed money into my pocket. “Your tips for the night,” she said. “I know it’s not Hollywood money, but it’s still not bad.”
			

			
				 When she pulled her hand back, she did so slowly, her fingertips tickling my thigh, and for a second I was afraid I’d hop out from behind the bar with a visible erection. Thankfully, I’d taken off my suit jacket and had it draped over my arm, which I used as cover. 
			

			
				 “Grab yourself a drink on the way over,” she said. “Actually, make it two. I’ll have whatever you’re having.”
			

			
				 I snagged two cold Coors Light bottles from the fridge then poured us each a shot – bottom-shelf whiskey – and headed over to the table. Only then did I notice my aching feet. My cheap old department store dress shoes weren’t fit for bar work and my ankles had been rubbed raw, almost bloody. Still, it felt good taking a load off, taking that first sip from the bottle – cold beer going down smooth – as I watched Kenzie make her way out from behind the bar. 
			

			
				 She walked with a confident swagger, weaving through the packed crowd with her hoodie thrown over her shoulder, the sweat still giving her body an eye-catching sheen. 
			

			
				 She scooted the barstool closer to me then took a seat, snatched the other beer bottle, and clinked it against mine. “If you ever decide to quit writing movies, you should consider becoming a professional mixologist,” she said. “Seriously, you’ve got the moves.”
			

			
				 I drank with her, then shook my head, laughing. “Aside from my dad, I never told anyone that I sold the screenplay.”
			

			
				 “Everyone in town knows about you now, Junior,” she said. “You were in the Morning Call about three months ago, a little writeup in the entertainment section about how a Lehigh Valley local was making it big in Hollywood.”
			

			
				 I rolled my eyes. I hadn’t thought a single screenplay sale would make any news, but then again, the Lehigh Valley wasn’t exactly a big-time news market. 
			

			
				 “My dad never mentioned any of this to me. I guess he wanted me to be surprised when I got back.”
			

			
				 “I wouldn’t say you’re on the level of Dwayne Johnson or even Larry Holmes, but you’re almost a minor celebrity these days,” Kenzie added. 
			

			
				 I chuckled. “The Rock and the Easton Assassin,” I laughed. “That’s elite company.”
			

			
				 “Let yourself enjoy your success,” Kenzie pressed. “Seriously, John. We always knew you were talented.”
			

			
				 My guts twisted into knots again, that old humiliation, that old wracking guilt…
			

			
				 She’s been nothing but nice to you, pal, my dad’s voice whispered. Seems to me she’s been a bit more than just nice. Maybe you shouldn’t feel so bad about yourself, buddy. A pretty girl is sitting next to you. Act accordingly, shit head!
			

			
				 Real or imagined, my dad’s ghost had a point. There was no use in letting those old emotions screw up whatever was happening right now. 
			

			
				 Kenzie put her hand on mine, lightly brushing her fingers against my knuckles. “I was wondering where you’d gone,” she said. “I tried asking your dad when I saw him around town, but he was always tight-lipped.”
			

			
				 “Alaska,” I said. 
			

			
				 Kenzie almost choked on her beer. “What!?”
			

			
				 I laughed. “Took a job gutting fish and stacking crabs,” I said. “From there, I got to work on a crab trawler.”
			

			
				 She cocked an eyebrow. “A crab what?”
			

			
				 “A crab fishing boat,” I explained. “A great gig, if not a little dangerous. You only work a few months each year during the peak season. It pays well enough that the money can last you the whole year provided you don’t come back to port acting like a drunken sailor.”
			

			
				 She stared at me a moment, like she couldn’t tell who she was looking at. “I’m sorry, I’m just trying to picture the Junior Mills I used to know braving the Arctic Ocean like some badass from Deadliest Catch.”
			

			
				 I felt myself blushing again. When I was still the Junior Mills she used to know, she’d never looked at me like this. Not even close. 
			

			
				 I took a drink then corrected her. “We worked on the Bering Sea. That’s the Northern Pacific, not the Arctic. Still cold enough to freeze you to death, though.”
			

			
				 I told her the rest, how I wrote the screenplay longhand, how my boat buddies pressed me to send it out to agents, how Linda plucked my script from the slush pile. 
			

			
				 “So what’s the script about?” Kenzie asked. “When do I get to see it on the big screen?”
			

			
				 I evaded the first question. After the way I left town, I definitely didn’t want to get into the specifics of my screenplay. “Chances are, it’ll never be a movie on its own,” I said. “I sold it on-spec. The studio bought it, probably figuring that can rework parts of it into a bigger budget project. For all I know, it might end up as a B-plot for some cheesy superhero franchise.” I shrugged, taking another drink. “Honestly I’m not really interested in movies.”
			

			
				 I noticed, just then, that she still had her hand on mine. She tapped her fingers playfully against my knuckles. 
			

			
				 “Yeah, you always said you wanted to be a short story writer,” she said wistfully. She paused, looking away from me, and I could just tell that she was thinking of that godforsaken email I’d sent accidentally seven years ago, that stupid email that nearly ruined my life. 
			

			
				 “And what about you?” I said, heading her off at the pass before she could bring up that old mistake. “I thought that by now you’d be across the pond doing photoshoots overlooking the Seine.”
			

			
				 She scowled, shook her head, and took another drink. “The modeling world is a goddamn snake pit, Junior,” she said. “The moment I smelled the venom and heard the rattlers, I called it quits. Lucky for me, I was a natural running the family business, even boosted the profits enough so my parents could retire early.”  She looked longingly around at the bar, smiling. “All in all, I don’t regret a thing.”
			

			
				


			
				Chapter Four
			

			
				 We finished our first round then had another, cold beer and whiskey as we played catch-up, with me evading any and all conversational nuggets that might have even hinted to that godforsaken email all those years ago. 
			

			
				 Before long, though, Kenzie was yawning. Smiling as she threw back the last sliver of beer in her bottle, she said, “I’ve got an early one tomorrow morning, I should probably get going soon.”
			

			
				 I went still on my barstool, holding my shot glass, rotgut whiskey swirling at the bottom. My heart pounded sharply. At some point, I’d have to bite the bullet. “Yeah, I guess I should head out, too,” I said, delaying the inevitable yet again, if only for a moment. “I’ve been staying at a hotel on 4th Street. Haven’t been back to the old house on Stefko Boulevard yet.”
			

			
				 “No?” Kenzie asked. 
			

			
				 I shook my head. “I’m going to stop by tonight. By the time I first got back, my dad was already in the hospital,” I said. “Over at St. Luke’s. He was in pretty bad shape as you can imagine, so I just got a room across the street at the Comfort Inn.”
			

			
				 She smiled sadly. My skin prickled when she touched my hand again, squeezing it gently. “You wanted to be close,” she said. “For when he…”
 I nodded. “And I was,” I said. “I was right there, right up to the end. He was a funny prick, though, even with the IV drips going into his veins and the big plastic oxygen mask over his face. He told me, ‘Junior, I swear to God, if you give me some sappy funeral I’m going to come back and haunt you before my body gets cold.’”
			

			
				 Kenzie snorted happily. “Yeah, that sounds like your dad, alright,” she said. “I was wondering if there was going to be a service, you know, a funeral or something.”
			

			
				 I shook my head. “My dad hated being the center of attention,” I said. “Right before he closed his eyes for the last time, he pulled off the oxygen mask and said, ‘No casket, no burial, I don’t want worms crawling up my ass. Roast me up and dump my ashes at the liquor store over on West Union Boulevard.’”
			

			
				 Kenzie threw her palms over her face, her shoulders shuddering with laughter. Even as the vestiges of grief tugged at me heart, when she peeled her hands back and flashed her smile, an infectious joy rose in my chest. 
			

			
				 “That dumpy takeout beer joint over on Northside?” she asked. “Seriously?”
			

			
				 “It was the only place in town that carried his brand,” I said, wincing. “Schaefer, the only beer that’ll take the rust off a fifty-year-old car.”
			

			
				 Kenzie snorted again, sticking out her tongue with a performative grimace. “God, that stuff tasted awful,” she said. “My parents used to carry it before I took over the bar. I tried a sip once, on a whim.” She shuddered. “I still have nightmares about it.”
			

			
				 I laughed as I threw back the last of my shot, then tapped the empty glass on the table. Kenzie leaned forward, smiling softly, one dark eyebrow raised slightly. I wondered if she knew what I was thinking. 
			

			
				 “Did you do it yet?” she asked. “Dump his ashes, I mean?”
			

			
				 “Nah, not yet,” I said. I jerked my thumb toward the front door. “I still got the ashes sitting on my passenger seat. I figured I’ll hang onto the old guy for another night.”
			

			
				 She squeezed my hand again, those gentle fingertips applying just a little bit of pressure on my knuckles. 
			

			
				 I was, of course, hard as a rock. Thankfully she couldn’t see the tent in my trousers, hidden under the table. 
			

			
				 “Tomorrow’s more or less an off day for me,” she said. “I’m coming in early to do a quick inventory but the weekend staff is like a well-oiled machine, half the time I only get in their way.” She gave my hand another squeeze. “So, if you were thinking of spreading his ashes…”
			

			
				 “You’d come?” I asked, pleasantly surprised. 
			

			
				 “If you’ll let me,” she smiled. 
			

			
				 “That’d be nice,” I said. I pulled out my phone. “Give me your number and I’ll get in touch tomorrow.”
			

			
				 Kenzie paused for a moment, not hesitating, but thinking of something. Suddenly, she pulled her hand away from mine, a subtle, somewhat wounded look in her eye. 
			

			
				 Those knots returned to my stomach. I wouldn’t be able to put it off forever. 
			

			
				 “It would have been nice if you kept in touch,” Kenzie said. “I mean, it was a little jarring, you know. When I found out you ran off, changed your phone number, deleted your socials, even your email…”
			

			
				 I ran my fingers through my hair. Suddenly, my feet ached again, more sharply than before, as if my guilt were manifesting in my ankles, chafed raw and bloody. 
			

			
				 “I shouldn’t have,” I said after a moment, and found myself desperately yearning for another shot – a big one – and maybe one quick Marlboro Red to settle my nerves. Instead, though, I just decided to get it over with. “But after what happened, I couldn’t bear to talk to you guys. I didn’t know what else to do, so I ran off. I figured if I just ignored my mistake, it would go away, or something.” I sighed, shrugging. “Shit, I don’t know what I was thinking.”
			

			
				 Finally, she raised her dark eyes again. They still had that wounded look, but she smiled, just a small smile, but as infectious as ever. “All these years and you’re still embarrassed over that story you sent us,” she said. 
			

			
				 I couldn’t just feel my face turning red, I could feel the blood rushing to every last capillary in my cheeks, turning my features apple red. It didn’t matter. There was no running away from it this time.
			

			
				 “I meant to send this other short story,” I said, finding the courage to meet her eye. “Instead, I wasn’t paying attention. I attached the wrong file and didn’t realize what I’d done until I clicked the send button.” I chuckled. “God, I wanted to die.”
			

			
				 She laughed, but not mockingly. I was relieved when she touched my hand again. “All those years we begged you to show us one of your stories, and you never did,” she said. “And then when you finally cracked, you sent us…”
			

			
				 She trailed off. I could hardly bear to look her in the eye, yet I forced myself to meet her gaze. 
			

			
				 “It was really cute,” she said after a long pause. “Flattering, even. A surprise, no doubt, but a nice surprise.”
			

			
				 “Oh c’mon,” I countered. “You three must have cringed like all hell when saw that little fantasy I’d written up. I mean, it still makes my skin crawl.”
			

			
				 I’d meant to send Kenzie, Charlene, and Taryn a short story I’d written about a laid-off steel worker haunted by the ghost of his dead wife. (A cool story, if a bit clunky, as most of my early work had been. The retired steel worker talks to the ghost of his wife as he walks through the abandoned mill, contrasting his wife’s death with the death of his livelihood once Bethlehem Steel closed its doors, leaving half the town unemployed.)
			

			
				 Instead of attaching that story, I’d clicked on the file just beneath it. A file that I never meant to show anyone, a little three thousand word vignette about a shy, paunchy eighteen-year-old who finds his confidence and romances his three best friends, who just happened to be named Kenzie, Charlene, and Taryn. 
			

			
				 Yeah, it was a little on the nose, I’ll admit. 
			

			
				 “You three must have thought I was the biggest creep in the world,” I said. 
			

			
				 She shrugged. “Like I said, it was a shock to read it,” she said. “I can’t speak for Charlene and Taryn, but I just never thought of you that way. You were my friend.”
			

			
				 I sank in my stool, my shoulders slumped. I’d been across the country, on raging waters at the top of the world. I’d dropped fifty pounds and braved the Bering Sea and even sold a Hollywood screenplay, yet after all these years, I still felt like I’d never leave the goddamn friendzone. I suppose I deserved it, the way that I’d –
			

			
				 Kenzie suddenly reached across the table, grabbed me by the collar, and yanked me toward her. Before I knew what was happening, we were kissing. 
			

			
				 Her lip gloss tasted faintly like strawberries, the beer and whiskey mingling with the fruit, a taste I’d never known I wanted. I leaned into the kiss, moving closer to her, slipping my left hand across her abdomen, the bare mocha skin, pressing my fingertips against her flesh just above her hip. 
			

			
				 She moved in closer. She parted her lips and when I gave her the tip of my tongue, she responded in kind. She exhaled sharply, the breath from her nostrils warm against my face, and I became acutely aware that she’d put her free hand on my leg, midway up my quad, her fingertips edging toward my inner thigh. 
			

			
				 I brushed the pad of my thumb across her belly, felt the little goosebump pinpricks, felt the flat tone of her abdomen. The moment seemed to last for half a second, or possibly an eternity. I felt drunk, and not from the drinks. 
			

			
				 When we finally parted lips, I thought I might fall off the barstool. 
			

			
				 Kenzie laughed then plucked my phone from my pocket, smiling as she added her number to my contacts. She texted herself from my phone then saved my number.
			

			
				 “Try not to run off to the North Pole before you call me tomorrow,” she said, then gave me one more quick peck on the lips before sliding off her barstool and vanishing into the crowd. 
			

			
				*****
			

			
				 It was a quick ride to Stefko Boulevard, eastbound on 3rd Street then over the Minsi Trail Bridge, the casino’s garish lights blinking cheerily off to my left, the abandoned steel stacks standing tall and shadowed. 
			

			
				 I went over the bridge then cut a right on Stefko, feeling like I never left, easing across the curvature of the road like it was second nature. 
			

			
				 We had a small house, humble but handsome. A one-floor rancher, not the biggest house, but room aplenty for me and my dad. 
			

			
				 A sad smile crept across my face as I pulled into the driveway, the eternally overgrown grass in the front yard bristling in the wind. The windows were alight, seeing as Dad never had the chance to turn them off the last time he left. He’d gone lights and sirens in an ambulance with severe chest pains – that fucking tumor, pressing up against his diaphragm – and the medics hadn’t thought to hit the light switch on the way out. 
			

			
				 Goddamn electric bill, lemme tell ya, Junior, my dad’s voice cracked. You think mechanics are made of money? Leaving them lights on adds up after awhile, so make sure you –
			

			
				 “I got it, Dad,” I chuckled. 
			

			
				 I stepped through the front gate into the yard and let my hands glide over the knee-high grass, missing the way the crickets would sing in the warmer months, and realized this was the first time I’d be stepping into my house as a man with no parents. 
			

			
				 My mom died when I was just a kid. Car accident. Sometimes it was hard to remember her what she looked like, but not what she felt like. The quiet, radiant warmth of a loving mother. I never forgot that. 
			

			
				 I slipped the key into the doorknob and felt oddly happy as the lock clicked open. 
			

			
				 “I miss you, Dad,” I whispered. “But I hope you’re up there with the love of your life now.”
			

			
				 Oh, I am, you little shit head, my dad’s voice echoed. But don’t you worry about me and the love of my life. For now, focus on the loves of your life.
			

			
				 I paused, confused. (Whether that confusion came from my dad’s ghost literally whispering in my ear or my own imagination manifesting as such didn’t matter.) 
			

			
				 “Loves, as in more than one?” I asked, feeling slightly ridiculous that I’d been reduced to having conversations with voices in my head. 
			

			
				 In my thoughts, I heard my dad grumbling something to effect of, …wish I coulda hung around just a little longer to smack some sense into this son of mine…
			

			
				


			
				Chapter Five
			

			
				 Because I’d gotten my best writing done during my downtime on the trawler, I’d come to consider writing to be a blue-collar endeavor. Carpenters built buildings and plumbers fixed toilets, crab fisherman pulled cages and writers put words on the page. 
			

			
				 I woke up early, my alarm screeching on my phone, and pulled my notebook from my backpack as I rose from bed, beating dawn by almost an hour. I brewed coffee and made a light breakfast – buttered toast, a single egg scrambled – and fought the ghost of my nicotine addiction to a standstill. (Morning coffee almost demanded a cigarette.)
			

			
				 After my meager breakfast I got dressed, pulling on a pair of old blue jeans and an undershirt, then went into my dad’s old bedroom and opened his closet, picking out one of his old work shirts. I smiled as I slid into it, smelling faintly of cigarettes – my dad preferred menthols over reds – and old motor oil, the name JOHN SR. stitched over the breast. 
			

			
				 I buttoned up then threw on my beat-up Nikes and took the notebook into the living room, eschewing the couch or the lounge chair or even the small desk over by the staircase. Instead, I tucked myself into an empty corner and balanced my notebook on my knees. 
			

			
				 That’s how I wrote on the trawler, all cramped up in my little ten-by-ten quarters, just enough room for my clothes and a pitifully thin mattress and little else. 
			

			
				 A mug of lukewarm coffee next to me, I started the day’s work checking my email. A good start, I saw, because I’d just gotten word that The Atlantic had accepted my newest story. A thousand bucks for a ten-thousand-word short story about miners in Coal Country up north past the Lehigh Tunnel. The miners break through a cave wall and find an underground lake…and a mermaid swimming within it. 
			

			
				Not bad work if you could get it. 
			

			
				 Since Linda took me on as a client, I’d published more short fiction in good-paying markets than I could have anticipated. Though she was a Hollywood agent, she had enough clout that just having her agency’s name slapped on my submissions tended to get my foot in the door right from the jump. 
			

			
				 Writing short fiction was my passion, but it would still never be a full-time gig. A thousand bucks here or there – and that was a lot, considering the state of short fiction in America today – wouldn’t exactly make for a solid income. 
			

			
				 And, lord knows, the quarter-million I got for the screenplay wouldn’t last forever. I’d hardly spent a penny of it, however; I still had good money saved up from my time on the trawler, so I hadn’t had to touch the Hollyweird money just yet. 
			

			
				 I sighed, wishing I hadn’t started thinking about goddamn money. Finances always soured my mood when it came to writing. I began hearing Linda’s voice in my head, pressuring me to head back out to LaLa Land to score a gig in some writer’s room, and the mere idea made my skin crawl. 
			

			
				 Hey shit head, came my dad’s voice. You said writing’s just like any other workaday job, right?
			

			
				 “Yeah, that’s right,” I whispered. 
			

			
				 Then get off your lazy ass and just get to work, pal. You think my boss let me drag my feet when it came to fixing transmissions just because I was stressed about money?
			

			
				 I chuckled. Yeah, I was hearing voices in my head again, but I was glad it was Dad this time, rather than Linda. 
			

			
				 I sipped my coffee – less than lukewarm now, bordering on cold – and fell into the page, pencil scratching on paper as I meandered blindly into a story about a lonely old woman stuck working in a cannery gutting fish. One night, alone working overtime, she picked up a small halibut – a 20-inch Pacific breed, about a pound-and-a-half, the scales still slick with sea slime – and just as she pressed her fillet blade to its belly, the fish looked her dead in the eye and said, “Lady, please don’t cut me open.”
			

			
				 I laughed as the words came to me, appearing on the page as if conjured up on their own accord. I hadn’t meant to include a talking halibut in the story, but it felt right. I liked when that happened, when a story that I’d initially conceived as ‘normal’ took a sharp left turn seemingly on its own into strange waters. It had been happening more and more lately. 
			

			
				 I got in almost seven hundred words by the time the sun came up, over a thousand by seven o’clock, and I’d hardly even noticed the time passing. That was a good sign. Whenever I worked on a particularly strong piece, time seemed to vanish, just me tumbling into the blank page and losing all sense of self, nothing but me and my pencil scratches. 
			

			
				 Hell, I even forgot that I wanted a cigarette. 
			

			
				 I took a break to massage my hand – writing longhand always gave me cramps – when my phone buzzed. A text from Kenzie. 
			

			
				 ‘You awake yet, Junior?’ she wrote. 
			

			
				 Already in a good mood, hearing from her this early in the day gave me an easy smile. ‘Yeah, I was up bright and early. Sitting in my living room right now.’
			

			
				 I hit SEND. About two seconds later, there came a BANG-BANG-BANG on my front door, jolting me up to my feet and nearly giving me a heart attack.
			

			
				 “Yo!” Kenzie shouted, just beyond my front door. “Open up!”
			

			
				 I should have known. Kenzie used to get me with that all the time when we were younger. Creeping up to my front door unannounced when she knew I was home, shooting me a text, then banging her fist against my front door the moment I responded. My dad used to get a kick out of that. 
			

			
				 I opened the door. She stood on the front step, a devious little grin on her face as she leaned back on the railing, her hands folded behind her back. It was a brisk, chilly morning, autumn coming early, and Kenzie wore a form-fitting quarter-zip black North Face fleece with a matching skull cap, her mahogany hair damp, dangling from beneath, still smelling of the morning’s shampoo. Her yoga pants were so tight they looked painted on, Gymshark nylon clinging to her hips and thighs with blue Addidas sneakers, pristine white tube socks scrunched up her calves.
			

			
				 I sighed, chuckling. “You almost gave me a heart attack.”
			

			
				 “I can’t believe you still fell for it,” she beamed. “Anyway, I finished doing my inventory over at the bar early, figured I’d see what you were up to.”
			

			
				 “I was just getting some writing done.”
			

			
				 “Am I interrupting?”
			

			
				 Even if she had, I wouldn’t have cared, and I was certain my smile communicated as much. “I just finished up,” I said. 
			

			
				 She cocked an eyebrow. “A new screenplay, maybe?”
			

			
				 I shook my head. “Little story about an old lady talking to a fish.”
			

			
				 “Sounds weird.”
			

			
				 “It’s turning out to be, yeah. C’mon in.”
			

			
				 I let her walk inside then shut the door behind her. She breathed into her hands, warming them up, and I noticed a USB cable dangling from her fleece pocket. 
			

			
				 “You’re about to lose your phone charger,” I warned her. 
			

			
				 She spun gingerly, shaking her head. “Oh, that’s not a phone cord,” she said. “Junior, I wouldn’t come barging into your house this early while coming empty-handed.”
			

			
				 I laughed, confused. “What is it, then?”
			

			
				 She had her hands folded behind her back again, walking playfully on her tiptoes as she came toward me. “A little gift,” she said. “A little bit of a throwback to more innocent times, back before I was traumatized by the modeling world and you were a frustrated screenwriter, crushed under the weight of your own genius.”
			

			
				 “Okay, now you’re just mocking me,” I chuckled. 
			

			
				 She raised her eyebrow suggestively, her devious smirk brimming with pure joy as she slid her hand into her fleece pocket. 
			

			
				 She pulled out a small video game controller, a custom retro gadget that looked like a cross between a SNES and a Sega Genesis gamepad, but half the size. Then, she pulled out another, the exact same model, each with a USB cord dangling from the base.
			

			
				 Finally, she took what looked like an oversized thumb drive from her pocket, this one with multiple cords and two USB outlets across the face. 
			

			
				 “What the hell is that?” I asked, laughing. 
			

			
				 “Every goddamn retro video game we used to play when we were kids, that’s what it is!” she grinned, wiggling higher on her tiptoes, almost close enough for an Eskimo kiss. She thrust her hand out, pointing to the television. “You and me, Junior, right now. I believe we have a score to settle in a little game called…” she paused for dramatic effect, “Bloodstorm Combat 2 Turbo.”
			

			
				 Pure nostalgia flooded into my heart. Bloodstorm Combat was a custom 16-bit mashup made by a local gamer up in the Poconos. It mixed the choice bits from every 16-bit fighter classic, bloody and fast-paced and incredible. We used to play it for hours.
			

			
				I reached out and yanked the little console from her hand. “You are so about to get your ass handed to you, Mackenzie.”
			

			
				 She put her hands on her hips and shot me a scowl, playful but defiant. “Let’s do this thang, Mr. Crabs,” she said. “I’ll just give you a fair warning, I’ve been practicing!”
			

			
				


			
				Chapter Six
			

			
				 She hooked the little black console up to the television and fired it up. The pixelated logo for RETRO GAMES INC. flashed across the screen and I threw my head back and laughed as Kenzie scrolled through the game options. 
			

			
				 “This bad boy has everything,” Kenzie remarked as she clicked on the SNES logo and a seemingly endless list of 16-bit titles appeared. “Go ahead and check it out.”
			

			
				 “My God, this is awesome,” I said, dazzling at the variety as I scrolled down the title list, everything from Super Mario World to Sonic to the old SquareSoft RPGs, every Mortal Kombat title and then some. 
			

			
				 For most guys in my age bracket, these titles were certifiably ancient. A ‘retro’ game for my generation would have been on the first X-Box or Playstation 2, with anything coming before seemingly from the Stone Age. 
			

			
				 The thing was, my dad was a die-hard gamer back in his day. When he was young, my grandfather straight up stole an Atari 2600 from a Toys “R” Us and my dad had been hooked ever since. He started gaming with Pong and Pac-Man then graduated to the 8-bit era, Super Mario and Duck Hunt and Paper Boy. Once Super Mario broke the 16-bit barrier and began his knock-down-drag-out brawl with Sonic, my father was well into his twenties and hopelessly addicted. 
			

			
				 He might’ve become a PlayStation or X-Box fan, but then I came along – with all the financial burdens that ensued – and my dad’s gaming habit stalled with the 16-bit systems. 
			

			
				 However, I was lucky enough that he’d passed all his old consoles down to me. While other guys my age were enjoying the Halo series or God of War, I was cutting my teeth on hardcore old-school 16-bit pixels, busting through Kid Chameleon, Mega Man, and the early Final Fantasy titles. 
			

			
				 Kenzie sat there next to me on the couch, lounging back on the arm of the sofa, smiling wistfully as she watched me scroll through the SNES titles. 
			

			
				 “Where’d you even get something like this?” I asked. 
			

			
				 She shrugged. “I bought it years ago online. The only tough part was finding a way to port Bloodstorm Combat onto the console; I had to get in touch with the original programmer.”
			

			
				 “Yeah?”
			

			
				 Her smile softened a bit, a glint of sadness in her eyes. “It was a gift for you, actually.”
			

			
				 “For me?” I asked. “What for?”
			

			
				 “That summer after we graduated high school,” she said. “Your dad was having some cash trouble. You remember.”
			

			
				 I sunk into the couch, the gamepad limp in my hand. I’d almost forgotten. “Yeah,” I said. “He got laid off. Money got tight.” I felt a ball shifting in my throat. I could still remember my dad’s brave smile when he’d look over the mounting bills and debt notices when he was still looking for work, the way he told me not to worry about anything. “He pawned all his old consoles in Allentown,” I finished. “Lucky for him, he found work over at Cappy’s Garage in Easton not too long after, but by then, the pawn shop had sold it all off.”
			

			
				 She nodded. “Me, Taryn, and Charlene came up with the idea together,” she said. “We loved lounging around here, playing all these old games with you. We just wanted to do it again, that’s all.”
			

			
				 I smiled…but then my heart sank. They must have bought this tiny console for me right before I accidentally sent that story. 
			

			
				 Right before I ran off to Alaska. 
			

			
				 “Oh geez,” I sighed. “Kenzie, I’m sorry. Seriously, if I could do things differently –”
			

			
				 She shushed me, pressing her forefinger up to my lips, cutting me off. “Stop that right now,” she said. “Let’s not dwell on regrets, Junior. We have too many great memories. There’s no sense in mucking it up.”
			

			
				 She let her finger linger on my lips. I could taste the bar on her, faint hints of kitchen grease and stale beer from the taps, salt from the complimentary peanuts she set out on the bar each morning. 
			

			
				 She waited a moment before finally pulling her finger away, and the taste of her lingered there, pleasant and delicious. 
			

			
				 Kenzie grabbed her controller and nodded toward the television screen. “Last time I checked, you could just barely beat me whenever I rocked out with Flash Freeze in Bloodstorm Combat.” She shot me that defiant, playful scowl again. “It’s been a long time, Mr. Crabs. Let’s see if you still got it.”
			

			
				 “You’re on,” I said, then scrolled down the screen until I found Bloodstorm Combat 2 Turbo.  
			

			
				 The last time me and Kenzie fired up this game, it had been not long after my eighteenth birthday, a few months after we’d graduated. I still remembered that day, the hazy summer lingering well into late September, fireflies and crickets out in the front yard. Taryn, still deep in a tomboy phase that we didn’t think would ever end, was bopping around the house in torn jeans and a scuffed-up T-shirt, blasting Twenty-One Pilots on her cell phone. Charlene, as always, was sitting on the floor, an open book on her lap. It might have been The Red Tree by Caitlin R. Kiernan, or maybe something by Bukowski. Those were her two favorite authors.
			

			
				 Lost and dazed, stuck in the fond memory, Kenzie lay her hand on my leg, just above my knee, and gave my thigh a gentle squeeze. “Are you going to press the start button or what, Mr. Crabs?”
			

			
				 I lingered a moment, my thumb hovering over the start button, then I finally clicked it. There was so much I wanted to say to Kenzie, so much I wanted to do…
			

			
				 Then I heard a voice in my head, my own, for once, not my dad’s, and definitely not Linda’s: Well, what exactly do you want to say to her? What, exactly, do you want to do with her?
			

			
				 I could still taste her mouth, her lips, the lingering ghost of the kiss we shared last night. The two of us, sitting in a bar packed with close to a hundred patrons yet it had felt like we were completely alone. More than just the taste of her mouth, I could still feel her skin on my fingertips, the smooth, toned, supple texture of her abdominal flesh…
			

			
				 Then, Kenzie elbowed me in the ribs, like old times. She gestured toward the character selection menu up on the screen. She’d already chosen Flash Freeze, an ice ninja character. I turned to her, saw her looking at me with an expectant tint in her dark gaze. She pulled off her skull cap, freeing her reddish-brown hair, not quite dry from her morning shower, and even after wearing that warm wool hat, not a single hair was out of place. 
			

			
				 She crossed her legs, the nylon yoga leggings tight around her thighs as she shifted her right leg over her left, so tight I could make out the soft definition of her quads as they flexed and relaxed. In crossing her legs, her lower right pant leg had scooted up a bit, showing the soft mocha of her calve, just a sliver revealed between the nylon fabric and her soft white tube sock. 
			

			
				 Gazing at a mere sliver of bare skin, the blood rushed to my cock. I couldn’t help but imagine how the rest of her legs would look, bare and soft, toned and feminine, what cotton treasure she might have been wearing beneath that tight, constraining nylon…
			

			
				 Smirking, I chose Fireball as my character, Flash Freeze’s near-mirror image, with the specials shifted from ice to fire. 
			

			
				 “Bastard,” Kenzie quipped. “I was expecting you to pick Lightning Wizard.”
			

			
				 She hadn’t been wrong to assume as much. The Raiden-knockoff had been my main back in the day, but Fireball had been another favorite, as well. 
			

			
				 “ROUND ONE,” the 16-bit announcer said, “FIGHT!”
			

			
				 We were squaring off in a medieval dungeon stage, the blood-splattered floor decorated with spikes and various pitfalls, with torture implements dangling from the walls in all their pixelated glory.
			

			
				 I applied pressure to my D-pad, inching Fireball forward, but Kenzie’s hand shot onto my thigh again, a pointed look in her eyes. 
			

			
				 “Hold on, hold on,” she said neutrally, though she hadn’t paused the game. “One thing before we start.”
			

			
				 I realized I was holding my breath, more concerned with the way her hand rested up on my upper thigh than anything having to do with some old fighting game. 
			

			
				 “Uh, what’s up?” I asked, feeling myself getting hard but unable to do anything about it, unable to do anything except wonder how Kenzie would react if she saw I was getting an erection. 
			

			
				 “Before we start, I just want to say…ICE BLAST!” she shouted, slipping her hand from my thigh back to her D-pad and launching the blue-white iceball at me. 
			

			
				 I didn’t even have time to laugh, or even curse her as a dirty filthy cheater. By the time I fixed my attention back on the screen I only had a heartbeat to launch my own fireball, just barely countering her projectile.
			

			
				 I leapt forward and hit strong kick, hoping for a quick aerial strike, but Kenzie responded with an effortless ice-punch, knocking Fireball back. 
			

			
				 Fireball hit the ground, recovered, and by then Kenzie had already sent Flash Freeze blazing forward with a hurricane kick. Laughing, I made Fireball duck and Flash Freeze sailed harmlessly overhead, missing my character by a pixel, just before I launched Fireball into my own fire-punch, countering Kenzie’s offensive and knocking Flash Freeze back to the ground. 
			

			
				 I could have gone on the offensive. Instead, I chose to wait respectfully, keeping Fireball on the far left corner of the screen while Flash Freeze got to his feet on the far right. 
			

			
				 “Tit-for-tat,” I said, smirking. Our health bars were nearly at the same point, with Fireball taking slightly more damage from Flash Freeze’s ice-punch. I’d nearly forgotten that, while Fireball was the faster character, Flash Freeze was just a little bit stronger. 
			

			
				 “Okay, okay, okay!” Kenzie said, then scooted closer to me. “Let’s just focus on this round, Mr. Crabs. No more shit talk, no more distractions…”
			

			
				 Even as she said this, she kicked her left leg up and draped it over my right leg, the warmth of her flesh radiating through the nylon, through the fabric of my jeans. Another distraction, just like that hand on my thigh, but I was helpless to resist it. My voice caught in my throat, my body went stiff, and Fireball was a sitting duck, Flash Freeze poised to gain the upper hand. 
			

			
				But in trying to distract me, Kenzie ended up distracting herself. The left side of her knee brushed against the growing tent in my denim. When she felt my body’s natural, throbbing reaction to her touch, she gasped, eyes wide in both shock and jarringly pleasant surprise, almost as if she hadn’t considered what her touch would do to me. 
			

			
				Even with that aching eagerness tenting in my jeans, I was still able to recognize an opening when I saw one. 
			

			
				“FIREBALL!” I laughed as I called out the attack a split-second after I inputted it on the gamepad and the swift fireball flashed across the screen and took Flash Freeze off his feet. 
			

			
				“Cheater!” Kenzie laughed. 
			

			
				I pressed Fireball onward, flying at Kenzie’s character with my own hurricane kick. She managed to block it at the last moment, muffling most of the damage, but her real-world offensive had only just begun. 
			

			
				Giggling, she shifted herself onto my lap, her firm ass cheeks pressing back against my erection. She threw back a devious look at me from over her shoulder, her perfect hair dancing, a sharp grin as she bit playfully on her bottom lip. 
			

			
				I shifted my right arm, slipping it around her waist, and held my gamepad in her lap. Every subtle movement and motion caused her ass to grind against me, my cock tingling with every sensation. 
			

			
				Up on the screen, she was just about to launch a fresh Flash Freeze offensive. I stopped her in her tracks when I released my right hand from my gamepad and poked her in the waist, just above her hip, tickling her. 
			

			
				“AH, FUCKER!” she laughed, in turn grinding her ass harder against my cock. As she wiggled against me, my hand slipped up her fleece, beneath the shirt hidden underneath, and just like that I found my right hand on her bare flesh, warm and smooth and dappled with goosebumps elicited by my touch. 
			

			
				I wasn’t sure, precisely, when our laughter stopped. I wasn’t sure when she dropped her gamepad, or when I dropped mine. 
			

			
				One moment, she was wiggling on my lap, her back to me, with my hand slipped up the side of her shirt, against her bare skin. 
			

			
				The next moment, she’d spun on my lap, straddling me now, face-to-face, and the smile had melted off her lips. 
			

			
				Now, she gazed down at me with a quiet hunger in her eyes, a muted longing, and I imagined she saw much the same in my eyes. 
			

			
				We both went still, the game music droning on in the background, our epic battle promptly forgotten. My cock was rigid and eager, standing upright between us, sandwiched between us. Slowly, I began to move my right hand again, still beneath her fleece, sliding it from above her hip toward her back, my fingers dancing across the waistline of her yoga pants. 
			

			
				Inching downward, moving carefully, I slipped my fingers beneath her waistband, then reached down a little lower. Beneath, I felt soft cotton fabric. Her panties, gentle lace, thin as air. I pushed my fingertips beneath it, then felt the firm curvature of her upper ass cheeks, the smooth, warm crevice that lay between them.
			

			
				Kenzie gasped quietly and lay her palms on my chest, grinding slowly once again. She leaned forward and kissed me. I held her tighter, smacked my lips against her mouth, and slid my tongue past her teeth.
			

			
				For a moment, I paused, half-afraid I was dreaming. 
			

			
				As much as I fantasied about a moment like this back before I fled for Alaska, I hadn’t really thought it was ever possible. 
			

			
				Now, here we were. Kenzie straddling me, grinding herself on me. 
			

			
				My hands on her, my palms on her bare flesh. 
			

			
				The smell of her. 
			

			
				The taste of her.
			

			
				The smack of our lips. 
			

			
				The insistent movement of her body, moving against me, the eager shifts of her hips, the growing heat between her legs. 
			

			
				Could this really be happening?
			

			
				We parted lips, the taste of her kiss lingering on my tongue. She looked down at me, I looked up at her. My cock had grown tense and sensitive against her, reactive to any and all stimuli. 
			

			
				“Are we really doing this?” she asked quietly. 
			

			
				“I was just thinking the same thing,” I answered. 
			

			
				I shifted my left hand up to her neck, brushed the pad of my thumb across her throat, felt her pulse, her rapid heartbeat. 
			

			
				“I never thought this would happen,” I told her. 
			

			
				“I hadn’t, either,” she whispered, leaning closer, her damp hair tickling my face. “Not until you sent me that story.”
			

			
				I froze, cocking my head to the side, as if I’d heard her wrong. 
			

			
				“You mean…”
			

			
				She nodded. “I never thought of you that way,” she said, then slowly began grinding on me again, subtle and tentative, but growing faster with each repetition. “Until I read your fantasies. Until I realized that you wanted me.” She pressed her fingertips tighter against my sternum, until I could feel her fingernails pressing through the fabric, tickling my skin. “Until I realized that you wanted us.” 
			

			
				


			
				Chapter Seven
			

			
				 Forget the shame and the guilt, the embarrassment that had caused me to run to the frozen tip of the world. 
			

			
				 Now, I just felt stupid. 
			

			
				 If I’d have just hung around instead of running off…
			

			
				 Kenzie leaned in again, kissing me suddenly, running her fingers through my hair, grinding against my cock harder. “Stop it,” she said, breaking our kiss so she could look into my eyes. “Just now, I saw that. In your eyes, I mean.”
			

			
				 “What do you mean?” I asked, genuinely perplexed, forgetting that she seemed to read my thoughts half the time.
			

			
				 “Regret,” she answered. 
			

			
				 I sighed. “It’s just that I was thinking that if I had just –”
			

			
				 “You’re here now,” she whispered. “You’re here with me right now. Let’s just focus on where we are, Junior. That and nothing else.”
			

			
				 My hand still slipped down her yoga pants, I gripped her a little tighter, the sensation of my fingertips against her bare cheeks like something torn out of an old fantasy. 
			

			
				 Or maybe an old short story. 
			

			
				 “It’s still kind of difficult for me to believe this is really happening,” I said, laughing softly as she stroked her fingers through my hair some more. 
			

			
				 “Why?” she asked. 
			

			
				 “You’re just so beautiful,” I said. “I mean, you’ve always been gorgeous, but Kenzie, God, you look even more incredible now than you did before.” I shrugged. “It’s just kind of hard to imagine that you’d want me. Almost like I can’t believe it.”
			

			
				 “You want proof?” she asked with a grin. “As in, more proof than I’ve already given you?”
			

			
				 Before I could answer, she grabbed my left wrist and pulled me hand up to her waist, just below her belly button. With her free hand, she pulled on her waistband, peeling back not just her yoga pants but the pristine white panties beneath them. 
			

			
				 I swallowed hard when I glimpsed her mound, a tiny well-kept tuft of brunette pubic hair flashing before me. She wiggled herself higher against me then guided my left hand down there, between her toned thighs, and my heart skittered up into my throat when I felt her sex. 
			

			
				 I ran my fingertips across her labia, finding it wet and dripping. I stared up into her eyes, studying her, the way her eyelids flickered when I rolled my thumb around her clit, when I slipped a finger inside her. 
			

			
				 She exhaled slowly, through trembling lips, then swallowed, her lightly mocha-colored throat shifting slightly. She looked down at me again. 
			

			
				 “You’re feeling it right now,” she whispered. “That’s the proof, John. You can feel the proof dripping between my legs.” She leaned down again, brushed her lips against mine, her breath sweetly warm against my face. “I’ve been wet since we first hugged yesterday,” she admitted, her lips brushing against my ear as she whispered. “When you got behind the bar with me, when we were squeezing past one another…I was wet the entire time.”
			

			
				 She kissed my earlobe, then my jawline. She kissed her way up my cheek then looked me in the eyes again. Between her thighs, I slid a second finger into her and made another circular lap around her clit. 
			

			
				 Her lips trembled, her mouth twisting with passion as she gave herself over to my touch. 
			

			
				 “When we kissed at the bar last night,” she continued, her sex dripping down my fingers now, “I’d been so pent up after being in such close proximity with you that I soaked my panties.” She kissed me lightly, our lips smacking. “For a second I thought that kiss was going to, you know…get me there.”
			

			
				 I worked my fingers deeper into her, curving them, inching toward her G-spot. “You’re saying you almost came from just a kiss?”
			

			
				 As she was about to answer, I found her buried treasure and massaged it with my fingertips. She leaned back, grinding against me anew, and clamped her hand around my left wrist again, pulling my fingers deeper into her. 
			

			
				 Looking toward the ceiling, her tits heaving beneath her fleece, she drew breath sharply and, suddenly, shuddered atop me. 
			

			
				 She might have almost cum from our kiss, but there was nothing almost about what she was doing right now.
			

			
				 Her voice came out, something between a whisper and a little shriek as she gasped my name, “John…”
			

			
				 The sound of my name whistling sharply from her lips like that only stoked the flames inside me. Suddenly overcome, I shifted her off my lap, beside me, with her left leg bent at the knee, pressed to her chest, and the right leg splayed out, my hand still nestled between. 
			

			
				 She gripped the cushions, sinking her fingers so deeply into them I thought she might tear them open. I pushed my fingers into her again, once more massaging her G-spot, still trailing the tip of my thumb as I made circles around her nub. 
			

			
				 Kenzie’s hand shot to her collar, where she yanked down the tab of her quarter-zip fleece, opening it suddenly, showing off the top of her tits, the tight valley between. 
			

			
				 I leaned in and kissed her again, more hungrily than I had before, our lips wet and smacking as I slid my tongue over hers. 
			

			
				 Her sex was tight and wet, smooth and constricting, growing narrower with each tease. I felt her shudder, a hint of another orgasm on the brink, and firmly pressed my fingertips against her hidden pleasure once again. 
			

			
				 She arched her back, her spine snapping straight and taut. She squeezed her thighs against my hand, trapping my fingers inside her, the muffled warmth and wetness like heaven to touch as I tickled her clit with the pad of my thumb. 
			

			
				 Kenzie exhaled with a shriek, bending forward, the motion making her chest press against my shoulder. I felt the THUMP-THUMP-THUMP of her swift, rhythmic heartbeat.
			

			
				 As she bent forward, her fleece rode up her back, letting me glimpse the angelic white cotton of her panties, my other hand still nestled against her ass cheeks. I bent down to meet her, kissing her throat, gently nibbling her neck, and she gripped my left wrist madly and pulled my fingers deeper into her. 
			

			
				 She rocked backward then, her spine going straight again as she flopped back against the couch, upright and trembling, redness flushing into her light mocha cheeks as the apex of her pleasure came upon her. 
			

			
				 Kenzie kicked out her left leg, trembling almost violently, her right leg going into tremors along with it, her knees bobbling. Her sex closed tight around my fingers and she looked toward the ceiling, her eyes wide and dark, pulsing with pleasure, and she went into a sudden convulsion that was hard enough to shake the sofa. 
			

			
				 “God!” she shrieked, a voice high-pitched yet somehow throaty, as well, the orgasm twisting her vocal cords, eliciting sounds I’d never heard Kenzie make before. 
			

			
				 She lay back, breathing with halting gasps, her cleavage bounding with each breath. With the rapid rise and fall of her chest, she shifted her eyes to me, a lustful side-eye stare, and licked her lips as she gripped at my wrist, pulling my hand out from the cauldron between her thighs. 
			

			
				 Kenzie guided my fingers up to her lips, my forefinger and middle finger slick and shining from her juices. She never stopped looking me in the eye. 
			

			
				 I stared back at her, wondering if the Junior Mills from seven years ago would have ever believed that something like this could happen. 
			

			
				 Kenzie parted her lips. She took my fingertips into her mouth almost cautiously, letting me feel the bumps of her tastebuds, the slick texture of her eager tongue. 
			

			
				 My cock ached something fierce as she closed her lips around my fingertips, up to my first joint. Her tongue rolled over my fingertips then she took me deeper, up to the next joint, her lips growing tighter the deeper she took me. 
			

			
				 Her hands locked tight around my wrist, Kenzie pulled my fingers deeper yet, the rest of the way, and her mouth closed wet and tight up to my knuckles as she licked the sweet nectar clean from my fingers. 
			

			
				 Finished, she pulled back on my wrist, pulling my fingers out, a sliver of her saliva dangling from the tip of my middle finger. She closed her eyes and licked her lips, focusing quietly on the taste of herself. 
			

			
				 I was lost in the image of her, trembling and borderline intoxicated post-orgasm, and I didn’t realize she was reaching for my waist until I felt Kenzie’s fingers tugging on my zipper. 
			

			
				 She tugged the slider down, brass teeth unclasping, denim opening, and my cock pushed through, hidden by the thin layer of my boxer shorts clinging to it like a tight shroud. I grunted with half-contained lust as I felt her fingers brush against it, setting my nerve endings on edge. 
			

			
				 She tickled the tip of her thumb over my ridge then nudged it out of the hole in my boxers, her eyes narrowing as the tip of my cock pushed free. 
			

			
				 Deftly, she closed her forefinger and thumb in a tight ring just below the head of my cock then stroked downward, pushing back my boxers, my bare cock now standing erect between my legs. 
			

			
				 “You still have a look in your eyes,” Kenzie said quietly as she stroked me. “A look like you still can’t believe this is happening.”
			

			
				 I chuckled, tense and rigid, groaning as she tightened her grip on my cock. “That’s because I really can’t,” I said. “I guess that deep down I’m still just the same paunchy loser you knew from back in the day.”
			

			
				 She wiggled closer, gripping my cock at the base. She inched out her pinky and ring finger, tickling my balls a bit, simple sensations that brought paradise to my nerve endings. She kissed my neck as she squeezed, as she tickled, her lips smacking pleasantly as she worked her way up to my ear. 
			

			
				 “You were never a loser,” she whispered. “Charlene knew that. Taryn knew it.” She sucked on my earlobe, warm and wet, her breath tickling my ear. “And I knew it too, John. I knew it all along.”
			

			
				 I put my hands on her waist again, my blood simmering hot and intense, and I wanted nothing more than to make her cum again. 
			

			
				 Except this time, she stopped me, her free hand on my chest. When I leaned in toward her, she gave me a naughty smile and pushed me back against the couch. 
			

			
				 “Oh no,” she whispered. “This time, I want you to sit back and enjoy yourself.”
			

			
				 Nodding silently, I leaned back, my heart hammering against my breastbone. She flicked her tongue across my ear again then began kissing her way down my throat, one hand sliding smooth up and down my cock as the other began unfastening the buttons of my shirt. 
			

			
				 She opened the buttons one-by-one as she kissed my sternal notch, then peeled my shirt open, leaving my chest bare, and trailed her tongue from one pec across to the other. 
			

			
				 My chest was heaving, my abdomen clenched and tight. I lay one hand across her shoulder blades, inching up toward the base of her neck, toward that wet, reddish-brown, freshly-scented hair. 
			

			
				 She moved down slowly but steadily, her lips gliding down past my midline, tickling my stomach, her hand still working my cock with smooth strokes, steady and even, pausing only to catch the beads of precum swelling at my tip, smearing it across her thumb. 
			

			
				 Kenzie pursed her lips and kissed around my belly button, her mouth so close to my cock that I could have screamed. 
			

			
				 I slid my fingers into her hair, tangling it in my fist, thick and dark and perfect. Kenzie snuck a glance back at me. Though her mouth was sweet and her touch was exquisite, it was her eyes that got me. 
			

			
				 Because I took one look into her dark gaze and knew that there was nowhere else in this world she’d rather be, than right here with me. 
			

			
				 “I never should have left,” I whispered. “I never should have –”
			

			
				 “No more regrets, John,” she answered, cutting me off, squeezing my cock that much tighter. “From here on out, no more regrets.”
			

			
				 She unclasped my belt, then the top button of my jeans, pushing my pants back completely. She kissed along my lower abdomen, her lips painfully close, leaving me so eager I thought my bones just might leap out of my body. 
			

			
				 And then, right before she could put those precious lips on my cock, my phone went off.
			

			
				


			
				Chapter Eight
			

			
				 I shouldn’t have checked my phone. Shouldn’t have answered it. Shouldn’t even have glanced at the screen to see who was calling, shouldn’t even have acknowledged the buzzing vibration in my pocket. 
			

			
				 Yet, after rushing home from Alaska with my dad on death’s door, I’d been accustomed to frantically checking my phone with any notification, terrified that he might pass before I could reach him. 
			

			
				 But my dad had already died, and I should have remembered that there were few people other than Linda who even had my number. 
			

			
				 “Is that an important call?” Kenzie asked, still stroking me, her lips drawing closer. 
			

			
				 “Ugh, probably,” I said. “It’s my agent. For the screenplay and all.”
			

			
				 She laughed lightly, then lay her head on my shoulder. The smell of her orgasm lingered sweetly, further whetting my appetite. “Look, I’ve waited this long,” she said. “I can wait a little longer.”
			

			
				 The phone kept buzzing. Somehow, each subsequent buzz felt more obnoxious, like Linda’s impatience was seeping through the phone. 
			

			
				 “Alright,” I said, stuffing my cock back into my boxers. (Answering a business call with my junk hanging out just didn’t feel right.) I clicked the green button on the screen. “Hey Linda,” I answered. “Before you even ask, I’m still busy back at home.”
			

			
				 She laughed, not her ‘all-business’ laugh, which tended to be, at worst, vaguely threatening, or at best, a rough impression of a high-powered boss-lady background character from Entourage.
			

			
				 This laughter was purely sweet, even dripping with excitement. 
			

			
				 “For once, I’m not calling to break your stones, Junior,” Linda said. 
			

			
				 I could see her in my mind’s eye, sitting in her big office with the glass walls, the hustle-bustle of the agency’s staff rushing back and forth, the downtown LA skyline visible in the window behind her, her tanned, toned legs propped up as she rested her blood-red high heels on her desk, a tight, stylish khaki skirt riding up her thighs, a slit up the middle. 
			

			
				 “I’m more accustomed to you sounding angry,” I admitted. “This is actually making me nervous, Linda.”
			

			
				 “Don’t be,” she said. “That is, unless the idea of your screenplay being green-lit for production is something you’re afraid of.”
			

			
				 I paused, my mouth hanging open, wanting to speak but unable to produce a sound. 
			

			
				 Linda laughed again, syrupy smooth. “I’m going to assume you’re just in shock and that you didn’t hang up,” she said. 
			

			
				 “Did you just say the studio green-lit my script?” I asked quietly, my voice hoarse, almost scratchy.
			

			
				 “That’s exactly what I’m saying, Junior,” she said. “Audiences are sick and tired of old intellectual properties being spammed in movie theaters. They’re bored with superhero flicks and remakes and video game adaptations. Those are the big money makers, yeah, but the heads of the studio have decided they want to take a chance on a smaller film, a mid-budget drama, like they used to make before everything became a goddamn comic book movie.”
			

			
				 I took a deep breath, exhaling with a tremble, adrenaline surging in my veins. “And out of all the scripts they could take a chance on…”
			

			
				 “That’s right, they’re going to take a chance on yours,” she said. 
			

			
				 Christ. I couldn’t believe it. 
			

			
				 I mean…I thought my screenplay was good. I wouldn’t have mailed it to Linda’s agency if I hadn’t. But it was a small-scale story, something humble and personal…and hell, I never did get around to describing it, right?
			

			
				 Saltwater was a 122-page drama-thriller, full of claustrophobia and magical realism. It was the story of a young man from Northeastern Pennsylvania who flees his home after embarrassing himself in front of three women he loves. He takes a job on a crab boat up in the Bering Sea, looking to run from his troubles…until the boat’s struck by a rogue wave, capsizing the vessel, killing everyone aboard save for the protagonist. 
			

			
				 Yeah, I suppose it must sound a little familiar. Whatever. Life influences art, art influences life. You know how it goes.
			

			
				 Anyway, Saltwater had a bit of an artsy feel. The main character survives in an air pocket inside the capsized boat, half-frozen to death, ready to give up, until the three ‘ghosts’ of the women he left behind appear inside the icy dark, giving the protagonist the strength he needs to fight for his life. 
			

			
				 To think that it was actually going up on the big screen…well, I guess it actually was a good idea to answer my phone just now.
			

			
				 “Obviously, this means a much bigger payday for you, Junior,” she said. “And as far as finding your next job, well, forget it. Your next job is going to find you.”
			

			
				 I ran my hand through my hair, jumping up from the sofa, my loose jeans dangling at my waist, my boxers still exposed. I paced the floor, excited but disoriented, unsure of how to react. 
			

			
				 “Linda, this is…I mean, Jesus…I don’t know what to say,” I responded. 
			

			
				 “Well before you say anything, let me give you some details on their proposal.”
			

			
				 Yes, it meant a bigger payday. A much bigger payday, just over a million before taxes and the agency’s cut. Plus, though the studio execs knew I had no experience on a film set, they were willing to offer me an extra five-hundred thousand to work on set for dialogue tweaks and emergency rewrites. 
			

			
				 “Don’t script supervisors usually do that?” I asked. “You know, veteran screenwriters?”
			

			
				 “There’ll be veteran writers there, too,” she said. “But the execs want you on this as a script supervisor as well, if only to keep the flavor of the story real. But they like your work so much that, eventually, if this works out, they’ll want you to work as a script supervisor on upcoming projects, too.”
			

			
				 I blinked, feeling lightheaded. “Upcoming projects like what?”
			

			
				 “We’ll have to see what they offer,” she said. “It’ll probably be a few mainstream movies, typical blockbuster fanfare.”
			

			
				 I almost groaned. I wasn’t interested in anything like that, and Linda knew it. 
			

			
				 She pressed on before I could protest. “I know that’s not what you’re looking for, but hear me out,” she said. “If you make your bones working on the big-name popcorn fluff, then at some point, the studio is more likely to produce your work directly. You understand what that means, Junior?”
			

			
				 I thought I did, but the gears inside my head were suddenly rusty. “I think so, but go on and tell me, anyway.”
			

			
				 “It means you could be the next Charles Kaufman or Jim Jarmusch or Michel Gondry,” she said. “Put in some effort, and eventually you’ll be able to write your own movies. From your notepad up to the big screen, Junior. Complete artistic freedom.”
			

			
				 My head spun. Before, selling Saltwater had meant just one big payday, maybe with the prospect of a few more paydays down the road. But this? This wasn’t just the studio buying my script. 
			

			
				 The studio was actually investing in me.
			

			
				 Linda ran through the nitty gritty details, the P’s and Q’s, about possible bonuses and royalties, percentages, a possible producing credit (“Very unlikely but you never know,”) WGA deductions and more. I sat there, half-listening, feeling oddly numb. 
			

			
				 As I tried to listen, I looked around my messy little living room, this messy little house, the little house my dad paid off with blood and sweat and oil-stained hands callused from eight-hour days cranking engine blocks. 
			

			
				 “I’m talking about financial and professional security if you want it badly enough, Junior,” Linda finished. 
			

			
				 Kenzie popped up off the couch, smirking to herself. She strode into the kitchen to pour herself a glass of water then returned, set the glass down, and shot me a smirking glance as she pulled off her fleece. 
			

			
				 Linda’s voice took on a distant, droning quality, buzzing far off in my ear about God-knows-what, I couldn’t pay attention. Kenzie slowly peeled off the fleece, tight soft fabric slipping smooth up her taut torso, up and over her head, then tossed it aside with one smooth motion. 
			

			
				 Beneath it, she wore a sleeveless, low-cut, bare-shoulder yoga top, a single strap around the back of her neck. The lightly tanned mocha texture of her torso took me off guard, the slim line of her abdomen revealed at the midriff, the rear portion of the top mostly non-existent. The supple landscape of her back, the gentle curvature of her spine, was bare when she turned around. 
			

			
				 Her workout pants were folded down at the waist, where her cotton panties were visible around her hips. 
			

			
				 “It’s all yours if you want it, Junior,” Linda went on, faint and distant. 
			

			
				 “Yeah,” I grunted, my focus all on Kenzie as she drank the water, tilting the glass to her lips, drinking deeply. A drop of water escaped the corner of her mouth, dripping slowly down her chin, drip-drip-dripping down her exposed chest, resting on one light brown clavicle. 
			

			
				 I studied that sliver of her abdomen, the firm yet subtle definition in her lower belly leading down to her hips, the skin around her belly button smooth and without a single blemish. 
			

			
				 My voice shrank in my throat. “This sounds great, Linda,” I said. “Let’s hammer out the details later.”
			

			
				 “Details?” she quipped. “I just told you all the details. Next time I call, we’ll discuss when we should fly you back out here again.”
			

			
				 “Alright,” I said, my mind elsewhere as I clicked off my phone, my cock pulsing hot and eager as I stepped toward Kenzie.
			

			
				 “That sounded like good news,” Kenzie said, the water still moist on her soft lips. 
			

			
				 “Yeah, real good news,” I said, slipping a hand on each of her hips, running my thumbs across the firm edges of her belly. 
			

			
				 I kept my left hand on her waist, raising the right up to her moist lips, shining faintly. I brushed my thumb across them. Kenzie parted her lips, closed them tight around the tip of my thumb, and thoughts of Hollywood and scripts and producer credits bled away through the cracks in my mind. 
			

			
				 I leaned forward, lowered my lips to her throat then kissed her neck, my mouth buried against her flesh. Kissing down her chest, I licked away that bead of water from her clavicle then slipped my thumb down her panties, pushing the cotton waistband down, allowing me to glimpse her mound, the patch of dark pubic hair, my mouth hungry to taste the pink slickness tucked away down there. 
			

			
				 Kenzie pulled my thumb from her lips and kissed me against the ear, pressing her lips tight against it, playfully licking me there as she whispered, “It’s all yours if you want it, John.”
			

			
				 She peeled away from me, just a bit, and turned her back to me as she pressed her open palms up against the wall. 
			

			
				 She bent smoothly at her waist and popped her ass out and looked longingly at me from over her bare shoulder, offering herself to me. 
			

			
				 “Well?” she asked, her voice low but sharp. “Do you really want it, John?”
			

			
				


			
				Chapter Nine
			

			
				Wordless, I grabbed her from behind, pressed up against her, and kissed the base of her neck. 
			

			
				 She sucked a breath sharp through her teeth and scratched little trails into the wall as I kissed down the length of her spine, shifting down to one knee as I peeled off her pants then the panties beneath. 
			

			
				 She thrust her flawless ass out a little more. I saw the dewy pink cleft of her sex nestled between her legs then leaned forward to kiss it from behind. 
			

			
				 Her pants and panties around her ankles, she kicked them away, gasping as I slid my tongue in and out of her, shuddering when I slipped one hand between her thighs and teased her little pink nub.
			

			
				Behind her, I rose to my feet wiping her moisture from my lips. I slid one hand up along her spine, the other around to her belly, slipping up, beneath her tight top, trailing across her flat abdomen as I worked my way up to her tits. 
			

			
				“John,” she whispered as I rolled one stiff nipple between my fingers. “I want it…”
			

			
				She thrust one hand blindly behind her, fumbling at my boxers, trying to yank them down. She drew my cock out, brushing her fingers across it. 
			

			
				“I’ve wanted it for so long…” she panted, her face twisted in a sensual half-pout as she continued to stare back at me, her mahogany hair bouncing across her bare shoulder. 
			

			
				I pressed closer up against her, now massaging her other breast, gripping her tight at the base of her neck, her hair damp around my knuckles. 
			

			
				Shifting her grip, she guided my cock toward her entry, wet and eager. 
			

			
				 I pulled her shirt off, exposing every naked inch of her skin, her sex warm and slick against the tip of my cock, her wetness beginning to make the insides of her thighs slick.
			

			
				 Holding her by the neck, massaging her tits from behind, I gave a little push, pressing my tip into her. 
			

			
				 Her lips quivered and she bucked against me, her eyelids fluttering as I pushed in up to my ridge, then gave her another inch. Her tongue flicked across her front teeth as I pushed in deeper, then a little more, her mocha ass cheeks clapping softly against my hips as got in down to my root. 
			

			
				 She whipped her free hand around, grabbing at my waist, sinking her fingernails into my flesh, pulling me deeper yet. 
			

			
				I tried to reconcile what I was doing right now with my old life, what I’d left behind, how I left. 
			

			
				When I looked into Kenzie’s eyes and saw the desire simmering in her gaze, the pure lust, the simple, obvious fact that she wanted me, I could hardly believe it. 
			

			
				I felt the tight slickness of her sex, constricting and spasming and getter wetter with every pump of my cock, and thought, Good God she’s enjoying it, she likes it, and I’m the one doing it to her.
			

			
				I switched my hand to her other breast, cupping it in my palm, and when I felt that rock-hard nipple pressing against the inside of my hand I felt a deep satisfaction knowing that I was eliciting these responses from her gorgeous body. 
			

			
				Kenzie moaned sharply, then leaned back against me, pushing off the wall. She reached back and clawed at my shoulders, at my neck, looking back with wide, lustful eyes and whispering, “Yes, yes,” with each deep pump I gave her.
			

			
				There was a time when I thought I’d never be anything more than a friend to this beauty, I thought to myself. 
			

			
				“John, fuck!” she cried, clasping her fingers tight into my skin, her slit closing air-tight around my cock as I brought her to a second shuddering orgasm. 
			

			
				Gripping her tits, I felt her heart banging madly in her chest. Her knees wobbled like she might fall, but she caught herself, pulling away from me, spinning to face me. She wrapped both hands around my dew-slick cock then threw herself against me, kissing me right before she slid down to her knees. 
			

			
				Her dark eyes studied me with muted hunger as she stroked me, the tip of my cock just an inch from her lips. Kenzie leaned forward, pressing her tits together, and I spied her dark mound from above before she tightened her soft, wet lips around my hood. 
			

			
				She tightened her grip on my cock, but shifted her left hand to my balls, massaging them softly, tickling the underside with her fingertips. I clenched every muscle, trying so hard not to finish early, and took her hair in each fist, growling as she took me into the back of her throat. 
			

			
				Her eyes never broke from mine, her wide dark gaze barely even blinking. She shifted back, trailing her lips back the way they came, plucking my tip from her lips with a wet, audible pop before daintily pursing her lips and kissing my hood. 
			

			
				“Kenzie, shit!” I gasped, clenching her hair tighter between my fingers, my cock starting to spasm. 
			

			
				She shook her head frantically, curled up on her knees, like an angel kneeling before me. “Don’t finish yet,” she pleaded. “Junior, just hold back until you’re inside me again…”
			

			
				I cocked my head to the side, my bewilderment momentarily blinding my senses to the pleasure. 
			

			
				Did Kenzie really just say that? 
			

			
				Did that mean she wanted me to…
			

			
				She grabbed my wrists and pulled me down on top of her as she reclined on her back, right there on the floor, spreading her thighs to offer me her wet lips. 
			

			
				Without thinking, I mounted her and effortlessly slid my girth back inside. Kenzie clung to me madly, intertwining her legs with mine, one hand buried in my hair, the other scratching sharply down my spine until she grabbed the meat of my ass and pulled me deeper. 
			

			
				“Kenzie, I’m almost there…” I panted. 
			

			
				“I know,” she whispered into my ear, sucking on my earlobe, biting it just a little, flicking the edge with her tongue. 
			

			
				“But I’m going raw,” I warned her, straining to keep myself from popping. “No c-c-condom…”
			

			
				“I know!” she moaned, kicking her legs up, wrapping them around me, her heels pressing tight against the base of my spine. “I want it, John,” she cried, squeezing her thighs tighter around me, her sex gushing wet and delicious with every pump. “You can have it if you want it, John, you can have it if you want it…”
			

			
				She twisted her fist, my hair tight between her fingers, and clenched her fingertips down at my ass, squeezing, her body slick with sweat beneath mine. 
			

			
				Again, I pictured us, seven years ago. 
			

			
				Kenzie, gorgeous as usual, walking beside me in the high grass in the front yard as the crickets sung and the fireflies glowed. 
			

			
				Me, paunchy and unsure of myself – unsure of everything except how I felt for Kenzie, Taryn, and Charlene – and unable to tell Kenzie how I felt, sure I’d be stuck as ‘just a friend’ forever.
			

			
				Now I was buried in her, her dew trickling down my balls and slick around my shaft. I pumped in once more, harder, and Kenzie squealed as her walls shrunk, tight and narrow, her entire body wracked with a spasm as I brought her to yet another moment of pleasure. 
			

			
				As she came, she bit down hard on my shoulder, her teeth sharp and painful yet oddly satisfying, and my release came upon me, jarring as a gunshot. 
			

			
				I groaned as I came, as I released myself inside of Kenzie, my cock tingling from the tip down to the root as I spilled myself within her.
			

			
				She released her lustful bite on my shoulder, leaving my skin raw and red. Now, she kissed my neck softly, with wet, quivering lips, now and again sucking lightly, tickling her teeth against my flesh. 
			

			
				“So long…so long…” she whispered between kisses. “John, I’ve been waiting so long to feel that…”
			

			
				I remained on top of her, gently kissing her bare shoulder, the sweat from my brow trickling down my face as I breathed in deeply, trying to catch my breath. 
			

			
				I kept myself inside of her, warm and snug and wet, my white seed trickling from her pink entry, slick pearlescence on the insides of her light mocha thighs. 
			

			
				As she caught her breath, she ran her hands up and down my back, tickling my spine, the edges of my ribs, all while she squeezed her thighs gently around my waist, relaxing them, then tightening again. 
			

			
				“Did you mean it?” I asked. “What you said just now. About waiting a long time for this?”
			

			
				She laughed softly in my ear, then licked her lips, the faintest wet smack as she flicked her tongue across them. She traced her fingertips back up to my shoulders, then shifted herself beneath me, so that she was looking at me face to face again. 
			

			
				Smiling, she ran her fingertips across my cheeks, back past my ears, and tangled her fingers in my hair, both fists clenching. 
			

			
				“Junior, I meant every word,” she whispered, then kissed me softly on the lips. 
			

			
				I kissed her back, tender and deep, and just then, I didn’t think anything could ever make me get up off the floor with her.
			

			
				*****
			

			
				 Eventually, Kenzie fell asleep beneath me. I was tempted to lift her into my arms and take her to bed, or at least to the sofa, but she looked so angelic slumbering there that I didn’t dare risk waking her up. 
			

			
				 I did grab a pillow and a blanket, however, carefully slipping the pillow beneath her head and draping the comforter across her, from her toes up to her chin. 
			

			
				 She breathed quietly and smiled in her sleep. For a moment, I thought I’d woken her, yet her eyes never opened. 
			

			
				I tiptoed back to my bedroom then slipped into a T-shirt and some sweats, then sat down on my bed, my notebook sitting beside me. I flipped through the crinkled pages, past old short stories, older drafts, little vignettes that I’d written but never tried to publish for one reason or another. 
			

			
				I flipped it open to a blank page, never even reaching for my pencil, and just lay back, grinning as I stared at all that empty white, blank but full of possibility. 
			

			
				“I think I’m doing pretty good, Dad,” I whispered. 
			

			
				Faintly, I heard my dad chuckling, along with a crack of a fresh beer can, the spark of a lighter as he lit a cigarette. This gave me pause for a moment, until I realized there was no such thing as lung cancer in Heaven. 
			

			
				Yeah I think you’re doing pretty good too, shit head.
			

			
				


			
				Chapter Ten
			

			
				 At some point, I fell asleep in my bedroom, my open notebook still sprawled across my thighs. I must have been more exhausted – from the trip back home, from saying goodbye to my dad, from reconnecting with Kenzie, from everything – than I thought. 
			

			
				 I woke up hours later, just around noon, to find Kenzie curled up in bed next to me. She’d slipped back into her yoga pants and that revealing top. I had my arm around her, cupping the bare skin at her hip. 
			

			
				 The moment I opened my eyes, I remembered that I had two very important things to get done today. 
			

			
				 One was taking my dad’s ashes over to his favorite liquor store. 
			

			
				 The other, well…
			

			
				 “Have you been awake long?” Kenzie asked sleepily, smiling as she wiped the sleep from her eyes. 
			

			
				 I smiled, looking down at her, resting her head on my chest. “Just woke up a second ago,” 
			

			
				I answered. 
			

			
				 She rolled over a bit, until her chin was sitting on my sternum, her wide dark eyes mesmerizing as the early afternoon light struck them, beaming in through the windows. 
			

			
				 “Are we still on for today?” she asked quietly. 
			

			
				 I slowly stroked her back down toward the crest of her ass, firm and tight to the touch. “We are if you’re still up for it,” I said, though to be honest, scattering my dad’s ashes was the least of my worries. 
			

			
				 Just ask her, I told myself. There’s no way to know unless you just bite the bullet and ask her.
			

			
				 She shifted forward and kissed me lightly on the lips. When we parted lips, she ran her fingers down the side of my face, smiling softly. 
			

			
				 “Something on your mind?” she asked. 
			

			
				 I kissed her back, soft and light on her lips. “Yes, as a matter of fact,” I said. “But before I get to that, I should probably get busy taking my dad to his final resting place.”
			

			
				*****
			

			
				 I made us coffee then got dressed while the pot was brewing. Kenzie joined me in the kitchen and we just sat there, talking and drinking coffee, both of us still basking in the warmth of our lovemaking from earlier in the morning. 
			

			
				 You thought you’d ‘just be friends’ with her forever, I thought quietly. Remember where you started, dude. Because you’ve come a long, long way.
			

			
				 We finished our coffee then I grabbed Dad’s ashes and we piled into my rental ride – I still had to return it to the airport at some point – and headed west, across town. 
			

			
				 An autumnal wave of leaves – gold and red, brown and yellow – cascaded across the streets as I took Stefko Boulevard over to Broad Street, cutting across downtown – crossing Main Street then past City Hall – and crossed over to the west end of Northside Bethlehem. 
			

			
				 As I cut a left onto West Union Boulevard – only a few more minutes to the liquor store – I eased to a stop at a red light then breathed in deep, bracing myself. 
			

			
				 Kenzie reclined in the passenger seat, her feet kicked up on the dash, wearing her fleece, her arms crossed over her chest. 
			

			
				 “So, uh…I wanted to ask you something,” I said. 
			

			
				 She shrugged. “You’re not my first, but you’re definitely my best,” she giggled. 
			

			
				 “That’s not what I was – wait, was I really the best?”
			

			
				 She giggled again. “What’s your question, Mr. Crabs?”
			

			
				 I sighed, gripping the steering wheel tight, that old nicotine phantom haunting my nerves again. “It doesn’t seem like you, Taryn, and Charlene stayed in touch after all these years.”
			

			
				 Kenzie nodded quietly for a second. Then: “Yeah, that’s right. We haven’t seen each other much. Sometimes I’ll see them passing by, or maybe we’ll like each other’s posts on our socials, but that’s about it.”
			

			
				 The light lingered red, the sedan idling. “What happened?” I asked. 
			

			
				 “You left,” she said with a casual shrug, as if that should have been evident. “You were always the glue that held our little circle together.”
			

			
				 God, I’d been afraid of that, that I’d ruined their friendship after sending them that email.
			

			
				 She leaned sideways, across the center console, and rested her head on my shoulder. “Without you, we just drifted apart. I mean, I still care about Taryn and Charlene. But you were gone. It just wasn’t the same.”
			

			
				 I sat in silence for a moment, Kenzie’s head resting soft against my shoulder. 
			

			
				 I couldn’t help but wonder…
			

			
				 “You know, the moment I knew I was coming back here,” I said, “I more or less decided that I was going to reunite with you three. I didn’t really think it would start like this,” I paused to laugh, “but so far, so good.”
			

			
				 She gazed up at me, that look in her eye like she knew precisely what I was thinking. 
			

			
				 “You’re planning on making that little short story you sent us into a reality,” she said. A statement, not a question.
			

			
				 Yes. Now that she mentioned it, I supposed that was exactly what I was thinking, even if I hadn’t realized it until she said it. 
			

			
				 “What do you think about that?” I asked, grinning. 
			

			
				 She grinned back. “I think that’s the best idea I’ve heard in awhile.”
			

			
				 The light turned green. Slipping an arm around Kenzie, I hit the gas pedal. 
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				One quiet everyman. Three gorgeous college roommates who love to share. They're about to make a home together.
			

			
				 After inheriting a scenic farmhouse and leaving the corporate world behind, 29-year-old Billy Watson enjoys a quiet life. He works a stress-free job on a delivery truck and spends his evenings by the pond with his dog, Bandit. For Billy, life couldn’t get any better…until a chance encounter with Evelyn, a gorgeous co-ed with an eccentric sense of humor and some very adventurous roommates.
			

			
				What begins as a whirlwind flirtation with a woman he thought was out of his league quickly becomes a passionate affair…and then Billy realizes that Evelyn and her roommates aren’t just close friends, but they love to share.
			

			
				 College 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.
			

			
				Apocalypse Harem Book One
			

			
				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.
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