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				Chapter One
			

			
				 I remembered it like it was yesterday, the four of us crowded into the living room at my house, the crisp cool breeze from the air-conditioner protecting us from the oppressive summer heat outside. 
			

			
				 My father was out in the backyard, spending his Saturday the way he usually did, blasting cigarettes and crushing beers and barking expletives as he listened to the local sports talk radio station. 
			

			
				 “Giroux’s a bum!” we heard him shout from the other side of the small rancher house. “The Flyers should have traded him back when he was a peckerneck rookie!”
			

			
				 Taryn and Kenzie were on the couch, in the middle of a heated match of Bloodstorm Combat 2 Turbo, one of the rare copies of the custom 16-bit style fighting game created by a guy up in the Pocono Mountains. 
			

			
				 Taryn was dressed tomboy-tough. A torn tight white T-shirt covered in grime stains from her climb over a chain link fence earlier in the morning, dirty-blonde hair pulled into a tight ponytail then stuffed under her Iron Pigs baseball cap, like she was making every effort she could to hide just how gorgeous she was. She sat cross-legged in her torn jeans, the bright pink scars on her knees drawing my eye.
			

			
				 Kenzie looked every bit the model that she’d become just a year or so later. She wore a slim, yet elegant sundress. The soft lace was covered in a floral pattern, low-cut at the neck and the back, the ruffled hemline coming down just above her knees, so much of that glorious mocha skin on display that I could hardly keep myself from staring.  
			

			
				 Taryn was playing as Flash Freeze while Kenzie played as Lightning Wizard. They hurled thunderbolts and ice blasts back and forth, giggling as they gave each other light elbow shots on the couch, trying to get the upper hand. 
			

			
				 I’d had enough of playing video games for one afternoon. I was off on the side of the living room, sitting in the corner, on the floor with Charlene. 
			

			
				 “I really think you should check out some of Dylan Thomas’s poetry,” Charlene was saying. “Yeah, I know, it’s totally cliché to be a Dylan Thomas lover, but despite all the ‘doomed genius’ fanfare, he’s actually very talented.”
			

			
				 She sat cross-legged, her large, yet thin cardigan practically draped over her entire body. Beneath, she wore a small pair of tennis shorts – Nike, if I remembered right – and a small pink top baring her midriff, although Charlene made sure to keep the cardigan pulled tightly closed, almost like she was afraid for anyone to steal a glance. 
			

			
				 “He’s the guy who wrote ‘Do not go gentle into that good night,’ right?” I asked. I was a pretty avid reader myself, but Charlene’s literary knowledge was on a completely different level.
			

			
				 “That’s probably his most famous poem, yeah,” she answered. There was a pile of paperbacks sitting next to her on the floor. She leaned back, her palms out, and kicked her legs forward. 
			

			
				 Her cardigan fell open. I glimpsed the porcelain skin of her slender legs, the softness of her bare belly. Her fair complexion, along with her wide eyes and almost elf-like face, gave her the look of a Tolkien princess, some high-born elven maiden. 
			

			
				 I stole a gaze longer than usual, but only because Charlene had turned to her little book pile, thumbing through some pages. She ran her fingers through her hair – dirty blonde, a shade darker than Taryn’s – and it fell beautifully around her shoulders. 
			

			
				 She turned back to me and I just barely looked away before she could catch me staring. “Who’ve you been reading lately, Junior?” she asked. 
			

			
				 “I just finished a short story collection from Laid Barron,” I told her. “I’ve been trying to get into Caitlin Kiernan” – that was Charlene’s favorite author, along with Bukowski – “but it’s just a little too dense for me.”
			

			
				 Charlene grinned, falling so effortlessly into the literary conversation that she seemed to forget her open cardigan, the soft, supple skin revealed beneath. She propped herself up a little higher on her palms, making her belly tighten. Charlene didn’t have an athletic build, but her body was slender, tight in some places, soft in others, always a delight to look at…though that was a rarity. 
			

			
				 “Kiernan is, like, the spiritual successor to H.P. Lovecraft,” Charlene went on. “A bit of an acquired taste but worth the effort.”
			

			
				 She turned back to the book pile. I took a chance, daring to stare at her slender softness again, the way her porcelain thighs flexed gently as she folded her left leg over the right…
			

			
				 And then she pulled her cardigan shut. 
			

			
				 I glanced at her eyes, saw her blushing. I blushed, too. She’d caught me red-handed. 
			

			
				 “Sorry,” I smiled. 
			

			
				 She giggled. “Nothing to be sorry for,” she said as she fixed her glasses, big round wireframes. Her big brown eyes met mine. For as quiet and unassuming as Charlene tended to be, I noticed a distinct glint of adventure in her otherwise innocent brown gaze. 
			

			
				 She looked like she was thinking about saying something, like she had something on her mind. 
			

			
				 “CHEATER!” Kenzie roared, half-laughing as she tossed the gamepad to the floor. 
			

			
				 Taryn raised her arms victoriously as Flash Freeze’s finishing move glowed on the screen, impaling Lightning Wizard through the chest with a large icicle. “FATALITY, LOSER!” Taryn giggled. 
			

			
				 Charlene and I laughed as Kenzie jumped on Taryn, poking her in the sides, then in the ribs, until Taryn was giggling so hard her face turned apple-red. 
			

			
				 Kenzie, though less athletic than Taryn, nevertheless pinned the tomboy beauty down on the couch. 
			

			
				 Kenzie grinned down at Taryn, pinned beneath her. Taryn grinned back up and their eyes met. A look of that could have been described as flirtatious passed between them.
			

			
				  For just a moment – just the briefest moment – they almost looked like they were in the middle of something a little more intimate than a tickle fight.
			

			
				 I glanced at Charlene, who was watching them with rapt attention, just like me.
			

			
				 Still staring at Kenzie and Taryn, Charlene asked, “John, are you ever going to show us one of your short stories?”
			

			
				 I paused, unsure of what to say. All three knew that I’d been writing these last few years, but I quietly evaded the question whenever they asked me to show them a story. Yet the way Charlene asked now was different than before. I supposed it was the tone of her voice, that subtle change in her eyes. 
			

			
				 “I have been working on something new, I guess,” I said. And I had been. There were two new stories, actually. One about a steel worker haunted by the ghost of his wife, then another, slightly more personal – and, yeah, more fantastical – story, one that was more wishful thinking than an actual work of fiction. I cringed just to think about it, that little fantasy I’d written about me and the ladies in a four-way relationship. There was no way I’d ever show another living soul that story.
			

			
				“I don’t know if I’m ready to share my work, though,” I finished.
			

			
				 Charlene shifted closer to me. Her glasses slid down the bridge of her nose as she looked up at me, her small, pouty lips curving into an elven smile. “Sometimes you just need to shoot your shot, Junior.”
			

			
				 I laughed reflexively. Charlene had always been so quiet, so reserved. This wasn’t the kind of advice I’d expect from her, and from the look in her eye, it seemed as though she knew that, too.
			

			
				 Charlene giggled and leaned against me, her slight body warm against mine, contrasting with the crisp air from the AC. “I have an idea,” she whispered to me, that adventurous glint only growing sharper in her big brown eyes. “That is, if you don’t mind heading out into the heat.”
			

			
				 I shrugged, grinning. More and more, I found that I couldn’t say no to anything the ladies asked me. “I’m up for whatever you want to do,” I answered. 
			

			
				 On the couch, Taryn had just turned the tables, and now she had Kenzie pinned to the cushions, laughing as she tickled Kenzie at the hips. Charlene paused, took a deep breath, then shot up to her feet. 
			

			
				 “Hey Taryn,” she called out. 
			

			
				 Taryn looked up, grinning. “What’s up? I’m in the middle of a tickle fight here.”
			

			
				 “Didn’t you say you found some cool pond up on South Mountain last week while you were hiking?”
			

			
				 Taryn nodded, even as she held Kenzie down one more time then poked her in the ribs.
			

			
				 “BWAH-HAHAHA, STOP IT!” Kenzie bawled. 
			

			
				 “Yeah, a cute little pond,” Taryn answered. “Why do you ask?”
			

			
				 Charlene took another deep breath. She fumbled her thumbs together, and for a moment, she almost looked like she was going to keep quiet. 
			

			
				 Then she smiled and said, “I just bought a new bikini. You guys want to go swimming?”
			

			
				*****
			

			
				 I drove the ladies over in my old ’01 Camry – the engine chugging and groaning all the way up – and we parked off North Mountain Drive then hoofed it up the rest of the way. 
			

			
				 It was a long, tough walk up the trail. My legs were screaming before we were halfway to the pond but the thought of seeing Charlene in a bikini spurred me on to keep going. 
			

			
				 The three of them walked ahead of me, talking and giggling. Each carried a bikini with them, planning on swapping outfits once we reached the water. 
			

			
				 A delightful proposition, yeah…but I wouldn’t be joining them in the water. These were the days when I still had my old paunch, flab upon flab, and there was no way I’d be taking my shirt off. 
			

			
				 Kenzie leaned toward Charlene and whispered something in her ear. Kenzie looked back at me. “Junior, c’mon dude, swim with us.”
			

			
				 I shook my head. Luckily, my face was already red from exertion, so they couldn’t tell I was blushing with embarrassment. “I’m a bad swimmer,” I lied. “Besides, I didn’t bring swimming trunks.”
			

			
				 “Booooo!” Taryn laughed, giving me a mock frown. 
			

			
				 Kenzie was no stranger to wearing revealing outfits. She did so often – which always brought a smile to my face – when she wore backless sundresses or low-cut tops or mini-skirts revealing almost every inch of her gorgeous bronzed thighs.
			

			
				 Taryn would dress down periodically, as well, albeit in a much less ‘fashion-forward’ way. More than once, when she was drenched with sweat after climbing over a ravine or hopping a fence, Taryn would peel off her T-shirt, revealing a tight undershirt clinging to her sweaty torso, the fabric of the undershirt so soaked through with perspiration that it was almost see-through. 
			

			
				 Charlene, though…
			

			
				 Though Kenzie and Taryn would no doubt look great in their swimwear, I couldn’t stop staring at the two-piece bikini poking out from the top of Charlene’s bookbag. 
			

			
				 For as long as I’d known her, Charlene had hidden her body, rarely showing any skin at all. The fact that coming to the pond for an afternoon in the water had been her idea was as bewildering to me as it was exciting. 
			

			
				 I kept trying to picture her slender, porcelain skin, the way it would look exposed to the sun, dripping wet…
			

			
				 “Here we are!” Taryn said, pushing through one last bit of briar and bramble. The pond was on the north face of South Mountain, way up in the hills, crystal-clear blue water fed from the streams trickling down from the melting ice higher up on the peak. 
			

			
				For years afterward, the bright blue soft waters of the pond would stick out in my memory, a sapphire gemstone hidden in the mountains, just for us. 
			

			
				 As we came to the water, my anxiety and insecurity cut me deep, slicing right down to the bone. 
			

			
				 Though Kenzie, Taryn, and Charlene were hanging out with me now more than ever, the cold hard reality remained the same: I was a paunchy, awkward loser, stuck in the friend zone with all three of them. 
			

			
				 Even considering the way they’d look at me if I peeled off my T-shirt and hopped into the pond made my skin crawl. 
			

			
				 There was a heavy, sinking feeling in my chest. I’d never be the kind of guy they’d want. Never. 
			

			
				 “I’m going to get changed over there, behind those bushes,” Taryn said, strutting off into the bramble as she kicked off her shoes. 
			

			
				 “I’ll go behind that big chestnut tree,” Kenzie said as she sauntered off, a deliciously tiny one-piece dangling over her shoulder. 
			

			
				 I looked toward Charlene, who hung off to the side. That adventurous look I’d seen in her eyes before was diluted now, a shadow of itself. Her eyes shot to Taryn and Kenzie, then to me. She smiled nervously. 
			

			
				 “Maybe I shouldn’t,” she said. “This sun is so hot today, and with my skin, I’ll just get sunburned.”
			

			
				 I swallowed hard, glimpsed her little bikini poking out of her bag, then offered her a smile. “There’s enough shade, Char,” I said. My dreams of finally getting a good look at Charlene’s porcelain frame almost made me forget the sinking feeling of inadequacy in my chest. “Besides, you three will have fun.”
			

			
				 Charlene lingered bashfully, unsure of herself, but she was trying to fight back her nerves, I could see it in her eyes.
			

			
				 Her eyes met mine. Now, she looked more vulnerable than ever, yet somehow that adventurous look was creeping back in. 
			

			
				 “Alright,” she finally said, then giggled at me. “I’m going to head into that clearing over there. Make sure no one peeps at me.”
			

			
				 My face reddened further and I couldn’t think of a reply. She laughed again then stepped lightly past some bushes, into a clearing just behind. 
			

			
				 I turned my back to her and thrust my hands into my pockets, fighting the urge to take a peek…and wishing to God that I could one day get into good enough physical shape that I could actually take a swim with these ladies, rather than just stand to the side like a frumpy awkward goof.
			

			
				 I should probably stop kidding myself, I thought. I’ve been hanging out with them for years and nothing’s happened yet. Why should I keep deluding myself into thinking that I’ll ever have a chance?
			

			
				 I stood there for what felt like forever. In reality, it was probably closer to five minutes. Taryn came out first, stepping out from behind the bushes in a skin-tight black one-piece…although she wore a big pair of swimming trunks along with it. 
			

			
				 Still, her athletic body looked as delicious as ever. The black nylon hugged the curves of her torso as she inched toward the pond, extending her bare foot toward the water, testing it with her toes. 
			

			
				 She turned toward me, making her dirty blonde ponytail bounce happily. She grinned. “Junior, you sure you don’t want to take a dip?”
			

			
				 I shook my head, trying not to look as embarrassed as I felt. “Yeah, I’ll skip this one.”
			

			
				 She shrugged then hopped in, yelping as she waded waist-deep into the cool water before taking a deep breath and plunging in all the way. She kicked her feet and swished her hands and moved as swift as a fish as she cut through the water, bursting back through the surface, the pond water glistening like little diamonds across her bare pale shoulders. 
			

			
				 She whipped back her long, dirty blonde hair then ran her fingers through it. She smiled at me again. “Seriously, the water feels great.”
			

			
				 “Does it really?” Kenzie asked, walking out from behind the chestnut tree. 
			

			
				 My voice caught in my throat as Kenzie strutted out, barefoot, a thin sheen of sweat already making her bronzed skin glisten. She’d pulled her reddish-brown hair into a tight ponytail that danced with every step. Her one-piece was barely there, crisscrossing neon straps that revealed more than it covered, her lithe supermodel-in-training body filling out the meager swimsuit perfectly. 
			

			
				 Kenzie shot me a warm grin, golden sunlight dancing on her skin, then she slipped into the water, slow and smooth. The cool, crystal-clear blue water swallowed her up to her hips. A cool breeze gusted off the side of the mountain, making her shiver, her body prickling with gooseflesh a moment later. 
			

			
				 I heard a rustling sound, in the grass and fallen leaves, and instinctively turned around to look, momentarily forgetting all about Charlene off in that clearing. 
			

			
				 She was still there, clad in her nylon two-piece, dark blue azure against her creamy white skin. My mouth went dry at the sight of her, the slender-soft contours of her body, her small but firm breasts, the way she’d tied the bikini top in a tight little knot just between her shoulders. 
			

			
				 She was up on her tiptoes, peering over the bushes. The sunlight slanted down, filtering through the leaves, bathing her soft body in a rough checkerboard of light and shadow. 
			

			
				 Charlene had been in the process of ponytailing her hair. She still gripped it, a narrow blonde rope dangling down the length of her spine. Her calves flexed and her thighs contracted as she peered over the bushes, eyes wide in her glasses as she watched Kenzie and Taryn splashing in the pond. 
			

			
				 My tongue clicked dryly against the roof of my mouth. Charlene’s skin was as buttery-smooth as I imagined, white as snow with hardly a blemish in sight. Though she wasn’t exactly athletic, her body was soft yet still had a natural tightness to it. 
			

			
				 Lost in the sight of her, it never occurred to me that I should look away, that I just might have been betraying her trust by staring at her before she revealed herself, but the creamy delights of her bare skin had me in awe, almost stupefied. 
			

			
				 Even from a distance, I could see the shift in Charlene’s elfin features. The lingering traces of a smile quickly melted away. She dropped her eyes, downcast, without a hint of that adventurous glint I’d seen before. 
			

			
				 She seemed to collapse in on herself. She wrapped her thin arms tight around her body, as if to hide herself, before hurriedly pulling her cardigan back on, wrapping it tight around her frame, concealing her body as quickly as she revealed it.
			

			
				 I couldn’t understand it. Didn’t Charlene realize she was beautiful? Did she really believe her slender, elf-princess body wasn’t worth showing off?
			

			
				 She turned away from the bushes, putting her back to the sight of Kenzie and Taryn in the pond. She knelt down, to her bag, and rummaged through it until she found a thoroughly dog-eared paperback. 
			

			
				 On her knees in the dirt, she produced a pen from her bag then opened the book, flipping through the pages. Just then, Taryn splashed loudly in the pond – “CANNONBALL!” – and Charlene suddenly looked up. 
			

			
				 Thankfully, I looked away before she could catch me staring. I inched back toward the pond, a twisting sensation of pain wracking my gut. More than anything, I just wanted to know what was wrong with Charlene. 
			

			
				 I waited by the pond another few minutes, then Charlene returned, fully dressed, her bikini stuffed back into her bag. She snagged me by the arm and pulled me to the side, not wanting to draw Taryn or Kenzie’s attention. 
			

			
				 “Hey,” she said. “I’m…uh, not feeling well.”
			

			
				 “Everything okay?” I asked. 
			

			
				 She gazed up at me, her slim pink lips curving for a moment, like she was considering what she was going to say next. 
			

			
				 “Fine,” she finally said, obviously lying. “Anyway, I’m going to go.”
			

			
				 “I’ll grab Taryn and Kenzie,” I said. “I’ll drive you home.”
			

			
				 She shook her head, her eyes downcast again, staring squarely at her sneakers. “No, it’s fine,” she insisted. “I’ll get an Uber.” She tilted her head up, as if to look at me again, but instead looked off to the side. She stuttered, then laughed nervously, her porcelain face turning bright red. “Just do me a favor?”
			

			
				“Sure,” I said. “What is it?”
			

			
				Finally, she met my eye again. She thrust that dog-eared paperback toward me, one page folded prominently among the others. “When you’re alone, please read the page I bookmarked and tell me what you think, okay?”
			

			
				“Um, yeah,” I said. “Anything you want. Are you sure you’re –”
			

			
				“When you’re alone,” she insisted. “Promise.”
			

			
				“I promise,” I answered.
			

			
				“I’ll catch you later, John,” she said. “Tell Taryn and Kenzie I’m sorry I left.”
			

			
				She darted off, back down the path toward the road, before I could say another word.
			

			
				I sat down by the pond. Kenzie and Taryn were soaking wet, gleefully splashing water at one another. However, when they saw that I was sitting alone – with no sign of Charlene – they both swam over to me. 
			

			
				God, they were gorgeous. The sun beamed down on their glistening skin, every inch of them soaked to the bone. 
			

			
				Kenzie popped out of the water, deftly sliding up next to me, smears of soil on the back of her mocha thighs, little bits of grass clinging to her legs. “Where’d Charlene go?”
			

			
				“Yeah, where is she?” Taryn asked before jumping out of the pond, water trickling off her toned body. 
			

			
				I frowned, fumbling my hands together, that sinking feeling returning to my gut, stronger than before. 
			

			
				“Something was wrong,” I said. “Whatever it is, Charlene isn’t ready to tell us about it.”
			

			
				


			
				Chapter Two
			

			
				 I might have stayed in that memory for an hour, but for the burning sting from my cheek, still bright red from that whip-crack slap Charlene had just laid on me. 
			

			
				 The handprint burned something fierce. I caught my reflection in a decorative mirror behind the counter at the coffee shop, a tiny handprint sizzling bright on my cheek. 
			

			
				 My vision wavered. I blinked twice, leaving the memory, realizing I was still in that pretentious arthouse coffee shop. I remembered the ice storm, the power outage. I remembered hanging out with Taryn over at the casino, I remembered Kenzie surprising me by showing up at Taryn’s apartment afterward. 
			

			
				I was still standing in front of Charlene – who I had happened upon by chance – and she was still glaring at me like she might crack me across the cheek again. 
			

			
				 She dyed her hair in the years since I last saw her, jet-black where it had once been dirty blonde. I had to say, I liked the change. Her hair jutted out from under her pink winter cap of faded, handmade wool. 
			

			
				 Her slightly oversized gray cardigan was only buttoned from the waist down, displaying a tight, eggshell white button-down top, pressed firm against her slender torso, against her tight small breasts. 
			

			
				 Her slender, short legs were concealed under a black, skin-tight pair of Under Armour leggings and her left arm was pulled to her chest, holding books from Bukowski and Caitlin Kiernan tight against her sternum. 
			

			
				 Somehow, Charlene was even prettier than I remembered. 
			

			
				 Unfortunately, she was quite a bit angrier than I remembered, too.
			

			
				 The stunned barista stood quietly behind the counter holding her order, a large coffee and a toasted blueberry muffin. 
			

			
				 “Um, here’s your order,” the barista mumbled. 
			

			
				 Charlene stared hard at me, a glare that could cut through steel. Without looking, she thrust a hand into the pocket of her cardigan and pulled out a five-dollar bill. She handed it to the barista before taking her order. 
			

			
				 “Thanks for the tip,” the barista said. 
			

			
				 “Anytime,” Charlene answered, still glaring daggers at me. 
			

			
				 I put my hand to my cheek, still raw and bright red. “I didn’t know you could hit that hard.”
			

			
				 Her glare faltered, if only slightly. “Neither did I,” she said quietly. “Sorry about hitting you, I guess.”
			

			
				 I shrugged nonchalantly, trying to offer a friendly smile. “It wasn’t the ‘hello’ I’d been expecting after all this time,” I said. 
			

			
				 “But it’s the one you deserved,” she shot back. “Considering the way you left, you’re lucky I didn’t kick you in the nuggets, too.”
			

			
				 I might have laughed, but given the look in her eye, I backed up a step or two, casually covering my crotch with my hands. “I didn’t mean to leave without saying goodbye,” I said. 
			

			
				 “Without saying goodbye?” she repeated sharply, her glare flaring bright again. She laughed bitterly. “There were lots of things you forgot to say before you dropped off the face of the earth, Junior.”
			

			
				 Though she tried to maintain her anger, her voice cracked at the edges, like she was close to crying. As angry as she was, she was just as wounded, try as she might to hide it.
			

			
				 “Hey, Char,” I pressed. “I shouldn’t have left the way I did, I know. But I never meant to hurt you or –”
			

			
				 She hurled the blueberry muffin at me. It splattered against my chest, flour and sugar and golden melted butter. Despite her rage, tears were building in her eyes, threatening to cascade down her cheeks at any moment. 
			

			
				 “You rubbed it in my face,” she spat. 
			

			
				 I reeled back, stunned. “I what?”
			

			
				 She jabbed her finger in my chest, smearing blueberries across my shirt. “I gave you my favorite Bukowski book,” she said, her voice thick with both anger and sadness, a quiet melancholy rage. “I gave it to you with that message.”
			

			
				 I paused. Message?
			

			
				 “Char, Christ, I never even…”
			

			
				 “Instead of just telling me ‘no,’ you decided to humiliate me by sending that goddamn story then leaving town!” she pressed. A single tear ran down her right cheek. She wiped it away angrily, as if she could erase the evidence. 
			

			
				 Overwhelmed, she suddenly turned to leave, her books still clutched to her chest, her coffee lingering on the counter, forgotten. 
			

			
				 I caught her lightly by the wrist. “Char, hey, wait a second.”
			

			
				 She stopped, eyes glued to the floor. She didn’t, however, try to pull away from me. 
			

			
				 “I wasn’t trying to rub anything in your face,” I whispered. “As for that Bukowski book…shit, I’m sorry, but I never even got around to reading it.”
			

			
				 She raised an eyebrow, though kept her eyes to the floor. “So you didn’t see my message?” 
			

			
				 I shook my head. “I never saw it, no. I accidentally sent that stupid story.” I grimaced. “That stupid goddamn fantasy of mine almost ruined my life, or that’s how I felt back then. Anyway, the moment I sent it to you guys, I knew I had to get out of town.”
			

			
				 Finally, she raised her eyes, wide and brown and filtered through tears and self-consciousness. “Well, I guess it doesn’t matter either way,” she said quietly. “Because you’ve already been hanging out with Kenzie and Taryn since you came home.”
			

			
				 My jaw dropped, I didn’t know what to say. 
			

			
				 “I guess that after all these years I still can’t compare to those two,” Charlene finished. She sighed. “I’ve got to get going, John. The library systems are a mess after that power outage.”
			

			
				 Charlene twisted away from me before I could think of anything else to say and she dashed out the front door, where the streets and sidewalks rippled with water puddles, faded echoes of the ice storm. 
			

			
				 I lingered in confusion for a moment then hurried out the door, hoping to catch Charlene, but by then she was gone. 
			

			
				 “What the hell do I do now?” I wondered aloud. 
			

			
				 My dad’s voice returned to my mind, along with the crack of a beer can, a spark from a cigarette lighter. 
			

			
				 That’s a very good question, shit head, my father’s ghost commented. 
			

			
				 “Got an answer for me?” I asked.
			

			
				 I wish I did, pal, but this one’s a doozy.
			

			
				 I took a long, deep breath, holding my notebook tight under my arm. I supposed my morning of pretentiously writing in an artsy coffee shop would have to wait for another day. 
			

			
				 Hey pal, I told you writing in a coffee shop was a bad idea, my dad’s ghost pressed. 
			

			
				 “You were right once again, Dad,” I said, laughing bitterly, then crossed the street, making my way back over to Taryn’s apartment building.
			

			
				*****
			

			
				 I didn’t actually head back upstairs. Taryn and Kenzie had been sleeping soundly when I left – exhausted from our little ‘workout’ – and I didn’t want to wake them. 
			

			
				 Besides, I didn’t want them to worry about Charlene. Somehow, Char had gotten wind that I was back in town, then heard I’d reconnected with Kenzie and Taryn. She felt slighted, and justifiably. 
			

			
				 Man oh man, I’d screwed up royally. 
			

			
				 I returned to my truck then sent a text to Taryn and Kenzie, apologizing for leaving so suddenly. Neither answered the text – still sleeping, I was sure – then I drove back home to Stekfo Boulevard. 
			

			
				 I had to find that goddamn Bukowski book. What on earth had Charlene written in those pages?
			

			
				 And how did that relate to that stupid story I accidentally sent to the three of them all those years ago?
			

			
				


			
				Chapter Three
			

			
				 I remembered, damn it. Now I remembered. 
			

			
				 The same afternoon as our incident at the pond, I returned home alone, feeling oddly guilty about the way Charlene had left, about my inability to comfort her. 
			

			
				 I’d been eager to take a peek at the Bukowski book she’d given me but by the time I got home, I had an idea. 
			

			
				 I stepped swiftly inside the house, shooting through the living room, a confident grin starting to form on my lips. 
			

			
				 My dad was on the couch now, a fresh beer sandwiched between his thighs, a pleasant beer buzz glaze in his eyes as he fired up a Mario Brothers game. 
			

			
				 “All good, pal?” he asked, slightly concerned as I rushed toward my bedroom. 
			

			
				 “All good, Dad,” I answered, my confidence growing with every step. “There’s just something I have to do real quick.”
			

			
				 He tilted his beer back. “Ain’t nothing to it but to do it, shit head,” he laughed. 
			

			
				 I rushed into my room, toward my laptop. I tossed Charlene’s Bukowski paperback onto my bookshelf then promptly forgot about it. 
			

			
				 I slid in front of my desk, easing my awkward paunchy bulk into my swivel chair, and popped my laptop open. The screen lit up and showed the pristine white space of a blank MS Word document. 
			

			
				 No, given the way I looked, I didn’t think any of the ladies would ever want to be more than just a friend to me. But maybe – MAYBE – if Charlene could appreciate my writing talent, then…perhaps…
			

			
				 With confidence in my heart and adrenaline pumping in my veins, I swung the cursor down to my Chrome icon and pulled up my Gmail and opened a blank email. Running on a cocktail of newfound confidence and excitement, I threw caution to the wind, adding Taryn and Kenzie’s emails along with Charlene’s, then tabbed down to the body of the message. 
			

			
				 ‘Girls,
			

			
				 I’ve never shown you a word of my writing, until now. I’m not saying that this is a literary masterpiece or anything like that, but it’s the best work I’m doing so far. 
			

			
				 I hope you three enjoy it,
			

			
				 Sincerely,
			

			
				 Junior’
			

			
				 I clicked on the ATTACH FILE icon, my confidence at a full tilt now, and scrolled down the file options toward my latest story, the file titled GRIEVING-STEELWORKER-2NDDRAFT-UNTITLED.DOC.
			

			
				 My hand moved the mouse swiftly, I shut my eyes as I clicked the file and attached the document. I was nervous about showing them my work – to Charlene especially, given her high literary tastes – but maybe showing them this story would open them up to a different side of me, maybe it would allow them to see me in a different light for once. 
			

			
				 I winced, choking down my nervous apprehensions as I clicked SEND, then paused to take a deep breath. 
			

			
				 I’d done it. I finally shared a part of myself with the ladies that they’d never seen before. 
			

			
				 Feeling more alive than I ever had, I slid my cell phone from my pocket and pulled up the group text for the four of us. 
			

			
				 ‘I just emailed you girls a story I’ve been working on,’ I wrote. ‘I’ve got my fingers crossed that you’ll all enjoy it.’
			

			
				 I sent the text then spun in my swivel chair. Hell, now that I’d found the courage to show the ladies my story, soon I’d have the courage to start sending my work out to magazines and publishers. Maybe now I could start turning my stupid pipe dream of being a writer into something real, into something that I could –
			

			
				 Just then, I happened to glance at the email I’d just sent. The page was still up, bright on my screen, and the bold blue letters at the bottom of the email showing the attachment caught my eye. 
			

			
				 My heart thumped with dread, like little dark black demon worms pumping through my veins. 
			

			
				 “No…” I whispered. 
			

			
				 The attached file was wrong. I hadn’t actually clicked on GRIEVING-STEELWORKER-2NDDRAFT-UNTITLED.DOC.
			

			
				 No, in my haste, in my carelessness, I’d accidentally clicked on the file directly below it: GREATEST-FANTASY-EVER-PLEASE-NEVER-SHOW-THIS-TO-ANYONE.DOC. 
			

			
				 “No!” I repeated, louder, slamming my fist down on the desk, making the laptop bounce, and the little black demon worms cackled as they wiggled deeper into my soul. 
			

			
				 I stared at the screen, aghast, horrified. 
			

			
				 That GREATEST FANTASY EVER was nothing more than a personal fantasy scenario, one that I’d never meant to share with anyone…especially the ladies. 
			

			
				 “God, oh God, no…” I whispered. 
			

			
				 My phone buzzed. I looked at the screen, a text from Charlene. 
			

			
				 ‘Junior finally sent us a story!’ she replied. ‘I’m going to start reading it right away, so excited!’
			

			
				 I moved my thumbs as if to write a response, but what could I have said? How could I have explained what I’d sent? Even if I told them not to read it, they still had the file now, and it would only take one curious look…
			

			
				 The phone buzzed again, with Taryn and Kenzie’s responses. 
			

			
				 ‘Gonna start reading it in a second!’ Taryn wrote. 
			

			
				 ‘I just downloaded the file, so happy to see your work, Junior!’ Kenzie replied. 
			

			
				 My heart dropped into the pit of my stomach. Without thinking, I dropped my phone to the floor and stomped it to pieces. 
			

			
				 Jumping back in front of my laptop, I feverishly pulled up each of their email accounts and clicked BLOCK CONTACT. 
			

			
				 Sweat beading at my brow, tears welling in my eyes, I frantically pulled up every one of my social media accounts and promptly clicked DELETE. 
			

			
				 I rushed back into the living room. My father looked up, frowning. 
			

			
				 “Something wrong, bud?” he asked as he tucked an unlit Marlboro into the corner of his mouth. 
			

			
				 I wanted to weep. I wanted to spill my guts and tell him everything that had happened, but I couldn’t. 
			

			
				 This was my secret. My shame. No one would know about it but me. 
			

			
				 “Hey Dad,” I said, some semblance of coherent thought finally returning to my brain. “I was thinking about taking a job somewhere.”
			

			
				 “Somewhere?” my dad asked. He chuckled. “Somewhere where?”
			

			
				 “Somewhere far,” I said. “I dunno. Just lately, I’ve been thinking I need a change of scenery.”
			

			
				 “Take some time to learn your old man’s trade,” my father said with a warm grin. “A good mechanic might never get rich, but he’ll always be able to find a decent job, wherever he goes.”
			

			
				 Time, I thought bitterly. I don’t have time. I’ve got to get the hell outta here right now, ASAP. 
			

			
				 “I was thinking of leaving soon,” I said. “You know, I’m a young guy. I should see the world.”
			

			
				 My dad laughed, cracking open a fresh beer as he stepped over to the window, cracking it open before he lit his cigarette. He took a contemplative pull from the smoke, then paused before taking a sip from his beer. 
			

			
				 “Hey Junior,” he said. “If you want to go on some cross-country soul-searching hippie bullshit trip, I won’t stop you.” Somehow, his grin grew even warmer. “Just make sure you’re doing it for the right reasons. You understand what I’m saying, shit head?”
			

			
				 I nodded, knowing full well that I was about to leave town for the wrong reasons.
			

			
				 “Yeah Dad,” I said, lying with a smile. “I understand what you’re saying.”
			

			
				 By then, I was so focused on escaping my embarrassment that I’d forgotten all about the book Charlene had given me. I wouldn’t think about that book again until years later, when the fiery handprint from Char’s slap was still lingering on my cheek. 
			

			
				


			
				Chapter Four
			

			
				 Though the sky was blue and the sun was bright, the quick melt of the morning’s ice storm left the streets and sidewalks soaked, like the entire Lehigh Valley had been weeping. 
			

			
				 I rushed back home, the tires of my dad’s old pickup sloshing through inches-deep puddles of melted ice and slush. 
			

			
				 Inside my old bedroom, I tossed old books from the bookshelf, searching for Charlene’s paperback. I found it, finally, a poetry collection titled The Collected Poems of Charles Bukowski, 1979-1985.
			

			
				 Bukowski’s grizzled, pox-scarred face filled the book’s cover, a black-and-white portrait that captured every craggy nook of the author’s booze-soaked visage. I found the prominently dog-eared page, the one Charlene had folded over years ago, and hurriedly flipped the book open. 
			

			
				 First, I read the poem, a rather short one by Bukowski’s standards. I won’t recite it word-for-word here, but I’ll say that it was typical Bukowski fare, depressive and drunk, yet oddly sweet, a poem about how the love between a man and a woman can shatter the gloom of the world and hit you harder than a stiff shot of whiskey. 
			

			
				 A good poem, sure, but it was Charlene’s note on the empty white space beneath the poem that drew my attention, Char’s prim and precise handwriting showing in faded black ink. 
			

			
				 ‘Junior,
			

			
				 Sorry about the way I ran off today. Sometimes it’s just hard trying to get your attention when Kenzie and Taryn are just so much prettier than I am. 
			

			
				 That’s not a knock against Kenzie and Taryn, though. I love them, John. I love them even more when I’m with you. 
			

			
				 But the love I feel for them would be impossible if not for the love I feel for you. There, I finally said it. I’ve been wanting to get that off my chest for awhile now. 
			

			
				 Yet here’s one more thing I’ve been dying to say: I think we could have a great life, John. The four of us, together. 
			

			
				 I doubt it’ll ever happen…but what’s that your dad always says? Nothing to it but to do it?
			

			
				 Anyway, maybe someday soon I’ll have the guts to show you what I look like in my new bikini. Maybe you’d like it.
			

			
				 Yours, 
			

			
				 Char’
			

			
				 “Shit,” I whispered, dropping the book to the floor. 
			

			
				 Aw man, my dad’s ghost whispered in the back of my mind. I think you fucked up big time, pal.
			

			
				 “Tell me about it,” I grunted. 
			

			
				 Now I understood what Charlene had meant, when she accused me of ‘rubbing it in her face.’ 
			

			
				 All this time, she shared the same fantasy as me, the four of us, together. Only I had no idea. Then I sent her that stupid story and dropped off the face of the earth. 
			

			
				 No wonder she slapped me. She thought I’d been mocking her. 
			

			
				 I groaned, the guilt stabbing me in the belly so sharply that I almost got sick to my stomach. 
			

			
				 I fell backward onto my bed, my face buried in my palms, suffering a pain of regret and shame so acute that I felt it burrowing into my bones. 
			

			
				 Cursing, I sat up, then shook my head. Wallowing in regret and self-pity wasn’t going to fix this. 
			

			
				 But what could?
			

			
				 Get off your ass and figure it out, shit head! my dad’s ghost hollered. 
			

			
				 “I don’t know what to do, Dad,” I whispered. “This is a mess, a goddamn mess…”
			

			
				 Junior! my dad’s ghostly voice boomed, thick with authority. I snapped to attention, the way I used to when I was a kid and did something to piss him off. Listen to me, pal. Me and your mother did one thing right: We raised a kid who knows how to work hard. 
			

			
				 He went on: You went to the frozen asshole at the top of the world and worked the most dangerous job a man can get. Crammed in that little cabin when the fucking ocean tossed you back and forth like a pinball, you wrote a goddamn screenplay that’s about to become a movie. You left town as a scared chubby kid and came back a man. You know why?
			

			
				 I shrugged, dejected, feeling lower than low. 
			

			
				 It’s because when you set your mind on something, you put your goddam nose into the dirt until you get the goddamn job done. You’re a smart kiddo, Junior, and resourceful as hell. But more than anything, you’re a stubborn son of a bitch who knows how to get shit done.
			

			
				 Despite it all, I had to laugh. My dad’s ghost – or perhaps just my imagination, no that it mattered to me – was right. I could fix this. I just had to put my head down, grit my teeth, and figure out how to do it. 
			

			
				 “I love you, Dad,” I whispered. 
			

			
				 I love you too, you little shit.
			

			
				 I stood up from the bed then snatched Charlene’s paperback off the floor. I happened to glance under my bed and saw my duffel bag packed under the bedframe. I brought that bag with me everywhere, from the first time I left home for Alaska, to my first trip on the crab trawler, to my last visit out to Hollyweird to meet up with Linda, at the agency, to punch up the screenplay before –
			

			
				 I stopped, grinning suddenly. 
			

			
				 Charlene was convinced that the story I’d sent her was a mockery. Nothing I could say would change that. 
			

			
				 But something that I’d written would prove to her that I never meant to mock her. 
			

			
				 The only problem was, showing her this proof would endanger my entire career. If Linda caught wind of this…or the studio…
			

			
				 “Nothing to it but to do it,” I whispered, then pulled the duffel back out from beneath the bedframe. 
			

			
				*****
			

			
				 I walked into the Lehigh University library amid a line of impatient college students crowding the front desk. The university hadn’t completely recovered from the power outage quite yet, I saw, which meant Charlene and a few other junior librarians were busy checking out books manually, whereas once they’d simply scan a barcode or two. 
			

			
				 Charlene was the head librarian, it seemed, and she was in her element with her work the same way Kenzie was when she was manning the taps over at the Southside Dive, or how Taryn navigated the hustle-bustle of the Steel Plate’s busy dining room. 
			

			
				 With one breath, Charlene explained to an aloof student precisely where to find a certain biology textbook. With the next breath, she turned to a busy IT worker from the college, saying, “Don’t bother worrying about the checkout systems, Ricky, focus on getting the main filing systems back online.”
			

			
				 She moved swiftly, confidently. She even worked up a bit of a sweat, at which point she – shockingly! – ditched her gray cardigan, tossing it over the back of her swivel chair as she headed back to the front of the counter to assist with more checkouts. 
			

			
				 “Next!” she called out in a confident tone, more like the way she greeted me in the coffee shop, less like the bespectacled literary nerd I’d known for so many years. 
			

			
				 I stood in line, admiring her from afar. Beneath that cardigan, she’d been wearing a blue button-up blouse, sleeveless and surprisingly form-fitting. The thin blue satin stretched tight across her small, firm breasts. Something deep inside me simmered when she turned and I saw the faintest hints of her bra strap slipping free from the sleeveless top. 
			

			
				 “Excuse me, are you John Mills?” a nervous voice said behind me. 
			

			
				 I turned, surprised to see a bleached blonde co-ed smirking nervously at my side. She was in her very early twenties, a slim-bodied sorority sister wearing tight, high-waisted jeans vacuum-sealed around her slender hips. She wore a maroon Lehigh University hoodie, altered fashionably, the neck cut wide at the side to show off one shoulder, the sweatshirt sheered away at the midsection, displaying her toned abs, every inch of skin artificially bronzed from a tanning bed. 
			

			
				 Her eyes were emerald green, her lips pink and soft, curved into a nervous, yet very flirtatious smile. 
			

			
				 “Uh yeah, that’s me,” I said. “Do I know you?”
			

			
				 The co-ed looked behind her, where a group of sorority sisters watched, grinning, urging her on. She turned back to me, running a hand through her bleached blonde hair as she nibbled suggestively on her bottom lip. 
			

			
				 Meanwhile, the line moved on. I stepped forward a few feet. The co-ed followed. I noticed at once that she didn’t have any books with her. 
			

			
				 “You don’t know me, no,” she giggled, her cheeks turning rosy red. “I just recognized you, that’s all. From the news, I mean. The Bethlehem boy who made it big selling a screenplay in Hollywood.”
			

			
				 “Next!” one of the junior librarians called, and the line shuffled up another few feet. 
			

			
				 “Yeah, that’s me,” I said stiffly. I had my duffel bag hanging off my shoulder, the precious contents within. “I’m not trying to be rude, but do you need something?”
			

			
				 She giggled, stepping closer. She brushed her hand across my forearm. “No, I just like meeting celebrities.”
			

			
				 I snorted. “I’m no celebrity.”
			

			
				 “I’d say you are,” she said, nibbling her bottom lip again, stepping a little closer to me. 
			

			
				 I took a step back. “I’m just a crab fisherman who got lucky and sold a script,” I shrugged. “Now if you’ll excuse me…”
			

			
				 She didn’t let up. She stepped closer, close enough I could smell her perfume, a sweet mix of vanilla and strawberry scents. 
			

			
				 “I live on campus,” she said. “Just a few minutes away from here.”
			

			
				 I nodded. “Most students do,” I said. 
			

			
				 She giggled again. “I’m just saying, if you ever have a new script, you know…if you need someone to read it, I mean, I’d love to…”
			

			
				 “Next!” shouted another junior librarian. 
			

			
				 “I don’t really like to show my work to strangers, but thank you,” I said politely. 
			

			
				 The line shuffled forward again. The blonde remained on my hip. She thrust a piece of paper my way, her number scrawled across it in big pink letters. “Well, maybe you don’t have to show me your work,” she said, sensuality dripping from her tongue. “Maybe we can just get to know each other.”
			

			
				 “Listen, um…”
			

			
				 “My name’s Jackie,” she pressed. 
			

			
				 “Jackie, hey,” I smiled, gently pushing that piece of paper back to her. “I’m really flattered. Like, seriously flattered. You’re very pretty and you seem nice enough. But, well…I’m here to see about another girl.”
			

			
				 “Oh,” Jackie said, smiling warmly despite her disappointment. “She must be a lucky lady, then.”
			

			
				 I laughed. “She’s one of the most beautiful girls I’ve ever met,” I said. “And honestly, if I can get through a conversation without having her hate my guts, I’d be the lucky one.”
			

			
				 Jackie slipped her number back into her pocket. “You sound like you’re about to fall in love,” she laughed. 
			

			
				 I shook my head. “I’ve been in love with this girl for years, Jackie,” I said. “Unfortunately she just doesn’t know it yet.”
			

			
				 Jackie grinned. “Good luck with your lady, John,” she said. “Good luck with your script, too.”
			

			
				 “Forget the script,” I said. “I’ll save all the luck for my lady, though.”
			

			
				 Jackie went back to her friends. I turned back to my place in line…at which point I realized I’d already made it to the counter. 
			

			
				 Charlene stood there, watching me. She’d been there long enough to hear most of my conversation with Jackie, I realized. 
			

			
				  Her big brown eyes were narrow behind the round rims of her reading glasses, a neutral look in her eyes that might have been surprise or suspicion. She held a clipboard to her chest, a pen tucked in the corner of her mouth. 
			

			
				 I studied her, not knowing what to say, that rush of confidence I’d felt on the way over here was long gone. 
			

			
				 The top button of her blouse was unfasted. The pale skin at the top of her chest was soft, without a freckle or blemish to speak of. Her throat shifted as she swallowed and I noted the small silver chain around her neck, thin as a piece of Christmas tinsel. 
			

			
				 “Did you really mean that?” she asked quietly, heedless of the crowd bustling around us. “What you said to that girl?”
			

			
				 I nodded. “I meant every word,” I said. 
			

			
				 She shifted from one foot to the other, her slender legs flexing somewhat beneath the black Under Armour leggings. She still wore the faded pink wool cap, though it hung loosely around her brow, her pitch-black hair contrasting with the knitted wool. 
			

			
				 She fixed her glasses. “Sounds to me like you already have a few ladies in your life,” she said. “Two, by my count.”
			

			
				 I smirked, despite my reservations. “Yeah, but I was hoping for three.”
			

			
				 She blinked, her eyes darting to the side. “Listen, we’re really busy today, Junior. Just go back to Taryn and Kenzie. Give them my regards, I guess.”
			

			
				 I leaned forward, dropping my duffel to the counter. “I read your note,” I said. “The one you wrote under the Bukowski poem. Up until today, I never even opened that book, Char. I never got the chance.”
			

			
				 Her eyes darted from one side to the other then back again, Charlene seeming to look in every direction except toward me. “You’ve had that book for about seven years,” she shot back quietly, without quite so much sharpness to her tone. “You’re telling me that after all these years, you never saw my message?”
			

			
				 I shook my head. “That’s exactly what I’m telling you,” I pressed. “I had no idea you felt that way, Charlene. None at all. And that story I emailed…”
			

			
				 Her face went flush with red. She started to turn away. “I’ve got to go…”
			

			
				 “Char, wait,” I insisted. 
			

			
				 She paused, fixed her glasses again, though they needed no fixing. She still wouldn’t look me in the eye. 
			

			
				 “I would never mock you,” I said. 
			

			
				 Now, she shifted her eyes to meet mine. She wasn’t crying, but might have at any moment. “Yeah well it certainly felt that way,” she replied. “It’s felt that way to me for the last seven years, John.” She stopped, a wet sheen growing in her eyes. She quickly took off her glasses and wiped the moisture away before the tears could fall. “And a few nice words can’t just fix that.”
			

			
				 “I know,” I said. “I’ve got to prove it to you. So here you go.”
			

			
				 I opened the duffel bag and the script for Saltwater slid out. I tapped the cover. “This is my screenplay,” I said. “I sold it to a studio for –”
			

			
				 “I know how much you sold it for,” Charlene countered. “I saw it on the news, I read about it online.”
			

			
				 “Yeah, well, it’s worth a lot more now,” I told her. I rapped my knuckles across the cover page. “It’s greenlit, as a matter of fact.” I shrugged, smiling bitterly. “I’m even going to be a script supervisor on the set.”
			

			
				 Her eyes widened slightly, but she wasn’t moved. She shrugged right back at me. “Good for you, I guess.”
			

			
				 “I’m not trying to impress you,” I went on. “I’m proving a point.” I flipped through the pages then pushed the script across the counter, toward her. “I wrote this script while I was working on a crab boat in the Bering Sea. It’s got a lot in common with that goofy fantasy I emailed to you girls all those years ago.”
			

			
				 Charlene’s eyes bounced from me to the script then back to me. “Your point being?”
			

			
				 “I’m just asking you to read it,” I said. “It’s a more honest version of that fantasy, I promise you that. And I wrote every word of it without ever knowing what you really felt about me, about Taryn and Kenzie…about all of us.”
			

			
				 She regarded the script suspiciously, as if it were some sort of trick. “I don’t know, John,” she said. “It’s been so long. We should just let this die.”
			

			
				 “I’m just asking you to read it,” I said, pushing the script a little closer to her. “There are three characters in the script, one based on Taryn, one based on Kenzie, and, yeah, one based on you.”
			

			
				 She ran her fingers across the cover page hesitantly. She began to shake her head, ‘no.’
			

			
				 “Please,” I insisted. “Charlene, if you say so, I’ll never bother you again. You’ll never hear my voice again, never see my face. Shit, just say the word and I’ll crawl back to Alaska and get back on the crab trawler. But please, before you make your mind up about anything, please read this script.”
			

			
				 She sighed. Her narrow eyes softened, if only a little. She took the script and slipped it behind the counter. “I’ve got to get back to work, John.”
			

			
				 I laughed. “Just do me a favor and don’t tell a soul I gave you that script,” I whispered. “If it got out that I let someone read it before production, it would blow the terms of my contract.”
			

			
				 Her mouth wrenched open, making her reading glasses slide down the bridge of her nose. “Junior!” she hissed. “You can’t mess with your contract like this, Jesus! Here, take it back!”
			

			
				 She tried pushing the script back toward me, but I wouldn’t take it. 
			

			
				 “Just please read it,” I said. “And hell, if you still think I’m full of shit when you finish it, then you might as well call up the studio and tell ‘em I gave you the script. Because honestly, none of this Hollywood stuff means a thing to me if I can’t have you back in my life, Char.”
			

			
				 She nodded, then took the script and put it back behind the counter. I started to walk away. 
			

			
				 “Wait,” she said. She pulled out her phone. “Give me your number.”
			

			
				 I gave it to her. She entered it into her contacts. For one moment, I expected her to shoot me a text, giving me her number. 
			

			
				 Instead she slid her phone back into her pocket. 
			

			
				 “I hope you’ll be in touch,” I said. 
			

			
				 She shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe.”
			

			
				


			
				Chapter Five
			

			
				 I sat at my kitchen table, a halo of light from the stovetop light, melting ice diluting my glass of whiskey. A large pepperoni pizza sat on the table before me, only a single slice touched, the cheese cold and congealing. I wore only a plain white undershirt, plaid pajama pants, and sweat socks, though my ‘comfort wear’ was no real comfort at all.
			

			
				 Because it was going on eleven o’clock and still no word from Charlene. 
			

			
				 Taryn and Kenzie had offered to come keep me company when I told them what had been going on with Charlene. As hard as it was to refuse them, I had to. 
			

			
				 “I need to be alone if Charlene calls me,” I told them over the phone, hours ago. “As badly as I want the four of us to get back together, like old times, I don’t know if Charlene’s quite there yet.”
			

			
				 So I sat and I waited. Every so often I’d sip the whiskey, just the tiniest sip. My nicotine phantom came on strong, those devious claws of my old addiction trailing across my psyche, urging me to give in. 
			

			
				 I sipped the whiskey – hardly more than a splash on my tongue – then paced the kitchen floor, my fists clenched, those old regrets rearing their ugly heads. 
			

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

			
				 My phone buzzed on the kitchen table and I nearly leaped off the kitchen floor. My heart skipped a beat…then plummeted back down into the pit of my stomach when I saw it was a text message from Linda, my agent. 
			

			
				 Big things would be happening soon. Linda had been in China on some movie set across the world, but the gears were still in motion as far as my script was concerned. Any day now, the studio would be demanding I head back out to the West Coast, but at the moment, Saltwater and my new Hollywood career were the furthest thing from my mind. 
			

			
				 I slid the phone across the table, uninterested. Whatever Linda wanted, it would have to wait. 
			

			
				 Another sip of whiskey then I paced the floor again, balling my fists so tight my fingernails were pressing sharply into my palms. Outside the kitchen window, there was a flash, then the boom of thunder, and seconds later a heavy rain began to fall. 
			

			
				 The night had warmed up considerably compared to earlier in the day, so at least this storm wouldn’t turn to freezing rain. Still, I hoped the thunderstorm wouldn’t cause the power to go out or –
			

			
				 …knock-knock-knock…
			

			
				 I paused, frozen, ears perked up. A knock on my door, so soft that I almost hadn’t heard it. For a second, I figured it was just the rain. 
			

			
				 Then it came again: …knock-knock-knock…
			

			
				 I rushed to the door, adrenaline flooding every inch of my body, and when I threw the front door open, my heartbeat kicked up a notch. 
			

			
				 The light from my living room cast a halo of light across the front porch. The night was dark and the rain came down ferociously. Lightning lit up the sky to the west, a garish snapshot that illuminated the world for a fraction of a second. 
			

			
				 Charlene stood at my door, her faded pink wool cap drenched, her cardigan soaked with rainwater, the copy of the Saltwater script tucked under her arm, water dripping from the pages. 
			

			
				 I couldn’t tell if those were tears or raindrops falling from her eyes. 
			

			
				 I opened the door wider, gesturing for her to come in, out of the rain. “Char, I’m –”
			

			
				 She bolted into my arms before I could finish, sobbing as she wrapped her arms around me, the screenplay falling to the floor with a wet splat, promptly forgotten. 
			

			
				 Her small, wet hands clutched my shoulders, her fingertips sinking into my flesh. Her slender legs in those tight, wet Under Armour leggings tightened around my waist as she jumped onto me, her cheek smooth and cool as she pressed it against the side of my face, hugging me tight like she’d never let go. 
			

			
				 I held her just as tight, my arms crisscrossed around her waist, a sudden heat flaring inside me when I felt her thin, soft body pressed against me, so tight I could feel her heart beating through her chest. 
			

			
				 Her dark hair tickled my nose, the scent of it filled my nostrils. She squeezed me tighter, half-whimpering, half-moaning as she said, “Junior, I never realized, you should have said something.”
			

			
				 The force of her jumping onto me caused me to stagger back a step. There was a sharp burn in my lower back as the soles of her sneakers dug into the base of my spine, but I didn’t care. I’d endure any and all discomfort if it just meant I’d get to hold Charlene in my arms. 
			

			
				 She pulled back, just enough to look into my eyes. She ran one hand through her dark hair, knocking the wool cap to the floor, then she rested her forehead against mine, fog spreading across the lenses of her glasses. 
			

			
				 “I should have told you,” I said, pressing my head against hers, the wet trickle of raindrops falling from her skin onto mine. “I should have told all of you.”
			

			
				 Her brow pressed against mine, she winced – tears streaming down her cheeks, trickling out from beneath the lower rims of her glasses – and shook her head. 
			

			
				 “I’m so sorry I slapped you,” she said, her lips wet with tears and rainwater. “I never should have assumed that you were rubbing it in my face, I’m so sorry, John, I never should have –”
			

			
				 “No,” I said, holding her tighter, the warmth of her body radiating against me, even through the cool slickness of her wet clothes. “You’ve got nothing to be sorry for, Charlene. Nothing to be sorry for, you hear me?”
			

			
				 She nodded, pressing her face closer. One more tear fell, trailing down over her left cheek, and trickling down to her jawbone. 
			

			
				 Her nose tickled mine, brushing against it lightly. Her hair fell messily – though beautifully – down her face, wet and dripping. 
			

			
				 “You’re the center of it, Char,” I said. “Everything I feel for the three of you, you’re the center of it. There’d be no us without you.”
			

			
				 She cracked a smile, two more tears cresting down either cheek. “You really mean it, don’t you?” she asked. 
			

			
				 I nodded. “I really mean it,” I said. “And do you want to know something else? Something I’ve never told anyone?”
			

			
				 She looked at me, her teary eyes bright and brown. 
			

			
				 “You’re the reason I started writing, Char,” I admitted. “I swear to God, if it weren’t for you, I never would have started writing at all. Ever since we were young. Every word I’ve ever written.” I laughed, grinning, close to tears as well. “I wouldn’t have ever written a single word, if not for you.”
			

			
				 “Why, though?” she asked, the trails of tears on her cheek still glistening. 
			

			
				 “I guess that deep down, I wanted to impress you more than anyone else,” I laughed. “Don’t get me wrong. It’s nice that my agent likes my stuff. The studio execs like it, and yeah, that fills my wallet.” I shut my eyes tight, pressing my forehead against hers, tickling the tip of my nose against hers. “And yeah, I’d love to share my work with Taryn and Kenzie, too. But mainly, I did it for you, Char. All of it. The script, every short story. Every keystroke, every pencil scratch…it’s all because I wanted you to like me.”
			

			
				 Her bright grin dropped suddenly. Yet, she tightened her arms around my neck, running her fingertips across the back of my head, tickling my scalp. She exhaled, her breath sweet on my face, the fog on the lenses of her glasses clearing now, making her wide brown eyes that much wider. 
			

			
				 “Junior,” she said quietly, her breath tickling my lips, her mouth so painfully close to mine. “I’ve loved you since the day I met you.” She grinned. “I mean, I’m so happy that your writing is going so well…but I’d have loved you no matter what. I’ve always loved you, no matter what.”
			

			
				 
			

			
				


			
				Chapter Six
			

			
				 It felt almost surreal when I kissed her, the same as it had when I first kissed Kenzie, then Taryn. 
			

			
				 As I held her aloft and she wrapped her arms and legs around me, I pressed my mouth against her lips, tasted the salt in her tears, the sweetness of her mouth. My heart shifted, and all those long years I spent thinking I’d never be worth Charlene’s affection came into jarring contrast with our kiss. 
			

			
				 She whimpered quietly, clenching her hands again, her fingernails tickling through my hair, down my scalp, and I couldn’t hide my excitement as it poked her in the thigh, jutting up hard and eager through my pajama pants. 
			

			
				 She shrugged off the wet cardigan. Her blouse rode up her back, soaked satin drawn taut against pristine white skin. 
			

			
				 I palmed her spine, her back slick and cool, and her panties crept up above the waistline of her black leggings, white lace, almost as pale as her skin. She parted her lips. I slipped my tongue in, brushing it against hers, as soft and sweet as cotton candy.
			

			
				 I held her tighter, one hand on her waist, the other creeping up the rigid line of her spine, my palm running smooth across her slick bare back. 
			

			
				 Her lips were trembling, eager but nervous, her kiss intense but unsure. It was a good kiss, no doubt, and her mouth was wet and sweet and welcoming, yet there was just a trace of hesitancy. 
			

			
				 I broke the kiss. She flicked her big brown eyes up to me, disappointed, guilty, almost like she feared she’d done something wrong. 
			

			
				 “Sorry,” she whispered. “I’m not really…this isn’t something that I normally do…”
			

			
				 I brushed a strand of wet hair away from her eyes. “Char, have you ever been kissed before?”
			

			
				 She lowered her eyes, shook her head. She smirked a little. “No.” She paused, stuttering. “I mean, not until just now.” She swallowed hard. Flicked her eyes back up to mine. “Until just now when you kissed me, I meant to say.”
			

			
				 I smiled, tickled her spine with my fingertips, felt her body becoming more ripe with each touch, each sensation. 
			

			
				 The rainwater soaked into her clothes had begun to soak mine, not that I cared. The contrasting sensations of the water’s chill and the heat pulsing between us only made my cock that much harder. 
			

			
				 She tilted her head back, looking up at me again. She slid her tongue across her lips and I kissed her again. 
			

			
				 The front door still hung open, the wind gusts rattling it on its hinges, rainwater spilling inside. I hardly cared, merely kicking the door shut as I turned on a dime, kissing Charlene more deeply as I started toward the couch. 
			

			
				 My bed may have served us better, but it might as well have been miles away. I’d never make it. 
			

			
				 I lay Charlene on the cushions, her body slick with rain, her skin shining with it. Her sleeveless blouse was so wet it was see-through, barely discernible from her white skin, the shape of her bra visible beneath it. 
			

			
				 She breathed heavily, her chest rising and falling with every breath. A bead of rainwater ran down her sternal notch, down to her chest, toward the buttons of her blouse, as if showing me the way. 
			

			
				 Climbing on top of her, I took her lightly by the chin, running the pad of my thumb across her jawline. She gasped when I firmly, but softly, turned her face aside, her flawless pale throat drawing my lips. 
			

			
				 She exhaled, trembling, when I pressed my lips to her throat, flicking my tongue across it, feeling her arterial heartbeat. 
			

			
				 Slowly, deftly, I unfastened her blouse, button by button, then peeled it off, her abdomen glistening and slick, her belly quaking at every touch, her belly button jumping with every tremoring breath. 
			

			
				 I slid my hand up her bra. I put my palms on her breasts, ran my thumbs over her erect nipples, eliciting a gasp from her quivering lips. 
			

			
				 I kissed her neck again, working my lips down toward her chest. She kept one hand in my hair, clenching it, as she slid the other up my undershirt. Her cool, gentle fingers danced across my ribcage, settling on my back. 
			

			
				 With every kiss, I felt her fingernails digging lightly into my spine. I kissed the midline of her chest, right above her bra, then gazed up at her. 
			

			
				 “Do you want me to keep going?” I asked. 
			

			
				 She licked her lips and nodded. “Just…you know. Be gentle with me.”
			

			
				 “Always,” I whispered, then unhooked her bra, staring deep into her wide brown eyes as I peeled it off, her small, perky bare breasts making me ache for a taste. 
			

			
				 Charlene sucked in a sharp breath when I teased her right nipple, circling my tongue around it before gently closing my lips. 
			

			
				 She shifted beneath me, gasping, wiggling her thighs open wider. She’d kicked off her shoes, her legs intertwined with mine. Every time she clenched her legs, she made my erection grind against her waist, with little gasps escaping her lips every time she felt my girth pressing up against her. 
			

			
				 I put my mouth on her left nipple. She moaned quietly, her lips smacking lightly, and she kept whispering, “John, oh John…”
			

			
				 I got my hands around her waist, felt the white lace of her panties riding up along her hips. I caught my thumbs in the waistline of her leggings. I tugged down a little, peeling the leggings back. The tight waistline had left a soft pink line in her skin just below her belly button. I tugged a little more and her leggings came down to her upper thighs. 
			

			
				 I turned my hungry gaze to her panties, the soaked white lace, her mound visible beneath it, a tidy, natural dirty-blonde tuft. 
			

			
				 Shifting my gaze back to hers, I met her eyes and didn’t look away as I ran my right hand slowly but surely along her wet, bare abdomen. Her lips twisted with anticipation when she felt my fingers dip inside her panties, when she felt my thumb rolling patiently around the perimeter of her lust. 
			

			
				 I rolled the tip of my thumb around her sex, drawing closer to her clitoris with each pass. I touched it gently, quickly, tickling the pad of my thumb across her pleasure. 
			

			
				 Charlene drew in a hitching breath, her legs tightening around mine, her fingernails scratching across my back, my hair clenched tight in her fingers. 
			

			
				 I touched her slowly, patiently, softly. The warmth of her sex radiated through her wet panties, a pulsing heat threatening to catch fire. I worked two fingers inside her, curving them, my thumb teasing the edges of her clit just as I pressed my fingertips down on the hidden pleasure within her. 
			

			
				 “John!” she hissed, seizing beneath me, a flare of pain in my back where her fingernails sank into my flesh. 
			

			
				 She trembled, her breath whistling through clenched teeth, and an entirely new wetness formed between her thighs as her moment of pleasure came upon her. 
			

			
				 I slowed down, still massaging her, still plunging my fingers in and out of her, content to feel the wetness dripping down my fingers, trickling down to my knuckles, each sweet droplet a validation of Charlene’s pleasure, a token of her satisfaction. 
			

			
				 As she lay beneath me, she shifted her hand resting beneath my shirt. Her fingertips grazed across my ribcage then tickled my abdomen. I clenched my teeth in anticipatory lust when I realized she was moving her fingertips toward my waist. 
			

			
				 She looked into my eyes, sweat dotting her brow. She took hold of the drawstring of my pajama pants then gave it a tug, loosening it. 
			

			
				 When her fingers brushed against my erection, her lips tightened, her eyes widened, as if she’d just bumped up against some strange wild animal and couldn’t think of what to do with it. 
			

			
				 She paused, breathing hard, then after another moment’s consideration she thrust her hand down, her small, soft fingers closing greedily around my cock. 
			

			
				 Her touch was light and smooth, cool from the rain. I kicked my pajama pants off the rest of the way, leaving them a crumpled mess on the cushion behind me. 
			

			
				 I leaned down, aching with hunger, then began peeling her leggings and panties off the rest of the way, her discharge still wet, slick between her thighs. 
			

			
				 “Wait,” Charlene panted. 
			

			
				 I gazed down at her, remembering her virginity, scowling at myself for moving too quickly. “Sorry if I –”
			

			
				 “Shh,” she said, leaning up, brushing her lips against my mouth, as she slowly began sliding her slender fingers up and down my shaft. “I’m not quite ready for everything,” she whispered. She pressed her lips against mine again, slipping her tongue through my teeth. “I’ll need some time to work up to…everything.”
			

			
				 “Take as long as you need,” I whispered. “If you want, we can stop right – UGH!” 
			

			
				 She tightened her grip on my cock, rolling her fingers down to my base, gripping me tight, before sliding back up to my hood. 
			

			
				 For all her inexperience, Charlene’s soft touch was exquisite. She squeezed a little more then stroked back down to my base. 
			

			
				 When she made her next pass, she rolled her thumb across the tip of my cock, smearing the precum onto the pad of her thumb. 
			

			
				 I hovered above her, my palms planted on the cushions at either side of her, my body rigid and taut, every muscle clenched tight, a knot of pure intensity ready to come undone at any moment. 
			

			
				 She kissed me again, light and quick, and gave me another swift poke of her tongue against mine. 
			

			
				 “I want to see what you look like when it feels good,” she whispered, kissing me lightly again, squeezing a little harder, her eyes sliding open wider when I grunted, wincing at her sensation. 
			

			
				 I nodded and kissed her back. She still had her other hand tangled in my hair. She used her grip to pull herself up a little higher, a little closer to my face, and I exhaled sharply as she stroked me a little faster, adding speed with each pass. 
			

			
				 “I’ve been dreaming of making you feel good for so long,” she whispered, giving me another taste of her tongue. 
			

			
				 “Char, Christ…”
			

			
				 “Enjoy me,” she insisted, her hand working faster now, my cock throbbing almost painfully. “I want to see you enjoy it, John…”
			

			
				 And then it came upon me, tooth and nails. I grunted loudly and gripped the cushions tight, my mouth wrenching open and my eyes going wide. 
			

			
				 Charlene sensed my explosion and stroked me faster yet, quietly urging me on – “I want it on my belly, John, on my belly…” – and her soft voice became a quiet moan of lust as I popped, my cum firing across her belly with the force of the lightning cracking outside my living room windows. 
			

			
				 It shot up her abdomen, almost up to her bare tits, a quicksilver lightning bolt reaching from her belly button nearly up to her sternum. 
			

			
				 I exhaled deeply, shaking all over from the force of my eruption then looked down at Charlene beneath me. She continued to stroke me slowly, staring into my eyes, nodding silently. 
			

			
				 She released her grip on my hair then gazed contemplatively down at her abdomen, where my passion had spilled across her belly, and she ran one curious fingertip through the warm white trail. 
			

			
				 And still, she continued to stroke me, wringing out the last drops, moaning quietly when it dripped onto her bare skin. 
			

			
				 I leaned down and kissed her once more, slow and gently, as the rain continued to pummel my little house on Stefko Boulevard. 
			

			
				


			
				Chapter Seven
			

			
				 I changed into fresh sweats and socks. Our little encounter on the couch had not only soaked my cushions, but my clothes as well, not that I was complaining. 
			

			
				 I was in the kitchen, a broad grin on my face, the rain still going as fierce as ever outside. The oven light was on, heated up to 400 degrees, six slices of old pizza slowly warming on a pan inside, done any minute now. 
			

			
				 Taking my whiskey from the counter, the fresh ice cubes clinked softly as I took a drink. The script for Saltwater sat just off to the side, the water-logged pages soaked, the ink running. 
			

			
				 It was my Hail Mary pass, that script. I’d pinned all my hopes on Charlene recognizing her analog in the screenplay, one love interest out of three, yet the one whose ‘ghost’ keeps the main character going as he struggles to survive on a capsized fishing boat in the North Pacific. 
			

			
				 I tapped the wet cover page, smirking. “Nothing to it but to do it,” I whispered, laughing as my fingers came away wet, lightly smeared with ink. 
			

			
				 “It would have been cute if you would have used our names in the screenplay,” Charlene said, giving me a jolt. 
			

			
				 She was standing in the doorway, my thick old Lehigh Valley Phantoms hockey jersey adorably oversized on her diminutive body. The faded purple jersey dangled halfway between her hips and her knees, her bare thighs still covered in gooseflesh, but at least they were dry now. 
			

			
				 Beneath the jersey, I knew her body was bare – she’d tossed all her clothes into the dryer when we finally peeled ourselves off the couch – save for an old pair of boxers she’d borrowed from my top drawer. 
			

			
				 On her feet, she’d put on some sweat socks – also mine – then pulled them halfway up her calves. As she walked slowly toward me, the light, soft definition in her thighs showed, and she wrapped her arms around herself, warm inside my Phantoms jersey, her black hair pulled into a neat little bun. 
			

			
				 “I thought using your real names would have been a little too on the nose,” I smiled as I slipped an arm around her waist. 
			

			
				 She nuzzled up against me, her nostrils flaring. “Damn, that pizza smells great.”
			

			
				 “Should be just about reheated now,” I said. 
			

			
				 I turned to open the oven. Charlene caught me by the chin, smirking, then pulled me in for a quick kiss. 
			

			
				 I took the pizza out, carefully put a few slices on some plates, then laid them out on the kitchen table. I grabbed my drink off the counter. “Do you want something to drink?” I asked. “I’ve got a few light beers in the fridge. Maybe a wine cooler in the back, but it might be old…”
			

			
				 “Who says I can’t handle a little whiskey?” she grinned, then snatched the glass from my hand, her grin turning defiant when she saw the doubt in my eyes. 
			

			
				 “You like whiskey?” I asked. 
			

			
				 She threw back a mouthful, hardly batting an eye as she downed it. “Now and again, I don’t mind a taste,” she laughed, then handed the empty glass back to me. 
			

			
				 We sat down and we ate. By then, it was already well past midnight but we didn’t care. We gorged ourselves on reheated pizza – enjoying every greasy, oily bite – and took turns sipping whiskey from my glass. 
			

			
				 Charlene told me about her time in the college library. She’d been working there just over four years now, having graduated from Lehigh University, walking out with her diploma only to march right back in months later as a junior librarian. 
			

			
				 “There’s just something so calm and reassuring about a library,” she said, nibbling on a slightly overcooked crust. She smiled wistfully, her big brown eyes glowing behind the lenses of her glasses. “The books, the knowledge, the stories, all these young minds delving into them, their noses buried in the well-kept pages of their textbooks. More than anything, though, I love it when I spot some late-blooming ugly duckling sitting in the far corner of the library, all alone, curled up with some dog-eared work of fiction.”
			

			
				 The way she said this, with that wistful, nostalgic tone, gave me pause. What was that she said about late-blooming ugly ducklings?
			

			
				 Before I could get her to elaborate, Charlene asked about my time up north. She pretended to gag when I told her about all those long, miserable hours gutting fish. She winced with fear when I told her about my time on the trawler, the waves in the North Pacific, the way the Bering Sea, in the roughest patches, felt like it was a living thing, trying to toss you overboard to devour you. 
			

			
				 Still, even though she’d read Saltwater, I danced around the topic of my screenplay, of all the writing I did cramped up in my quarters on the trawler. Deep down, I supposed I was still somewhat self-conscious about Charlene’s literary knowledge. She knew the backstories of the true writing greats, all those tortured geniuses who wrote their magnum opuses by candlelight. 
			

			
				 I figured she’d just chuckle at the idea of some blue-collar goon from the Lehigh Valley making pencil scratches on a crab boat. 
			

			
				 “It’s just insane that you managed to write such a great screenplay while you were at sea,” she said, genuine admiration in her tone. 
			

			
				 I waved her off, trying not to blush, sipping my whiskey to keep my cheeks from turning red. “It’s nothing special,” I said deferentially. 
			

			
				 She leaned forward, putting her hand on mine, her fingers resting gently on my knuckles. “No, Junior, don’t sell yourself short,” she pressed. “I mean…geez.” She whistled quietly, glancing over at my screenplay sitting waterlogged on the kitchen counter. “I always had a feeling you were talented, but…wow.”
			

			
				 “You don’t have to do that,” I said gently. “Try to boost my confidence, or whatever. I know Saltwater is a decent little yarn, but it’s not, like, high-brow art or anything.”
			

			
				 She tilted her head to the side, a look of shock on her face. “Junior, I’m not trying to boost your confidence,” she said. “And forget how flattering it is that you based a character on me, Saltwater really has some good literary chops. The fantastical elements just sort of collide with the brutal realities of being lost at sea. The ‘ghosts’ of the main character’s old flames keeping him going in that claustrophobic boat, all while the water’s rising…” she shivered, then squeezed my hand. “It’s some heavy-hitting stuff, John.”
			

			
				 Now, I couldn’t help but blush. I laughed nervously, tugging at the collar of my sweatshirt. “C’mon Char, you’re embarrassing me. If you ever decided to do it, you could be, like, a literary critic or something. Probably a great author in your own right. I’m just a Bethlehem boy who likes writing a solid story. You, though.” I grinned. “You’re more of, I dunno…an intellectual or something.”
			

			
				 She snorted and tossed the burnt crust at me, bopping me between the eyes. “Oh shut up!” she laughed. 
			

			
				 “I’m serious!” I insisted. 
			

			
				“Well it took you long enough to send me your work,” she laughed. “And yeah, despite everything, it really did impress me.”
			

			
				 “That’s enough fanfare about the screenplay,” I smiled. 
			

			
				 She looked me in the eye. “I don’t mean the screenplay,” she said. “I meant the story you sent by accident.” She smirked. “That little fantasy of yours.”
			

			
				 “Oh c’mon,” I said, cringing a little. 
			

			
				 “Really,” she said. “It was a bit clunky, but only because it was a first draft. Your prose was descriptive and dynamic without being verbose or flowery. You knew when to be terse, you knew when to be elaborative. The whole thing might’ve only been an exercise in wish fulfillment, but you wrote it well, John. Your talent was evident from the start.”
			

			
				 I stared at her a moment, not quite believing her praise, but she had a genuine glint in her eye that I couldn’t deny. 
			

			
				 I pulled my hand from beneath her fingers then draped my palm over her hand, squeezing hers the way she squeezed mine. “But Char, you read that story thinking that I was mocking you…”
			

			
				 “And despite all that, I could still tell you were a diamond in the ruff,” she said. She looked away again, her grin remaining, yet losing its sheen. A sad tint rolled across her eyes. “Plus, you know, I had my own fantasy, just like yours. Except I knew I’d never, well…” She laughed sadly. “Never mind, forget it.”
			

			
				 “No, finish,” I said. 
			

			
				 “That day at the pond up on South Mountain,” she said, her eyes still averted. “I had this rush of confidence. I thought, I don’t know if this little fantasy of mine is ever going to work out, but I need to give it a shot.” Her eyes shifted back toward mine, a little embarrassed. “I know, real slick, right? Trying to initiate a foursome with all my best friends during a dip in the water.”
			

			
				 My jaw nearly cracked against the table. “That’s why you wanted to go swimming that day!?” 
			

			
				 She shrugged, adorably sheepish about it. “I did, yeah,” she said. 
			

			
				 I laughed in shock at the revelation. “If I’d have known that, I’d have actually gotten into the water that day.”
			

			
				 She shook her head. “You say that now because you’re being nice,” she said. “But let’s be honest, John. Like, I realize that you had a little crush on me…but I could never compare to Kenzie or Taryn when it came to looks.” Her shoulders slumped a little. “And I’m okay with that, same as I’m okay with the way you reached out to those two first when you came back home.”
			

			
				 “Charlene, whoa,” I said, squeezing her hand tighter, scooting my chair a little closer. “First of all, you’re just as beautiful as Taryn and Kenzie.”
			

			
				 Her shoulders slumped further. She hung her head a bit, as well. “I know you’re just saying that.”
			

			
				 Then it occurred to me why Charlene had made that ‘ugly duckling’ comment a few moments ago. 
			

			
				 Because Charlene had always considered herself to be one.
			

			
				 I caught her under the chin, tilted her head back, and looked into her eyes. “I mean that,” I said. “Kenzie was the model, yeah. And Taryn was the tomboy knockout. But you…Char, you’re my Tolkien princess.” I brushed my thumb across her cheek. “You’re soft and slender. You’ve got a voice like an angel whispering. Your eyes, Jesus, Char I could go swimming in your eyes.” I shifted my hand up to her hair, teasing it gently. “And believe it or not, you look just as gorgeous with dark hair as you did as a blonde.”
			

			
				 She bit down on her bottom lip, nibbling it gently. She tilted her head, pressing her cheek against my hand. “That day at the pond, though…”
			

			
				 “That’s why you left?” I asked, finally realizing. “You left because you saw those two in the pond and didn’t think you could compare?”
			

			
				 “I mean, you were staring at them,” she said quietly. “It was like you couldn’t look away from them.”
			

			
				 “Hey, they both looked great that day,” I laughed. “But believe it or not, I kept stealing glances at you.”
			

			
				 She giggled. “Shut up.”
			

			
				 “No, really. You were back in that clearing, just behind the bushes. I kind of got the feeling that you wanted some privacy, and I felt guilty about it, but I kept, you know…”
			

			
				 “You were peeping on me, John Mills?” she asked with mock anger. 
			

			
				 “The way you looked in that sweet little two-piece bikini that afternoon?” I said, throwing up my hands. “It was impossible not to. I’d been dreaming about getting a good look at your body for so long, I was dying to see you in that outfit.” I grinned brightly. “And thank God I did peep at you,” I laughed. “Because the next thing I knew, you were fully clothed and on the run.”
			

			
				 Seven years’ worth of revelations and newfound truths had practically slapped me in the face. 
			

			
				 I nibbled on my pizza, Charlene nibbled on hers, and for a long moment we just sat there, eating in a comfortable silence. 
			

			
				 We might have left the night’s revelations at that, but there was something still irking me. 
			

			
				 I cleared my throat. “You heard about me coming back to town,” I said. “About how I reconnected with Taryn and Kenzie.”
			

			
				 A shrug of her shoulders. “It’s no big deal,” she said. “I was leaving work about a week and a half ago. I cut downtown through 3rd Street.” She smiled meekly, masking wounds that had yet to heal. “I saw you two, you and Kenzie.” She shifted in her chair again, prodding at her pizza. “You two were kissing outside of her bar.”
			

			
				 I sighed. I remembered that day well. I’d gone over to the Southside Dive after a long afternoon of writing to hang out with Kenzie while she pulled taps and slung beers. I stepped outside with her while she was taking a break…
			

			
				 “As for you and Taryn, well, that was just another coincidence,” she said. “My cousin was eating at the Steel Plate just as the ice storm hit. She knew Taryn and I were friends back in the day. And, well, she recognized you, too.” Charlene offered me a no-big-deal shrug, a seemingly casual smile. “She just shot me a text, is all. Letting me know she’d seen the two of you.” Charlene swallowed, cleared her throat. “That she saw the two of you leave together.”
			

			
				 I sat there in silence for a moment, wishing to God that I’d reached out to Charlene earlier. I could have. Though I’d purposely lost all the old contacts in my phone when I left for Alaska, I’d known that Char was working at the university library. I could have contacted her, even showed up at the library.
			

			
				 After reconnecting with Kenzie, I’d been paralyzed with inaction for almost two full weeks. Things had gone so well with Kenzie that I feared meeting with Taryn or Char just might end in disaster. 
			

			
				 And then I flipped a coin. Heads for Charlene, tails for Taryn. I’d landed on tails. 
			

			
				 I’d been intimidated by Taryn for a long time. With her overactive, almost manic personality and short attention span, I’d always been afraid that I simply wouldn’t be enough for her, which was the main reason why I waited so long before reaching out to her. 
			

			
				 But Charlene, that was different. 
			

			
				 Since I came home, I’d managed to convince myself that Charlene would be the ‘easy’ one to talk to. 
			

			
				 I convinced myself that because of her quiet, unassuming manner, she’d be the most likely to forgive me for sending that stupid story, for leaving town the way I did.
			

			
				 Except I still avoided her. Why?
			

			
				 Then it hit me, cold and hard, like someone had thrown a bucket of ice water in my face. 
			

			
				 “I was afraid that it would all fall apart if you didn’t want me,” I said suddenly, as much to myself as to Charlene. 
			

			
				 She smirked, but looked away, ready to wave me off. 
			

			
				 “It’s the truth,” I said. “I dreamed of the four of us being together, the same as you did, Char. I still dream of it. Hopefully you do, too.”
			

			
				 Her lips tightened, her body went rigid, yet she continued to look away.
			

			
				 “I’ve known it for years,” I said, admitting it to myself as well as Charlene, a hidden fear that I’d buried, hardly even realizing it. “You were the linchpin in all of it, the four of us. You were always the center of us, what held us all together.”
			

			
				 She shook her head softly, her eyes elsewhere, yet I caught the edges of her smile. “That was you, Junior. You were the one that kept us all together. Me, Taryn, and Kenzie all lost touch when you left.”
			

			
				 I chuckled reflexively. “Maybe that’s the case, but I’m not talking about you guys,” I laughed. “I’m talking about me, Charlene. In my eyes, you were the one that held us together. And yes, I care about Taryn and Kenzie a whole bunch. But if you won’t be part of it, well…then it’ll never be complete.”
			

			
				 I toyed with my slice of pizza, shaking my head, wishing that I could have done this all more cleanly when I first came back home. 
			

			
				 Ah well. Like Kenzie liked to say: No more regrets. 
			

			
				 “I love you, Charlene,” I said quietly. “And if you’re not part of this relationship – complicated as it might be – then none of it will work.” I squeezed her hand again, running my thumb across her knuckles. “That’s what took me so long to find you. I was afraid of you turning me down most of all.”
			

			
				 Charlene looked at me, beaming, giggling…but pulled away from me, scooting her chair to the other side of the table in the process. She smirked as she took another slice of reheated pizza and plucked a pepperoni off the cheese. 
			

			
				 “Oh, shit, Char,” I said. “I hope I didn’t come off the wrong way…”
			

			
				 “You didn’t,” she said. “It’s just, well, I told you that I wasn’t quite ready to do everything with you yet.”
			

			
				 I nodded. “And that’s absolutely fine.”
			

			
				 “Yeah, well, if you keep sweet-talking me like this, I’m not going to be able to resist the temptation that much longer,” she smiled as she popped the pepperoni into her mouth.
			

			
				 I stared at her, smirking, awestruck. “I guess I should shut up, then?” I laughed. 
			

			
				 “Actually, I have a better idea,” she said. “That is, provided you don’t have to get up for anything in the morning.”
			

			
				 I shook my head. “I’m a screenwriter these days, Char,” I said with a playful boast. “And last I checked, ‘famous writers’ such as myself can skip work whenever they want.”
			

			
				 She laughed, then peeled off a bit of cheese. “Well, the library systems are going to be down all day tomorrow, so I’ve got the day off,” she said. “And I don’t know if Kenzie and Taryn are still awake at this time of night, but if they are…”
			

			
				 My cock throbbed, an instant tent in my sweatpants. “And…?”
			

			
				 She giggled. “If they are, maybe they’ll be up for some video games,” she said. “I couldn’t help but notice that you had that retro console set up in your living room.” She giggled a little harder. “I almost forgot we chipped in and bought that for you all those years ago. Forgive me if I’m wrong, but Bloodstorm Combat 2 Turbo is on that console, isn’t it?”
			

			
				 I laughed as I pulled my phone from my pocket. “Let me shoot them a text and see if they’re still awake.”
			

			
				 “I was always underrated with Lightning Wizard,” Charlene grinned. “And last time we played together, I’m pretty sure you used a cheat code to beat me.”
			

			
				 I jerked my thumb toward the living room as I sent the text. “Get in there and fire the console up, Char,” I laughed. “Because I’m about to bust your ass.”
			

			
				


			
				Chapter Eight
			

			
				 I’d have said that night was like old times, but it wasn’t. 
			

			
				 No, it was better. 
			

			
				 Taryn and Kenzie arrived at my house not even thirty minutes after I texted them, inviting them over for a few rounds of Bloodstorm Combat 2 Turbo, just like we used to. Kenzie had still been waiting for word from me over at Taryn’s apartment, so they came together. 
			

			
				 Roaring over in Kenzie’s car, they popped in with a big bag of takeout food they’d scored from the Southside Dive. Kenzie made the call to her kitchen staff before leaving Taryn’s apartment and they came in with onion rings and bacon cheeseburgers, fries still dripping with grease from the fryer, and two dozen chicken wings topped with blue cheese and hot sauce. 
			

			
				 And beer, of course. Taryn slid in behind Kenzie, holding a six-pack of light beer in each hand, the bottles clinking like music.
			

			
				 “I figured we might as well celebrate,” Kenzie grinned as she peeled off her winter coat. Beneath, she was still wearing the same borrowed loungewear from Taryn’s apartment. Though Taryn was a bit thicker than Kenzie, the outfit complemented her well. 
			

			
				 A pair of skin-tight cotton Hollister sweats clung to her legs, a light shade of gray, each stitch tight and supple against Kenzie’s calves, her thighs, with the low-cut waistband curving around the underside of her belly button, her gold waist chain rattling loosely.
			

			
				 She wore a matching top, thin cotton yet oversized, HOLLISTER written across the chest, one bronzed shoulder bare. The top fell just down past the bottom of her ribcage, accentuating the glittering gold waist chain, her flat, toned mocha-colored stomach taut and eye-catching. 
			

			
				 Kenzie’s reddish-brown auburn hair had been brushed back casually, resting between her shoulder blades, effortlessly gorgeous but muted, the perfect style for a quiet, late-night hangout. 
			

			
				 Beneath her winter coat, Taryn wore a similarly casual attire. Her eggshell white Lululemon yoga pants were practically painted onto her lower body, so tight I could make out the old battle scars on her knees, as adorable as ever. 
			

			
				 Her leggings were so white, in fact, that when she turned around then bent over to set the beer on the coffee table, I was able to see the black-lace thong panties she wore beneath, ribbed at the waist, shoestring-slender down between her ass cheeks.
			

			
				 Up top, Taryn wore a form-fitting sleeveless undershirt with a V-neck, baring hints of her cleavage, the dark color of her bra just barely visible beneath the cotton fabric, her dirty blonde hair slapped up in a gorgeously tousled ponytail, hinting at their speedy departure when they saw my text. 
			

			
				 Charlene stood next to me, a slight, pink grin on her slim pouty lips, gripping my arm, still wearing my Phantoms hockey jersey and sweat socks, beaming at Taryn and Kenzie. 
			

			
				 She tightened her grip on my arm. 
			

			
				 Kenzie and Taryn both fell silent, each looking from one to the other, the three old friends quietly regarding each other.
			

			
				 “This is the first time we’ve all been together in seven years,” Charlene said, a hint of melancholy in her voice. 
			

			
				 I nodded, my heart feeling heavy. “Too long,” I said. 
			

			
				 Taryn nodded, agreeing. “We really should have done this a long time ago,” she said. “It’s a shame we didn’t.”
			

			
				 “I should have reached out to you two,” Charlene said to Kenzie and Taryn.
			

			
				 “No, it’s my fault,” Taryn said. “I could have easily –”
			

			
				 “Hey, that’s enough of all that,” Kenzie interrupted, slipping her fingers through Taryn’s hand. She tugged her over, closing the distance between us. Kenzie winked at me, then said, “No more regrets, guys. We’re all here, together again, so no more regrets from here on out.”
			

			
				 I smiled, something between nostalgia and joy rising in my chest. I pulled Charlene tight, then wrapped my other arm and Kenzie and pulled her in, then reached around both of them and pulled Taryn into the huddle. 
			

			
				 The four of us embraced, our bodies interlocked, the heat of their bodies warming me like I was lying next to a crackling fire.
			

			
				 Taryn smiled, traces of joyful tears in her eyes. “Ten bucks says I own all y’all bitches in Bloodstorm!” 
			

			
				*****
			

			
				 The girls gobbled down the goodies from the Southside Dive and began cracking open beers. They all sat on the floor – the food and six-packs arranged on the coffee table, with the ladies sitting around it communally – as I tended to the couch. 
			

			
				 The cushions were still damp with rainwater. I flipped them all around then, for good measure, grabbed a spare blanket and draped it across the couch. 
			

			
				 The girls were laughing, giggling and joking the way they did years ago. 
			

			
				 Taryn was very adamant about her new favorite animal. “Seriously guys, you have NO idea how awesome the mongoose is!”
			

			
				 Kenzie snorted. “Just this morning you said the cockatoo was your favorite animal,” she laughed. 
			

			
				 Taryn shook her head vehemently. “The mongoose takes it every time, Kenz, I swear!” Taryn giggled. “From here on out, the mongoose if my favorite animal of all time. What’s not to love? They like humans. They’re little and fuzzy. THEY EAT SNAKES. You got a better animal? Come at me, bro!”
			

			
				 Charlene was chewing on a chicken wing and she began laughing so hard that hot sauce almost shot out of her nose. 
			

			
				 “When we were younger, you said your favorite animal of all time was the black bear,” Charlene said, wiping her nostrils just to be on the safe side. “At least, I remember you saying it once or twice…”
			

			
				 “Ugh,” I groaned. “Please don’t remind me about Taryn’s brief obsession with bears. I still have nightmares about almost getting eaten in the woods that one day.”
			

			
				 All three of them lost it, snorting with laughter.
			

			
				 I gestured to the couch. “Anyway, let’s get this Bloodstorm party started!”
			

			
				 They piled onto the couch, each of them snatching a fresh beer from the coffee table. It was just light beer, weak stuff, but I didn’t need another drink. Those whiskeys I’d sipped earlier had gone down well enough, but now, I was just buzzed on my company. 
			

			
				 Taryn and Charlene were going to play first. They were arguing about who was going to play as Flash Freeze. Smiling, I backed off, into the corner, content to watch them for the time being. 
			

			
				 It looks like you’re doing pretty good tonight, shit head, my dad’s ghost echoed in the back of my mind. 
			

			
				 “Yeah,” I whispered. “Pretty damn good.”
			

			
				 I heard him laughing, heard the distant echo of a can of beer cracking open, a cigarette lighter sparking. 
			

			
				 Well, that’s my cue to leave for the night, he added. Enjoy the little moments like these, bud. Make sure you appreciate them while they last. Trust me, I know. After your mother passed, my only regret was that I didn’t enjoy those little moments more.
			

			
				 I thought about my mom and dad. Their time together had been cut short, but it was happy. Full of ‘little moments.’ 
			

			
				 I felt a ball rising in my throat. Even so, I smiled. 
			

			
				 “I’ll appreciate every second, Dad,” I whispered. “Every last second, I promise.”
			

			
				 Try as I might to savor the moment, my phone went off, buzzing in my pocket. It only could have been Linda calling but, given the hour – well past one in the morning now – it must have been something important. 
			

			
				 I slipped my phone from my pocket and answered the call, walking quietly toward my bedroom. 
			

			
				 Charlene caught me slipping away. She was sandwiched between Taryn and Kenzie, the two of them now in a heated match, with Taryn playing as Reptile Ninja and Kenzie playing as the green-skinned mutant from Chile named Blanco.
			

			
				 “I swear to God, as much as I love this game, it rips off Mortal Kombat and Street Fighter so much it hurts,” Taryn laughed. 
			

			
				 Charlene caught my eye. I gave her an apologetic shrug and motioned toward my phone as I stepped down the hallway, toward my bedroom. 
			

			
				 “Linda, hey,” I answered. 
			

			
				 “Junior, given that you’re up until all hours of the night, you probably should have had time to return that text I sent you earlier,” my agent said in her usual machine gun tone. 
			

			
				 I winced. I’d forgotten all about her text. I never even looked at it. Evading, I asked, “So how was China?”
			

			
				 “Big and communist and I couldn’t find General Tso,” she answered halfheartedly. “What do you think?”
			

			
				 “About China?”
			

			
				 She sighed. “Don’t jerk me off tonight, John. I’ve had a long day. The text I sent. What do you think?”
			

			
				 I paced my darkened bedroom, frowning, the lights from the hallway glowing faintly at my back, plastering my shadow on the wall. I appreciated everything Linda did for me. I appreciated my new career, my new success…but I did not want to talk shop right now. 
			

			
				 Down the hallway, in the living room, I heard Kenzie erupt in a loud cheer as she won the match. My heart stung. 
			

			
				 That’s where I wanted to be, right there, with the ladies. 
			

			
				 “C’mon Junior,” Linda said, laughing with a bitter edge. “You didn’t even read the goddamn text, did you?”
			

			
				 “I’ve been busy,” I admitted. “Sorry.”
			

			
				 “Don’t be sorry,” she countered. “I mean, yes, be sorry for ignoring your amazing agent, but don’t be too sorry.” I could practically hear her smiling through the phone, those pouty red lips curving slyly, probably as Linda kicked her legs up on her desk, burning that midnight oil. “I spoke to the studio execs. They want you out here, Junior. Like, pronto.”
			

			
				 I paused, trying not to sound as bad – or ungrateful – as I felt. “Already?” I asked. “The script’s just been greenlit. It’s going to be, what, months before it starts preproduction, right? If that soon?”
			

			
				 “It’s going to be a while before Saltwater gets rolling, true,” she said. “But like we were saying, this studio is investing in you. It’s not common for a first-time screenwriter to score a producing credit, Junior, let alone a side gig as script supervisor.”
			

			
				 “Yeah, I know,” I said. 
			

			
				 “That’s why they want you out west ASAP,” she said. “If you manage to check your email at some point this week, you’ll see that I forwarded you a new script.”
			

			
				 “Whose new script?”
			

			
				 I could hear her grin sharpening, her murderously red lips peeling back against her angelically white teeth. I could picture her sliding her legs off her desk, crossing one over the other, the slit in her skirt exposing one thigh.
			

			
				 “Just a small-time indie moviemaker by the name of fucking Zack Snyder,” she said. “He’s adapting some new comic book flick and wants some young talent to help him punch up the screenplay. The studio mentioned Saltwater and their plans for you.”
			

			
				 I heard footsteps behind me, saw a shadow on the wall next to mine. I turned around. Charlene stood there, smiling softly, leaning against the doorway. 
			

			
				 “He…he wants me?” I asked. 
			

			
				 “Indeed he does,” Linda answered. 
			

			
				 I glanced at Charlene, hiding my concerns with a smile, then turned around again. “How long will he need me out there?”
			

			
				 She laughed. “That’s neither here nor there, Junior. It could be weeks, it could be months. I’ll tell you this, though: Your work with Mr. Snyder is only going to lead to more work. Trust me, you’ll have plenty of work to hold you over until the studio is ready for Saltwater. Make sure you get your affairs in order back home, because once you’re out here, I don’t expect that you’ll be leaving anytime soon.”
			

			
				 “Sounds great,” I said, though I felt anything but.
			

			
				“Read the script,” Linda said. “Make some notes. I’ll arrange a flight for you to come out west in a few days. Congratulations, Mr. Mills. You’re officially the hot new thing in Hollywood.”
			

			
				


			
				Chapter Nine
			

			
				 Charlene was radiant standing in my bedroom doorway, the shadows pooling at her feet, the faint golden glow of the hallway lights illuminating her from behind, like a shaft of heavenly light. 
			

			
				 I clicked my phone off and slid it back into my pocket, smirking. “Sorry about that,” I said. “Work.”
			

			
				 She fixed her glasses absentmindedly then stepped toward me, the bottom of the hockey jersey swaying and swishing around her upper thighs, her feet padding quietly on the hardwood floor with my sweat socks hanging loose around her toes. 
			

			
				 “That sounded like an important call,” she said.
			

			
				 “It was…” I sighed. All I wanted to do was savor these little moments. I winced, forcing my worries down deep, and tried to do exactly that. “It’s nothing that can’t wait until the morning,” I finished. “Should we get back in the living room for another round before Taryn and Kenzie end up having another tickle fight?”
			

			
				 Charlene nervously bit down on her bottom lip, her mouth curving into a grin at the edges of her lips, and daintily shook her head, ‘no.’
			

			
				 “I think we should stay right here,” she whispered. She stepped closer, took my hands in hers, and looked up at me. “I think I’m ready to go a little further with you, John.”
			

			
				 I froze, going totally still save for my cock, which instantly stiffened, poking up against my sweats. “Yeah?” I asked. 
			

			
				 “Maybe not all the way,” she whispered. She flashed another sly grin. “At least not quite this minute.” She flicked her eyes to the side, somewhat bashfully, the hallway slights making the edges of her reading glasses glitter golden. She untangled her left hand from mine and brushed the tent in my sweatpants, my cock so hard it was throbbing. “But definitely further than we went earlier.”
			

			
				 Smiling, forgetting my worries, I instantly leaned in for a kiss…but Charlene stopped me, one upraised finger against my lips. 
			

			
				 “Hold on,” she whispered. “I don’t want to do it in the dark.” 
			

			
				 She went back toward the doorway, to the light switch, and no sooner did she flick the light on than I was on her, my hands on her hips, pushing her up against the wall. 
			

			
				 She moaned quietly as she threw her arms around my neck, squeezing me as she got onto her tiptoes, meeting my lips. 
			

			
				 Her glasses rode up the bridge of her nose and went askew but she didn’t care, lost as she was in our kiss, our embrace, and when I slipped my hands up the hockey jersey and felt the soft, supple skin of her bare waist, she didn’t stop me. 
			

			
				 I hoisted her into my arms, making for my bed, the floor groaning quietly beneath my feet. Charlene ran her fingers through my hair and tilted her head to the side. 
			

			
				 “I want you to kiss me,” she panted. 
			

			
				 Halfway to the bed, I leaned in to kiss her again. 
			

			
				 She pulled away, a playful grin on her lips. “Not there,” she whispered.
			

			
				 I lay her on the mattress. She bent her legs at the knees, gently folding them open. The hockey jersey rode up her abdomen, soft and white. The loose boxers she’d borrowed from me ruffled at the waistline, like a slapdash ribbon on a gift. 
			

			
				 I lay my palm across her lower belly, felt the smooth warmth of her skin as it rose and fell, faster with each breath. Gently, I slid my free hand up her outer thigh until my fingers vanished beneath the boxers. 
			

			
				 When I lightly brushed my fingers across the perimeter of her mound, Charlene’s body promptly went stiff, the bedsprings singing beneath her. 
			

			
				 I kissed her upper stomach, slowly trailing my lips toward her belly button. She trembled a little, clearly nervous, but I took her hand as I kissed her, holding it tight, then circled my tongue around her navel. 
			

			
				 She squeezed my hand back, taking comfort, and wiggled her thighs open wider. I kissed further down, my lips pressing against her mound through the fabric of the boxers, and she breathed a little harder, a little heavier. 
			

			
				 Slowly, I tugged at the boxers, bringing them down an inch, exposing the very top edges of her dirty-blonde tuft. I kissed her waist, the tops of her thighs, then tickled my lips across the crest of her pubic hair, each wiry little curl like heaven to kiss. 
			

			
				 She wiggled her toes, squeezed my hand, and arched her back a little. I pulled the boxers down to her knees, gazing at the treasure revealed, her entry already wet, her lips already glistening. 
			

			
				 I gave the boxers another tug and pulled them off her. Still holding her hand tight, I gripped her waist with my other hand, leaning down, still staring into her eyes as I began kissing the insides of her thighs. 
			

			
				 “You’re…you’re…” she panted, her chest heaving with every word. “You’re really good at this…”
			

			
				 I shifted to her other thigh, kissing a little higher, pressing my fingertips tighter into her bare hipbone. The closer I got toward her sex, the more Charlene writhed her hips, an absentminded reflex as she got further lost in my pensive kisses. 
			

			
				 I kissed across her mound, closer to her rosebud with each pass. I brushed my nose across her clit – the faintest touch, only the slightest contact – and she reflexively squeezed her thighs tight around my face. 
			

			
				 She gasped, grabbed at my hair with her free hand, and guided my mouth toward her cherry. 
			

			
				 “Kiss it, please…”
			

			
				 I pressed my lips light against her clit, parting my mouth, lightly flicking my tongue across her. She gasped, sitting up a little, writhing her hips and grinding herself against my face. 
			

			
				 I kissed her and licked her, tickling her with the tip of my nose, circling my tongue around her nub. Her slit practically wept, yet after five minutes she still hadn’t cum yet. 
			

			
				 I raised my eyes up to hers as I kissed the inside of her thigh. She kept nibbling her bottom lip, almost speaking, but not quite. Almost like she was afraid. 
			

			
				 I smiled at her, my mouth wet with her nectar. “Char, if you want me to do something in particular, don’t be afraid to tell me,” I whispered. 
			

			
				 She twisted her bottom lip between her teeth then smiled sheepishly, still panting. “Well…it would be cool if you, you know…held my left thigh while you did it.”
			

			
				 I nodded, then squeezed her left leg, midway between her knee and her hipbone. She exhaled sharply, nodding in approval. 
			

			
				 “And maybe…” she gulped down air as I kissed the inside of her thigh again. “And maybe if you grabbed my ass a little…?”
			

			
				 I slipped my free hand beneath her and squeezed her right ass cheek tight, palming it, holding her tight as I rolled my tongue back over her cherry, circling it, tasting it, before gently grinding my bottom lip across it. 
			

			
				 She squealed as she came, bending her knees and squeezing her thighs tight around my face, both her fists tangled in my hair, panting, “Junior, God, Junior, God…” as I felt her discharge running down my chin.  
			

			
				 I looked up at Charlene, smiling. She lay twitching on the mattress. She released her grip on my hair and ran her hands up the underside of the hockey jersey, pushing it up past her tits, and she playfully squeezed each nipple, twisting each lightly, as her thighs trembled around my face. 
			

			
				 “That was good,” she smiled, adorably innocent despite the hungry lust building in her eyes. 
			

			
				 “Glad you liked it,” I answered, but then I realized something. 
			

			
				 I couldn’t hear Bloodstorm playing in the living room any longer. 
			

			
				 Then, footsteps. 
			

			
				 I shot up onto my knees, not quite embarrassed, but shocked to see Taryn and Kenzie inching their way into the room. 
			

			
				 Charlene sat up, still shaking, and took my hands. “I told them to come in after a few minutes,” she said, smiling sheepishly. “Is that okay?”
			

			
				 Kenzie got down onto the bed to my left. Taryn got down on my right. They exchanged flirty smiles with Charlene. Kenzie kissed my neck first. Taryn slid her hand up my shirt, tickling my chest, then kissed my earlobe. 
			

			
				 “Yeah,” I chuckled. “This is very much okay.”
			

			
				 “Good,” Charlene whispered, getting up on her knees in front of me. She leaned forward, lightly kissing me on the mouth. “Because now I think I’m ready to go all the way.”
			

			
				


			
				Chapter Ten
			

			
				I touched the side of her face, lightly gripping her jawline, then tilted her head back and kissed her again. She trailed her fingertips down the sides of my face, parting her lips, her tongue meeting mine as I slipped it past her teeth. 
			

			
				 As I kissed her, Taryn sucked more insistently on my earlobe as Kenzie kissed up my neck, toward my jawline. 
			

			
				 Taryn’s hand was still up my shirt, but now she was guiding it down, over my belly, then she tugged at the drawstring of my sweatpants, the heat of my cock radiating within. 
			

			
				 I broke my kiss with Charlene. “Wait, not me, not yet,” I said to Taryn and Kenzie. 
			

			
				 They looked up at me, expectance in their eyes. The hockey jersey had tumbled back down to Charlene’s thighs. 
			

			
				 I took the bottom of it and pulled it upward. Charlene smiled and raised her arms up over her head. I tugged the jersey off her, then tossed it aside, and my elfin princess remained there on her knees, naked save for the sweat socks dangling loose around her calves. 
			

			
				 I touched Char’s face again, ran my fingertips down between her small, firm breasts. She shivered as I touched her midline with the tip of my forefinger, tracing a line down her belly, then lightly touched her between the legs. 
			

			
				 “Taryn, Kenzie,” I said, staring hotly into Charlene’s innocent gaze. “Make Charlene feel good.”
			

			
				 Kenzie turned toward Charlene first, her dark eyes simmering with lust as she slipped her arms around Charlene’s waist, mocha fingers pressing against porcelain flesh. 
			

			
				 Taryn joined her, off to Charlene’s side, running her fingertips gently down the length of Charlene’s spine, all the way down to her hips, then her ass, and Taryn gripped those white flawless globes tight, squeezing as she leaned forward, planting the softest kiss on Charlene’s cheek. 
			

			
				 Kenzie took me by the wrist – my hand was still between Charlene’s thighs, touching her – and pulled my hand upward. My fingers glistened wetly with Charlene’s juices and Kenzie eyed them up, licking her lips, then offered my fingers to Charlene. 
			

			
				 “Taste yourself, Char,” Kenzie whispered. 
			

			
				 Kenzie’s free hand darted down between Charlene’s thighs, picking up where I left off, and Charlene gasped in pleasure as Kenzie slid a finger into her, all while pressing my forefinger toward Charlene’s quivering lips. 
			

			
				 Charlene took my forefinger into her mouth, then my middle finger, slowly closing her lips tight around my fingertips, moaning quietly as she tasted herself. 
			

			
				 Taryn kissed down Charlene’s throat, down to Char’s clavicle, kissing and sucking lightly until she came to Charlene’s perky little tits. 
			

			
				 Taryn groaned with delight as she massaged Charlene’s right nipple then took the left one into her mouth, closing her soft lips eagerly around Charlene’s areola, rolling the tip of her tongue in concentric circles. 
			

			
				 Charlene’s inner thighs were glistening by then. Between Kenzie’s hand down between her thighs and Taryn’s lips wrapped lusciously around her breast, Charlene was nearly overcome with pleasure. 
			

			
				 I watched hungrily, my cock aching, a primal lust sizzling through my entire being, yet I waited patiently, watching closely. 
			

			
				 Charlene shuddered when Kenzie slipped two more fingers inside her. Taryn giggled and broke the seal of her lips from Charlene’s nipple, then began rolling her lips down the side of Charlene’s body, working her way down toward Charlene’s hips. 
			

			
				 “Wanna try that thing we talked about?” Taryn asked as she got down lower on her knees, peppering Charlene’s bare ass with pensive kisses. 
			

			
				 “I can’t wait to try it out,” Kenzie giggled, working her fingers deeper into Charlene before suddenly pulling Charlene forward, onto her hands and knees. 
			

			
				 Kenzie smiled deviously as she sat in front of Charlene, still reaching between her thighs, driving her fingers in and out of Charlene’s sex. 
			

			
				 Taryn pivoted around to Charlene’s backside, her fingertips digging into Char’s pale ass cheeks as she licked Charlene’s slit from behind. 
			

			
				 “Oh…” Charlene gasped, her eyes closed, her glasses crooked, her jet-black hair falling messily into her face as Kenzie penetrated her, fondling her clit all the while, with Taryn behind her, plunging her tongue into Charlene’s tightness along with Kenzie’s fingers. 
			

			
				 Charlene continued to pant – “Oh…oh…OH!” – then screamed when she came, bucking from head to toe, burying her face against Kenzie’s chest as her toes curled sharply, twisting the bedsheets in her fists, grinding her ass and her slit up against Taryn’s face while the dirty-blonde continued to drive her tongue deeper into Charlene’s cove. 
			

			
				 I leaned back on my knees, drinking in the scene. 
			

			
				 I glimpsed the wetness running down Kenzie’s wrist, her fingers still working busily between Charlene’s thighs. 
			

			
				 I studied the way Taryn devoured Charlene’s sex from behind, with Char’s honey running down Taryn’s chin. 
			

			
				 Most of all, though, I was intoxicated by the look on Charlene’s face. The way her small, pouty lips twisted with pleasure as she came, the hard pink bullets of her nipples, the way her thighs shook post-orgasm. 
			

			
				 Finally, Taryn pulled back, grinning as she wiped her lips. 
			

			
				 Kenzie pulled Charlene into her lap. Charlene panted and trembled, her fingers quaking, her thighs tremoring. One sweat sock had mostly come off, dangling from the tips of her toes. 
			

			
				 Charlene looked utterly exhausted from the ordeal…but then she fixed her glasses and looked straight at me. 
			

			
				 “You kissed me, John,” she panted. “Now I want to kiss you.”
			

			
				 She pushed back up onto her hands and knees, padding over to me like a cat. Kenzie and Taryn got up on their knees at my sides, kissing my neck before they pulled my shirt off, tossing it aside, leaving my chest bare. 
			

			
				 Weakly, but willfully, Charlene pulled my sweatpants down to my thighs, her big brown eyes narrowing when she saw my erection, precum already leaking from my tip. 
			

			
				 From the looks on Taryn and Kenzie’s faces, I knew they wanted a taste just as badly as Charlene, but they held back, giving one another knowing smiles. 
			

			
				 They both had me already. Now, it was Charlene’s turn. 
			

			
				 I sighed deeply as Kenzie kissed my throat, as Taryn kissed my chest, and winced when I felt Charlene’s pouty pink lips move tremblingly around my tip. Then came her tongue, the tiny ripples of her tastebuds sending jolts of sensation from my hood down to my base as she took me deep. 
			

			
				 My fingers vanished in the ink black waves of her hair. She leaned down further to take me deeper, her head bobbing forward as her shoulders shifted backward, her spine curved but rigid, her flawless tight ass swaying. 
			

			
				 She slid her fingers smoothly down my shaft, her lips following after. A moment later and she closed her lips snug around my base, her fingers tugging my balls, a light titillation of her fingernails running along the underside of my sack.
			

			
				 Charlene moaned – muffled, her mouth stuffed – as she took me further into her throat, her reading glasses slipping down to the tip of her nose, beads of spittle forming at her lips as she struggled against her gag reflex. 
			

			
				 I watched her, easing my fingers through her hair as she slid her skintight seal back up to my ridge, her tight grip following, the tender caress of her fingers teasing up my cock, my balls tightening from her sensitive touch. 
			

			
				 All the while, Taryn and Kenzie kissed me, teasing my neck and my chest, squeezing my ass, their hands creeping down my stomach, beyond my waist, moving slowly toward my cock. 
			

			
				 They added their touch to Charlene’s. As she bobbed her head down then rolled her lips back, their hands followed along with hers, completing the upward stroke, saliva and precum glittering on their fingers. 
			

			
				 I felt the intensity coiling hot in my cock, making me tingle. I popped my cock from Charlene’s pouty lips then took her by the chin, looking her in the eye. 
			

			
				 “Lay on your side,” I told her. 
			

			
				 She shifted on the bed, lying down before me on her left side, her soft pale body like a dream upon the sheets. She propped her arm up on her elbow, resting her head in her palm, her glasses shining in the lamplight. 
			

			
				 I ran my hand across her ass, brushing my fingertips across the pink treasure sandwiched between her thighs, then I took my place behind her, my chest warm against her back, sliding my hand around her belly to hold her tight. She wiggled her ass back against me, grinding it against my eager girth. 
			

			
				 She turned her head back to kiss me. She moaned as she parted her lips, as I slid my free hand up her chest, teasing her tits as I repositioned my cock, grinding it firmly against her wet breach. 
			

			
				 She exhaled warm against my kiss, titillated by my shaft grinding against her entry, the throbbing jut of my sex pushing between her thighs. 
			

			
				 Taryn and Kenzie were on their knees in front of us, peeling their clothes off piece by delicate piece, trading slow, lustful kisses until they were both stark naked save for Kenzie, who kept the dazzling gold waist chain hanging loose around her hips. 
			

			
				 Once bare, Taryn crept down toward Charlene’s lower half while Kenzie moved forward, pressing her lips against Charlene’s throat while Taryn rolled her tongue across Charlene’s bare hip and massaged her between the thighs with one sure hand.
			

			
				 Charlene’s petite body stiffened in my grip. I could practically feel the pleasure emanating from every inch of her naked skin. 
			

			
				 “I want you inside me,” Charlene whispered between kisses. She wiggled her ass against me a little more, for effect. “I want to feel every inch of you inside of me, Junior…”
			

			
				 I could only respond with a gravelly grunt of affirmation as I shifted myself, angling my tip against her wet lips. She reached back and gripped me tight, holding her breath, then whimpered softly when she felt me enter her. 
			

			
				 Her sex was tender and tight, supple and wet. There was a flash of pain across her elfin features when I broke her membrane, the seal of her virginity, but once I was past the breach her lips twisted in bliss. 
			

			
				 I rolled her left nipple between my fingers, then the right. I pushed deeper into her then lay my palm between her breasts, over her heart, feeling the uptick in her thunderous rhythm as I pulled back to my ridge then slid in again, deeper. 
			

			
				 I broke my lips from hers, allowing Kenzie to have a taste. I watched with salivating eyes as Kenzie pressed her lips to Charlene’s, watched their lips part, watched the playful back and forth of their tongues. 
			

			
				 Down at Charlene’s waist, Taryn studied them as well, her chin resting on Charlene’s pale hip as she continued to swirl her fingers clockwise around Char’s cherry. 
			

			
				 Though I tried to be slow and gentle, the sight of their pleasure got my blood simmering and I pumped harder into Charlene. I might have eased off, but Char’s hand shot down to my hip, where she sank her fingers into my skin, clawing at me, pulling at my hips, urging me to push harder yet. 
			

			
				 The rhythmic clap of my hips against hers rang out, the gentle wet slap of my cock ramming into her sex ringing an octave below, and with each subsequent pump I felt Charlene’s tenderness growing tighter and wetter, until I had trouble discerning where my cock ended and her cunt started. 
			

			
				 Charlene suddenly twisted around, staring desperately at me. “I want to make you cum,” she whispered, then shocked me with a sudden shove, pushing me onto my back. 
			

			
				 The small dark-haired elfin princess straddled me with a deft confidence, her pale slender body moving swift and sure. She gripped my cock tight at the root, her brown gaze narrow and sharp behind her glasses, an almost defiant sort of hunger flashing in her eyes as she took me inside of her. 
			

			
				 She lowered herself onto me and, somehow, the hunger flashing in her eyes made her cunt that much tighter, that much wetter. 
			

			
				 Charlene steadied herself, planting her palms on my sternum, digging her fingertips into the meat of my chest, and began grinding her hips against mine. 
			

			
				 To say she was ‘riding’ me was an understatement. She never shifted upward, only downward, as if she couldn’t bear to risk my cock slipping out of her. With each shift of her hips, her fingernails sank deeper into me. I could feel her wetness trickling out of her, soaking me, and her pale slender body moved with an almost hypnotizing rhythm as she panted, whimpering with each breath, until at last she gasped and went still. 
			

			
				 I came the moment she did, my cock tingling and tingling and tingling until it burst, my rigid cock thrumming and humming like a manifestation of a single guitar riff. I sank my fingers into her hips and pushed up deeper into her, pushing so deep I felt a fresh swell of her wetness leak out of her, and I arched my back and snarled as I emptied myself into the fertile tenderness between Charlene’s legs. 
			

			
				 Finally, she drew breath. She opened her eyes and exhaled, trembling from head to toe. She fell softly over me, draping herself across me, limp but trembling. She kissed my neck as she lay atop me, her jet-black hair tickling my face, the walls of her sex still tight around my cock, squeezing and relaxing, squeezing and relaxing. 
			

			
				


			
				Chapter Eleven
			

			
				 I crept out of bed as the three of them slept, tangled up in one another. I had to smile as I looked back at them. They looked natural wrapped up with each other, slumbering gently, peacefully. 
			

			
				 They looked like they belonged in my bed, I guess I could say. 
			

			
				 They looked at home. And I felt at home with them. 
			

			
				 I stepped into the hallway and closed the bedroom door behind me, my phone gripped tight as I went out to the kitchen, where I poured a generous helping of whiskey then plopped two ice cubes into the glass. 
			

			
				 The rain had relented. No more thunder or lightning or downpours, just a gentle drizzle. I cracked open the back door and breathed in the late-autumn air, the chill of the rain. 
			

			
				 I didn’t want to think about Hollywood or my contract or what Linda told me about Zack goddamn Snyder, I didn’t want to think about how my new relationship with the girls might be interrupted for weeks or months or years. 
			

			
				 I didn’t want to think or do anything except ignore all my worries and slip back into bed with the three loves of my life. 
			

			
				 Instead, I sipped my whiskey, a confident smile forming on my lips, because now that I had a moment to consider my worries, it turned out I didn’t have much to think about at all. 
			

			
				 I took another big sip of whiskey and pulled out my phone, scrolling down to Linda’s number. 
			

			
				 She answered almost immediately. Though it must have been around midnight out on the West Coast, Linda sounded as alert as ever. 
			

			
				 “Junior, what’s up?” she answered. 
			

			
				 “Damn Linda,” I laughed. “Are you still at the office?”
			

			
				 “If you love what you do, you’ll never work a day in your life,” she answered. “So again, what’s up?”
			

			
				 I sighed, feeling somewhat guilty. Linda got a cut of everything that I earned. She wasn’t going to like what I was about to tell her. 
			

			
				 “Tell Zack Snyder I said thanks, but no thanks,” I said. 
			

			
				 “Oh,” Linda said. “But –”
			

			
				 “I’m not done,” I said. “Tell the studio I want to revert to my old contract.” 
			

			
				 “Your old contract?” she asked, stunned. 
			

			
				 “I don’t want to move out west,” I admitted. “I don’t want to relocate. I want to stay home, Linda. I’ve been away long enough.”
			

			
				 She went quiet, not saying a word.
			

			
				 “I’ll take the quarter-million for Saltwater but I don’t want the producer credit, or the extra money,” I said. “Sorry about your commission, Linda. Seriously.”
			

			
				 She was silent for a moment, but only for a moment. “John, believe it or not, I’ve been expecting this call.”
			

			
				 I cocked an eyebrow. “Yeah?”
			

			
				 Her voice was tender, soft, patient. “From day one, you told me you wanted to be a writer, nothing more,” she said. “You would have made an excellent producer someday, but if that’s not what you want, then that’s not what you want.”
			

			
				 I laughed, stunned. “I thought you’d be pissed.”
			

			
				 “About what?”
			

			
				 “About, well…”
			

			
				 “My commission?” she snorted. “Junior, please. I love what I do. I want my clients to love what they do. If that means I get a slightly smaller commission, I don’t give a damn.”
			

			
				 “Geez, Linda, you have no idea how relieved I am to hear you say that,” I said. 
			

			
				 “Relieved about what?” she countered. “You’re still a hot young writer, Mr. Mills.” As usual, I could hear her smiling over the phone. “And you’ve got a great career ahead of you. I’m looking forward to helping you with it.”
			

			
				 “A great career writing screenplays and short stories at home?” I asked, wanting assurance. “Here in my hometown?”
			

			
				 “Your hometown, on a crab boat, wherever,” Linda laughed. “Now, Mr. Mills, it sounds to me like you’re in love.”
			

			
				 “Oh, you can tell?”
			

			
				 “I’m a very perceptive agent,” she said. “Go back to bed. I’m guessing that’s where your heart is tonight.”
			

			
				 I laughed. “You know what, you’re absolutely right about that.”
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				College Harem
			

			
				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.
			

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