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Chapter One




 I woke up in the dark, dreaming that I was still on the crab boat, convinced I was still crammed into my mattress in my tiny quarters, the cramped confines stinking like wet sweat socks and steel-toed boots, almost
 feeling
 the rolling gut churn of seasickness from the Bering Sea tossing the trawler like a toy, rocking aft to stern under dark, angry clouds.



 Yet when I sat up, I felt only the familiar warmth of my old bed beneath me, pleasantly still. Outside my bedroom window, the pre-dawn gloom was dark, but not the utter dark pitch of an Alaskan night, no wet spray from the sea clinging icily to the glass.



 And best of all, I wasn’t alone.



 As my eyes adjusted to the dark, I looked to the side and saw her slumbering quietly. The mocha-swirl shade of her Mediterranean skin was just
 barely
 visible in the night. She lay belly-down, her face perfect and pristine laying upon the pillow, the comforter down at her waist. Kenzie had worn a sleeveless top to bed, low-cut at the back, bearing her midriff. The thin gold waist chain shone faintly in the dark, wrapped loose around her slender hips, like gold lace draped around her midsection.



 Bleary-eyed, but very much awake, I smiled. I really had come a long way, hadn’t I?



 I’d spent years as the paunchy, awkward best friend to three gorgeous young women. Kenzie, Taryn, and Charlene, each beautiful in her own way, each managing to catch my heart…and after one mistaken email, I spent the last seven years wracked with humiliation and guilt.



 That damn story. I laughed to myself about it in the dark, but despite Kenzie’s insistence – “No more regrets,” as she often repeated – the old wounds still hurt.



 For the longest time, I never showed them my writing, the countless short stories I’d written. When Charlene finally convinced me to show them my work, I’d mistakenly attached the wrong story to the email. Instead of a vaguely scary magical realism tale about a mourning steel worker, I’d sent them a little fantasy of mine, one so nakedly embarrassing that even now, it still turned my face red.



 
 Hey,
 came my father’s voice in the back of my head.
 I thought you decided to listen to your lady friend right there. No more regrets, pal, like she’s always saying.



 I chuckled. I hadn’t heard my dead father’s voice in my head for about two or three days. For a time, I feared he might have finally gone away.



 Then I heard the
 crack
 of a beer can and the spark of a phantom cigarette, then my father’s ghostly – or maybe just imaginary – chuckle.



 
 You ain’t getting rid of me that easy, buddy.



 I shook my head and slipped out of bed, but not before pulling the comforter back up over Kenzie, where her reddish-brown mahogany hair was sprawled luxuriously across her mostly bare shoulders.



 She groaned quietly in her sleep, a slumbering smile soft on her lips, then went silent again.



 It had been just over two weeks since I’d come home from Alaska. Two weeks since I walked into the Southside Dive and found Kenzie behind the bar, manning the taps. Two weeks since our whirlwind reacquaintance turned into a kiss, then something decidedly more lustful. Two weeks since I touched my old friend in ways that I never thought I would.



 It had only been a little over two weeks, yes, but I already felt like I’d fallen into a new rhythm, a new life. Kenzie slept here nightly, almost never going back to her own apartment in Southside Bethlehem, only leaving my house to go to work, managing her family’s bar.



 My days passed easily enough. I’d gotten my father’s old pickup truck running again – a mechanic all his life, my dad showed me some tricks – and gotten into the habit of cooking dinner for Kenzie and me each night, always greeting her with a hot meal when she came home from the evening shift at the bar.



 Sometimes, I’d head over to the Southside Dive and nurse a beer or two while she tended bar. I didn’t get the chance to barback for her again, but I was always ready in case she needed me to leap over the bar and tap a few kegs for her in a tight spot.



 The mornings, though, the mornings were the best.



 I loved waking up next to her, whether it be earlier in the day after one of her nights off or damn near lunchtime after the nights she got done late. We shared breakfast. I’d sit in the corner of the living room with a coffee and my notebook and laptop to start off my workday – checking emails, some light proofreading, then putting my nose to the grindstone when it was time to start writing.



 While I worked, Kenzie would lounge on the couch, barefoot in her gym-casual clothes – Gymshark or Fashion Nova, typically – and play that little retro game console she bought for me, usually loading up Bloodstorm Combat 2 Turbo to practice for our next rematch. She said it helped her mentally prep herself for a busy shift over at the Southside Dive.



 Then, lunchtime. We took turns fixing our midday meal and then, in lieu of dessert, we often headed back into the bedroom and jumped back under the covers, laughing as we peeled our clothes off.



 In the back of my head, I knew that Linda would be getting back in touch with me soon about the script, recently greenlit, with the studio even asking me to work as a script supervisor on set. My high-powered Hollyweird agent was currently over in China, though. Beijing, if I remembered right. There was a movie shoot over there with one of her bigger-name clients, and the producer wanted Linda on hand to manage the starlet’s freakouts on set.



 Once the studio was ready to get to work on the movie based on my script, my life would take a dramatic turn.



 A dramatic turn that would take me away from my hometown for a few years. Away from Kenzie, Taryn, and Charlene, all over again.



Right now, though, I didn’t want to think about that. Not after the last two weeks, which just might have been the best two weeks of my life.



 But there was something I’d been putting off. Something gnawing at the back of my brain.



 Yes, it had also been two weeks that I’d been promising to reconnect with Taryn and Charlene, as well. As I stood at the kitchen counter brewing coffee, I clenched my fists, feeling that phantom haunting of my old cigarette addiction clawing at my brain, urging me to break down and spark a Marlboro Red.



 I paced back and forth as the coffee brewed, shaking off the nicotine ghosts. I’d get around to talking to Charlene and Taryn, I swore I would. Any day now.



 I sighed.



 I’d spent years on a crab trawler, braving the Bering Sea doing the most dangerous job in the world. I’d sold a screenplay for a quarter-million bucks. Then it had been greenlit for production, netting me a
 very
 substantial pay raise and the promise of a career as a Hollywood writer…and yet here I was, still a prisoner to my old anxieties.



 I poured a mug, steaming and black, then saw it sitting on the counter: A silver dollar coin, the face rough and faded, minted in Philly back in the 1970s. My dad used to collect silver dollars. Look around our little one-floor rancher house and you’re bound to see a few if you look close enough.



 Sipping the coffee and feeling a sudden rush of courage, I picked up the coin.



 “Heads, it’s Charlene,” I whispered. “Tails, it’s Taryn.”



 The coin perched between my forefinger and thumb, I felt a churning wave of anxiety in my gut – not unlike seasickness on the trawler – then forced myself to flip the coin. It flashed faded silver in the light over the stove and I caught it in my palm, closing my fingers tight around it.



 “Nothing to it but to do it,” I whispered to myself. “Just like Dad used to say.”



 I slapped the coin down on the counter, holding my breath.



 Tails.



 Taryn.



 “Damn,” I grunted quietly. I’d been hoping for Charlene, not because I was any more or less in love with Charlene than I was with Taryn or Kenzie, but because, of the three of them, Charlene had always been the softest, the quietest.



 Whenever I dared to dream about coming home and reconciling with them, I always assumed I’d start with Charlene, the bespectacled little bookworm, her face always buried in some weatherbeaten paperback, either a cardigan or sweater always draped about her, no matter the weather.



 Yet it hadn’t worked out that way. Two weeks ago, I just sort of drifted down to Kenzie’s bar on the 3rd Street, finding that old spark with her first. Since then, though, I’d been figuring I’d set my sights on Charlene, next. Because, well, as much as I loved Taryn…



 I heard Kenzie yawning behind me. “What on earth makes you get up this early, Mr. Crabs?” she said with a sleepy smile.



 The kitchen was still dark, save for the stovetop light, creating a dim golden halo that washed over Kenzie as she stood at the light’s edge, in the entryway. She was barefoot, her slapdash toenail paint job bright red yet chipping in some spots – no wonder, given all the hours she spent on her feet behind the bar – and a golden anklet dangled over her left foot, a miniature version of the gold waist chain resting loose around her hips.



 Her top came down just above her belly button, her mocha skin glowing faint gold from the stovetop light, the firm definition in her abs popping in the contrasting light and shadow.



 Kenzie’s reddish-brown hair was brushed over her right shoulder and my eyes were drawn to her chest, twin exclamation points in the morning chill, no bra beneath her top.



 She yawned again, smiling sleepily as she stepped quietly across the linoleum floor, her dark knowing gaze shifting silently as she looked me over. That gaze always struck me, those dark eyes piercing and knowing, like she could read your mind.



 She slid up next to me. I wrapped one arm around her waist – letting my fingers graze across the delicate smoothness of her bare lower back – and when I pulled her close she shifted her eyes down, trained on the silver dollar, tails-side up on the countertop.



 “You just flipped that coin,” she smirked as she looked up at me, her chin resting on my sternum. “Let me guess: Charlene was heads, Taryn was tails.”



 I shook my head, matching her smile. “How’d you guess?”



 She slowly draped her arms around me, intertwining her fingers, locked at the base of my neck, tickling my skin gently. “Because you look intimidated,” she said, then got up on her tiptoes and gave me a peck on the lips.



 Her lips were cool and wet. It was only a quick kiss, but her lips – along with her tight body pressed up against me – were more than enough to get me excited.



 She giggled, wiggling against me, rousing me further. “Taryn always had that effect on you,” Kenzie said. She broke the grip of her hands behind my neck then tugged on my right earlobe playfully. “Little Miss ADHD, always running amuck.”



 I laughed, but Kenzie was right on the money. Though I crushed on Taryn just as hard as I did with Kenzie and Charlene, Taryn’s brash hyperactive personality was always a bit overwhelming for me.



 In a good way, I might add.



 She’d been a tomboy, through and through, for as long as I’d known her, a look that she never felt the need to outgrow. Even after turning eighteen, Taryn preferred an old pair of torn blue jeans and a plain dusty white undershirt to anything more ladylike.



 Smart as a whip but impatient as hell, Taryn could master anything she set her mind to, but only if it held her attention, which few things could. Athletic as she was smart, Taryn probably could have gotten a free ride to college with a sports scholarship – track-and-field, or maybe gymnastics – but she’d inevitably get bored with that, too. When it came to athletics, Taryn was more interested in dangerous hikes up on the rougher parts of South Mountain, or hopping the chain-link fence around the old steel mill ruins to do a little urban cave-diving.



 In the end, Taryn preferred bouncing from one interest to the next, running her mouth, blasting music from her cell phone…and melting my heart, one sarcastic smile at a time.



 “Taryn always just moved so fast,” I admitted. “She had the attention span of a ping-pong ball,” I added with a laugh. “I always felt like I was moving too slowly for her.”



 “Yet she spent most of her time with you,” Kenzie noted.



 I rolled my eyes. “With us, you mean. The four of us.”



 Kenzie shrugged. “I wouldn’t be so sure about that,” she said. “I mean, yeah, the four of us had some great times together, but I already told you what happened after you left, Junior.”



 My heart sank a little. I hadn’t known it at the time, but when I ran off to Alaska after my little email accident, the ladies’ friendship hadn’t lasted. Without me around, the three of them drifted apart.



 “I know you said that I should be past all the regrets,” I sighed. “But that one still stings.”



 She sighed next, then lay her head on my chest, listening to my heartbeat. “You should go see Taryn today,” Kenzie said, closing her eyes as she pressed her ear tighter to my sternum. She reached up and gave my earlobe another tug, harder than the last time, and giggled. “You’ve been dragging your feet on this long enough anyway, Mr. Crabs.”



 I laughed and held her closer, tickling my fingertips across the soft delicacy of her lower back, her skin bare and soft, cool to the touch from the early morning chill. “I think you’re onto something, Kenzie.”



 “I still have her number if you want it,” Kenzie said.



 I shook my head. “No way,” I said. “No texts, no calls. I’m just going in raw, like I did with you.”



 Kenzie looked up at me, a wicked little smile on her lips. “Well go get ‘em, tiger,” she laughed.



 Realizing what I’d just said, I guffawed. “Ah Christ, I really didn’t mean that to sound dirty,” I laughed. “I meant that –”



 Her smile softened, radiant yet sympathetic. “I know exactly what you meant, Junior,” she said. Then she shrugged again, a slight trace of that playful wickedness lingering at the edge of her lips. “But it was still pretty hot, though.”



 I ran my hands through Kenzie’s dark hair, delighting in the smoothness, the softness of it. “I think I’ll stop by that restaurant she’s been working at,” I said, then chuckled. “Ambush her, just like I did with you. What do you think? Good idea or not?”



 She laughed, pressing herself more insistently against me, then looked up at me again with those wide, dark, knowing eyes. “Well, it worked on me,” she smirked. “And if it ain’t broke, don’t fix it.”



 









 
Chapter Two




 Kenzie went back to bed then I enjoyed a quiet, small breakfast in the kitchen, sipping coffee slowly and watching the sun rise. Once the sun was up, I grabbed my notebook, laptop, and a couple of freshly sharpened pencils and got to work.



 Buzzing from caffeine with food in my belly, I checked my emails – nothing of note, just a few signature pages from
 The Atlantic
 concerning that short story they accepted a few weeks back – then attempted to put my pencil to paper.



 I stared at the blank page, tapping the tip of the pencil, leaving little slate-colored pencil scratches on the upper left-hand corner, but nothing came to me.



 I was
 trying
 to do a second draft on my most recent short story, but no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t squeeze out a fresh word, nor would my brain function when I looked over the old first draft pages, scribbled over with red pen marks from my revisions.



 I set my notebook down. There was a tight knot in the pit of my stomach.



 Goddammit, I was nervous about Taryn.



 I pushed up off the floor, conceding that work was impossible. I heard water running in the shower, signaling that Kenzie was up for the day. She’d be heading over to the Southside Dive to prepare for the early shift. I paused, wondering: Would Taryn be going into work for an early shift at
 her
 restaurant?



 
 Might as well give it a shot, shit head,
 came my dad’s voice.
 Better than sitting around this dump worrying yourself to death all day.



 “Not a bad idea, Dad,” I whispered.



 I threw on some fresh clothes – T-shirt, hooded sweatshirt, jeans – then slipped back into the kitchen to fix Kenzie a quick breakfast. By the time she emerged from the bathroom, her mahogany hair freshly brushed but still damp from the shower, I already had two eggs sunny-side up and buttered whole grain toast and a steaming mug of coffee waiting for her on the kitchen table.



 She looked as effortlessly immaculate as always. Her dark eyes were sharp and buzzing with energy, no mascara needed. Her high cheekbones and pouty pink lips required neither blush nor lipstick. She wore a small Gymshark zip-up hoodie that bared her mocha-colored flat stomach, the gold waist chain still dangling loose at her hips. She only had the hoodie zipped up a quarter of the way, showing off her supple tight torso, a fresh white sleeveless undershirt tight on every curve, her jet black bra showing beneath the pristine white cotton. She wore bright red yoga pants, nylon curving around her thighs, cupping her ass cheeks, completing an easy ensemble in which she put the most try-hard Instagram fitness influencer to shame.



 “Good God, you’re beautiful,” I laughed, and I was already starting to wonder if she had time for a quickie in the bedroom before she had to head out.



 Kenzie, always the mind reader, chuckled as she sauntered up to me, patting her palm lightly against my cheek with an easy giggle. “Don’t be thinking dirty thoughts this early, Junilr,” she laughed, then popped up and kissed me quickly on the lips. “I’ve got a load of kegs coming in this morning and I can’t be late.” She cocked one reddish-brown eyebrow, a suggestive smile on her lips, and she reached down to the growing tent in my jeans and gave my manhood a squeeze. “If not for the delivery, I’d jump your bones right here on the kitchen table…and then maybe get my revenge in Bloodstorm Combat 2 Turbo afterward.”



 She snatched the breakfast plate from the table, taking a moment to breathe in the aroma, then dipped her toast in the yolk.



 “You’re usually writing by now,” she said. “But I can tell you haven’t gotten so much as a single word down.”



 I smiled. “You can tell?”



 She nodded. “I can see it in your body language,” she said. She paused for a moment, dipping the crust in the yolk again, studying me quietly. Then, she shot me a sudden smile. “You’re thinking about heading over to see Taryn early.”



 I blushed a little. “You think it’s a little much to show up at her job before the place is even open?”



 She shoveled the rest of her eggs into her mouth, set the plate down, then gave my cock another playful squeeze. “Early bird gets the worm, Mr. Crabs,” she grinned. “I say go for it.”



*****



 The sky was overcast and the clouds looked ominous, with a crisp chill in the air hinting at early snow. The whole Lehigh Valley was well accustomed to early autumn snows, sometimes even full-on blizzards. A real doozy of a storm hit us back in 2011, burying the Valley in a foot of snow from Allentown to Bethlehem and well past Easton, all before Halloween.



 I rode my dad’s old pickup down Stefko then up East Union Boulevard before cutting north through Moravian University, a small liberal arts college that you might forget about, given the massive Lehigh University campus looming large up on South Mountain, and I chuckled to myself, remembering all the times Taryn came over bitching about her parents. They begged and pleaded for her to apply to some college,
 any
 college, but Taryn wouldn’t budge. Smart as she was, she just wasn’t cut out for higher education.



 I could still perfectly recall the last time me and Taryn hung out, just the two of us. Instead of applying to any colleges, Taryn just wanted to find a regular job, which didn’t sit well with her parents at all. While neither had gone to college themselves, they were determined that Taryn get some sort of degree.



 “I just can’t frickin’
 stand them
 sometimes,” Taryn said as she reclined in the passenger seat of my beat-up old car, an ’01 Toyota Camry patched together with little more than duct tape and old bubble gum.



 She had her feet kicked up on my dashboard – her weatherbeaten New Balance sneakers scuffed and worn almost through the soles, courtesy of her last few hikes up on the steeper slopes of South Mountain – and thrust her hands into her jean pockets. I risked a glance at her thighs, her soft pale skin visible through the holes…which were real, honest to God holes, rather than fashionable tears, her jeans torn to pieces from hopping the fence at Bethlehem Steel.



 I felt sweat beading at my brow as I glimpsed her bare skin, white as cotton, the faded pink scars on her knees from innumerable falls and tumbles over the years only serving to draw my attention that much more.



 Turning away before she could catch me staring, I cleared my throat and tried focusing on the road. She pouted in the passenger seat, a raw scowl on her face that was betrayed by her lush tumbledown dirty-blonde hair, always brushed back hastily, even carelessly, yet despite Taryn’s eternal negligence still managed to remain perfect in an imperfect sort of way.



 She pulled a Lehigh Valley Iron Pigs baseball cap over her hair, as if to hide it. Her phone rested in the front pocket of her flannel shirt, unbuttoned, her large breasts straining against the scuffed white T-shirt she wore beneath it. I risked another glance, saw the way that plain Old Navy T-shirt rode up her belly, and my blood stirred when I glimpsed her pale skin, the gentle curve of her belly button just
 barely
 visible beneath the cotton.



 “I mean, what the hell!” Taryn shouted, slamming her fist into the dash.



 I jumped in the driver’s seat, blushing bright red, convinced that she’d caught me staring. “Um, what? Sorry…what?” I stuttered.



 “Just my parents, that’s all,” she grumbled. “It’s like if you don’t want to take this boring, straight-laced path through life, they think something’s wrong with you.”



 Relieved that her sudden outburst hadn’t been because she caught me creeping on her, I leaned back in the driver’s seat, more relaxed now. We were heading over to a sushi restaurant on Schoenersville Road. Ever since her blowout fight with her parents earlier in the afternoon, Taryn had been hounding me to take her over there, said she was dying for some good sashimi and –



 “WHOA SHIT, STOP THE CAR!” she hollered.



 I slammed on the brakes, flop sweat running down my face, my heart hammering with adrenaline, my eyes darting this way and that, thinking that I’d been about to slam into a deer.



 “What, Christ!?” I shouted.



 Taryn was looking past me, through the driver’s side window, and thrust her forefinger across my chest, pointing at something along the side of the road. “That’s a goddamn black bear right there!” she gasped. “Look, over in the woods!”



 I edged the car onto the shoulder of the road, letting the traffic behind me pass, still trembling from the sudden adrenaline rush. I looked into the trees and, sure enough, I saw a fat black bear nosing through some takeout trash. Old Chinese food in a Styrofoam tray, it looked like.



 I shrugged. “Yeah, it’s a black bear,” I said. “So what?”



 But by then, Taryn had already hopped out of the car.



 “TARYN, JESUS, STOP IT!” I shouted as I ignored my survival instincts and raced out behind her as she climbed over the guardrail, into the trees, her eyes wide with delight as she spied the bear, about twenty yards ahead.



 “Whoa,” she said, awestruck, her voice at a whisper.  “I’ve never seen one this close up before.” She whipped around, looking back at me, and the sheer wonder in her eyes, the wide pink smile on her lips, made my heart skip up into my throat.



 Of course, I always thought Taryn was pretty. But just then, she looked like a goddamn angel…albeit one with ripped-up jeans and scabby knees.



 I couldn’t help but smile, even with the fear bubbling up into the back of my throat. The bear hadn’t even looked at us, still snuffling its snout greedily into the takeout container, lapping up old soy sauce.



 “Bears are incredible,” she whispered excitedly. “I
 love
 bears. They’re my favorite animal!”



 I cocked my head to the side, confused. “Just like, two weeks ago, you said giraffes were your favorite animal,” I countered quietly. “And come to think of it, didn’t you just buy a bunch of lemur posters for your bedroom like, a month ago? Yeah, you got them at that kiosk at the Lehigh Valley Mall, saying that lemurs were your favorite –”



 She cut me off silently, a single upraised finger against my lips, her eyes bright and pure with joy. Quietly, she slipped her free hand into her pocket and slowly pulled out a half-eaten bag of beef jerky.



 Her eyes were wide with joy, my eyes were wide with unbridled terror. As she dangled the Jack Links beef jerky in her hand, I came to understand that this gorgeous young lady who I’d crushed on for years just had the wonderful idea to give the bear a snack.



I shook my head and mouthed the word,
 ‘NO.’



 Yet, in simply moving my lips, I instantly forgot my fear. She still had her upraised forefinger pressed against my mouth. When I mouthed the word, my lips parted, and it was almost like I’d just kissed her finger.



 Taryn paused as she felt it. For just a moment, she seemed to forget the bear. She did not, however, pull her finger away from my lips. Her pale cheeks reddened. There was a look in her eye, something I hadn’t seen before…



 Then I heard something rustling in the leaves behind me. Taryn’s eyes shifted to the side, looking past me, and the wonder in her bright gaze promptly melted into panic.



 “The bear’s right behind me, isn’t it?” I whispered.



 She nodded silently. Behind me, I heard the bear huff as it came closer.



 Now, it was common knowledge that black bears in general are mostly harmless if left alone. This was especially true in the Lehigh Valley, given its relatively dense population, where black bears were most likely to trot right past a person to rummage through a garbage can rather than, say, maul you to death like a grizzly.



 That common knowledge, however, didn’t comfort me in the slightest. Not while I was this close to a hungry bear.



 Slowly, trembling all the while, I took the beef jerky. I turned, my heart like a jackhammer, and saw the bear. It was a bigger one, a female. Broad shoulders and sharp teeth. Its eyes were oddly gentle, and that might have been the only reason I didn’t pee my pants that afternoon.



 The bear grunted, its nostrils flaring toward the Jack Links. Swallowing hard, I slipped my hand into the open bag, grabbed a handful, and tossed it toward the bear. The jerky landed in the grass and fallen leaves, right at the bear’s front paws, and mama bear proceeded to gobble it up, forgetting about us almost instantly.



 Without thinking, I slipped one arm around Taryn’s waist – accidentally palming the skin of her right hip, her T-shirt having rode up her belly again – and quickly led her back to the Camry.



 In the moment, it hardly occurred to me that I had my hand on her bare skin. It wasn’t until I hustled her over to the passenger side door that I realized what I’d done, what I was
 still doing,
 when I realized just how soft her skin felt against my bare hand.



 And no, just like that brief moment when she had her finger up to my lips, she didn’t pull away this time, either.



 Then I opened the door and got her inside then raced back to the driver’s side and hopped in, the adrenaline still surging in my veins.



 By the time I had my hands on the steering wheel again, the bear had already finished the jerky and was busying itself with the Chinese takeout again. 



 I looked at Taryn, who sat in the passenger seat, grinning, almost in awe. “Junior,” she said, her voice still quivering. “You just saved me from a black bear.”


I shrugged, chuckling, and felt something rising in my chest that I’d never really felt before.



 It was confidence.



 “I froze like a deer in the headlights,” she went on, reaching across the center console, gripping my arm, squeezing it. “But not you.”



 Yeah, I felt confident, alright. So confident that something rather interesting popped into my head.



 
 Right now, if I leaned in to kiss her…I think Taryn just might kiss me back.



 That thought shot through my brain but my deep-seated anxiety shot right back to counter it.



 Immediately, I felt my paunchy belly, my sagging turtle’s neck of a second chin. The adrenaline from my brush with the bear faded just as quickly. In a span of a few seconds, my inner self-loathing managed to cast away my bravery, then made me convince myself that I hadn’t shown any courage at all, that I’d just been acting on pure instinct.



 Hell, I hadn’t been brave.



 If anything, I’d just gotten lucky.



 I could barely bring myself to meet Taryn’s eyes. When I finally did look at her again, I saw that expectant look in her eyes had faded. It was gone as quickly as it had come.



 And yeah, no wonder. Taryn
 might
 have temporarily been fooled long enough to consider seeing me as something other than the paunchy loser I was, but the moment had passed.



 Taryn quickly turned away from me, stiff and uncomfortable. She busied herself with her cell phone then pulled up a track,
 Play Destroy
 , a deep cut from Poppy and Grimes, and hit the volume button until the pop-metal banger was playing loud enough to deafen the ears.



 I sighed. “Sushi it is,” I grumbled to myself, then eased the Camry back onto the road.









 
Chapter Three




 I sank into the pickup’s creaky leather driver’s seat, so lost in the memory that I realized I’d missed my turn, blowing right through Moravian University’s little campus, curving northeast toward Catasaqua, a tiny barnacle of a town just across Bethlehem’s northern border.



 A sharp, insistent
 tap-tap-tap
 of rain brought me fully back to the present moment. “Shit,” I grunted, then hit my wipers, only to find that the rain droplets had already begun to freeze on the windshield.



 Frowning, I cursed myself for not checking the weather. I didn’t mind snow. Snow was nothing up where I’d been for the last seven years, but freezing rain was a pain in the nuts whether you were at the top of the world or the Lower Forty-Eight.



 Still, falling back into my faceplant of a memory that day with Taryn had roused my anger, not my old self-loathing. My fist gripped tight around the steering while like I was trying to break a snake’s neck, I cut a quick U-turn – the pickup’s aging tire treads slipping somewhat on the black ice – and headed back the way I came, even daring to hit the gas pedal just a little bit harder than last time.



 I cut back toward the university – my nicotine ghost whispering in my ear – then made a right toward Schoenersville Road, which would take me to Taryn’s restaurant over on Airport Road.



 Giving it a little more gas, the tires slipped a good bit and I had to stay sharp to keep from fishtailing – evading slip-siding vehicles struggling to maintain control all the while – and I almost didn’t realize where I’d come.



 I glanced off to the left, past the guardrail, into the trees. This was the
 exact
 spot where Taryn made me pull over, the
 exact
 spot where I showed a little bravery for once.



 The
 exact
 spot where I convinced myself that I hadn’t been brave at all.



 Anger flared deep in my gut, bright and hot and blinding white like a sparked propane torch.



 
 She would have done it. She would have let me kiss her,
 I thought with clear hindsight.
 And I
 had been
 brave that day. Braver than hell. I just managed to convince myself otherwise.



 Yes, I saw it clearly now. Even the way Taryn had looked away from me, the way she drowned out the awkward silence with that cheery-dark Poppy and Grimes song, had only been a result of my blunder.



 
 She
 wanted
 me to kiss her. I just hesitated too long. Shit, she turned away from me because she thought that I didn’t
 want
 to kiss
 her!



 Scowling now, I ignored the increasingly icy blacktop even as Schoenervsille Road bent into a sharp hill, ice glistening on the road like tiny lethal crystals. My jaw clenched and my forearms straining as I maintained tight control on the steering wheel, I hit the gas harder, cresting up over the hill, fully intending on rectifying my old mistakes.



 Still, right before I passed the woods completely, my scowl softened into a quick smirk. I looked off into the woods off to my left. I hoped that bear was still out there, chowing down on something a little better than old takeout containers and a handful of beef jerky.



 
 I love it when I see you with some confidence, shit head!
 came my dad’s voice in the back of my head, followed by the crack of a beer can and the spark of a cigarette.
 Now keep your eyes on the blacktop, pal. These roads are about to get nasty, believe me!



*****



 I went slip-sliding up Airport Road another two miles, the pickup’s old tire treads working reliably enough, and I pulled into the restaurant’s parking lot just as the road began to take on a thin silver-bright sheen, almost completely frozen solid.



 The restaurant was called the Steel Plate. It was a mid-sized fancy joint, New American with some light French inspirations, not exactly the most common fare in the blue-collar Lehigh Valley. The Steel Plate, however, was doing brisk business, despite the weather.



 Open daily for brunch from 11 AM to 3 PM – then closing for two hours before reopening for dinner at five o’clock – the parking lot was jam-packed, patrons visible through the wide restaurant windows, chatting over duck confit omelets and cheeseburgers topped with buttery escargot and exotic little pizzas sprinkled with fine Parisian cheeses. I walked up, slipping on the pavement – though the cold didn’t bother me much, not after my stint in Alaska – and caught myself on the stairwell railing just before I took another quick glance through the front windows.



 And there she was, my old tomboy friend. I blinked twice, the gears in my mind churning as I tried to match the familiar face to the young lady I used to know, the one who wore torn-up jeans and beat-up sneakers and the same ratty Iron Pigs ballcap.



 The full-grown woman standing at the hostess’ station just inside the Steel Plate most certainly was
 not
 wearing torn jeans or a musty flannel.



 Now twenty-five-years old and fully grown into her slender frame, Taryn was the picture of elegance as she guided patrons to their tables while wearing a body-hugging Ralph Lauren dress, the low-cut exposing her smooth pale shoulders, the neckline cut low, but tastefully, cupping her large breasts without a gaudy show.



 The inky-black polyester fabric hugged every square inch of her slender-athletic frame, the hemline of the elegant cocktail dress dangling just above her knees, the fabric swishing softly with each pensive step as she deftly navigated the busy dining room. I watched with a befuddled smile as Taryn slid past a waiter taking orders for a large table then evaded a runner balancing a large stainless steel serving tray on one upturned palm, expensive meals in expensive china rattling on top.



 She guided the new patrons through the bustling dining room without a hitch, doing it all on a pair of exquisite open-toed high heels – her toenail polish a muted red, same as her fingernails – her dirty blonde hair brushed perfectly down the length of her spine bouncing lightly with every step.



 With one smooth motion, she did an about-face, turning back to the new patrons, her right arm gesturing primly and properly to the table, a warm-yet-professional smile, her lips bright pink and glossy.



 Stranger still was this woman’s
 focus.
 I’d never seen Taryn so locked in before. Even during her most fleeting, temporary passions – whether it was vaulting down a ravine on South Mountain or wandering beneath the shadow of an abandoned blast furnace or
 trying to give beef jerky to a goddamn black bear
 – Taryn had always seemed at least half-distracted. No matter her current obsession, she was always on the lookout for the next endorphin bump.



 But not now. Weaving in and out between crowded tables and pivoting around servers all while continuing to regard the patrons following her with an easy smile, Taryn’s focus hadn’t wavered
 once.



 “There is no goddamn way that’s Taryn,” I whispered to myself.



 The Taryn I remembered couldn’t move half so gracefully. It was one of the reasons I found her so beautiful; I loved the way her athleticism came with no lightfooted swagger, no nimbleness at all. I couldn’t even begin to count the memories I had of her trying to climb a tree or hop a fence before losing her footing then tumbling face-down to the ground only to pop right back up, grinning, undeterred, ready to give it another try.



 But then I looked a little closer. As the patrons shuffled into their seats I glanced down, at the hemline of Taryn’s Ralph Lauren cocktail dress, and saw the old scars crisscrossing her knees…along with one or two fresh scars, small but scabbed, plus a little brown Band-Aid fixed over a bruise on her right shin.



 I laughed. “Oh shit, that really is Taryn,” I whispered.



 But then a sudden awkward feeling struck me, not those old anxieties from back in the day, but something very real: Taryn was busting her ass in there. The Steel Plate was busy as hell and as quickly as Taryn had seated that last party, three more were lined up at the hostess’ station, waiting their turn.



 I lowered my head, cursing myself for my stupidity. It had been one thing to drop by the Southside Dive to visit Kenzie. Busy as her bar could get, I’d gotten there before the crowd. But Taryn was…



 I trailed off, raised my eyes to the windows again, and saw that Taryn was staring right back at me.



 Over twenty feet away and through a pane of window glass, I couldn’t hear her speak, but I quite clearly saw her lips form my name as she raised her dirty blonde eyebrows, the same shade as her vibrant hair.



 
 ‘Junior?’



 Feeling myself blush, I felt like a goddamn idiot as I shrugged and waved hello.



 Taryn’s face shifted from a look of confused bewilderment to one of utter joy and surprise. Her left hand shot up, waving quickly back and forth, and she held up her right hand – her forefinger upraised, mouthing the words,
 ‘Give me one minute!’
 – then she dashed back across the dining room.



 The chick I’d known as an athletic but flat-footed tomboy weaved effortlessly back through the dining room chaos, maneuvering with a ballerina’s precision back to the front of the restaurant, where she flagged down a busgirl. Instructing the busgirl to take over at the hostess station for a moment – to which the busgirl agreed with a smile – Taryn proceeded to duck past the waiting patrons and made for the front door, almost at a run. 



 She flung the front door open, stepping out with a broad, radiant smile, her eyes wide and bright as she moved her lips, preparing to call out my name…and then her left foot hit the top concrete step, frozen solid.



 “Oh Junior, how are you – AAAH!”



 Her forward momentum carried her across the step, her left heel shooting out in front of her, the right foot sliding the moment it hit the concrete step. I jolted forward, reaching up as Taryn spun – the wind gusted briskly, blowing the Ralph Lauren dress tight to her slender body, putting a little accentuation on every curve – and I caught her by the wrist.



 I shot my other hand to her hip, half-catching her, guiding her down to the frozen pavement. Yet, here the ice was no less slippery, and the moment her heels hit the pavement, Taryn spun once more, like a ballerina in a pirouette, but before she could faceplant, I pulled her safely against my chest, my arms wrapped tight around her.



 She came to a stop, smiling in shock, her breath frosting over her glossy lips, matte-pink and glistening.



 She let out a trembling laugh as I held her tight. “Good catch,” she said.



 Despite the chill in the air, she felt warm against me. Warm and soft and natural. The rain continued to spit down, more and more with each passing moment, yet Taryn didn’t even shiver as she stood against me, her bare shoulder pressed against my chest, the freezing rain droplets melting on her pale skin.



 A second passed, then another. She tilted her face back, gazing up at me, and I became acutely aware of the sensation of her soft skin on bare fingers, my bare palms, the slick moisture from the rain pelting her shoulders.



 At last, I managed to chuckle. “You’ve got to be freezing your ass off,” I said.



 She flashed me a smile, with a look in her eye that felt familiar.



 A look in her eye that reminded me of that day with the bear.



 Then, suddenly, Taryn shivered almost violently, the fangs of cold finally catching up with her. “Who says I’m not?” she said, her teeth suddenly chattering, then nodded toward the restaurant door. “Come inside real quick,” she said. “Stacy can only cover my station for a few minutes and – boy oh boy – do the two of us have a lot to talk about.”



 With one hand on the small of her back, I held her steady as I followed her back up the stairs, then into the Steel Plate, the sudden warmth of the dining room a welcome reprieve from the freezing rain pissing down from the sky.



 Luckily, there’d been a lull in the crowd – everyone was seated, with no newcomers coming through the front door, likely given the weather – so Taryn and I stood off to the side, by the coat room.



 I couldn’t stop staring at her bare arms, her bare shoulders, where the freezing rain clung to her skin like morning dew on white rose petals. She hugged herself for warmth. I gulped hard, trying not to stare, but the way she held herself only made her breasts press that much harder against the Ralph Lauren dress.



 Keeping my gaze respectfully at eye level, I thrust my hands in my pockets, grinning, almost bashfully. “I’ve been back in town,” I said. “Been meaning to catch up with you.”



 Taryn rocked forward onto the balls of her feet, pressing her cute little red-painted toes together, then rocked back, balancing herself perfectly on the four-inch heels. If you’d have told me seven years ago that Taryn would be able to rock shoes like this, I’d have laughed in your face.



 “I might have heard rumors that the world-famous screenwriter John Mills was back in the Lehigh Valley,” she said.



 I cocked an eyebrow, figuring that Kenzie might have reached out to her. “Did someone let you know I was in town again?”



 She shrugged, with an evasive smile. “I was starting to think you weren’t interested in catching up with me,” she said casually, yet with a tone of vulnerability that she simply couldn’t hide, evasive smile or not.



 I sighed, holding up my hands apologetically. “To be honest, I’ve been a little nervous about seeing you,” I said. Then: “I did always find you a little intimidating, you know.”



 She reeled back, her smile colored with flattery. “You were intimidated by
 me?”
 she asked, her voiced tinged with incredulity.



 “You were a hyperactive badass and I was a paunchy, awkward loser,” I responded.



 She laughed softly. “You might have been a little awkward,” she said. She poked my belly with her forefinger, her smile sharpening. “And you were a little paunchy too, I guess…but not anymore.”



 She pressed her forefinger a little harder against my abdomen, a simmering, yet quiet heat pulsing between us.



 “I never once thought you were a loser, though,” she finished quietly.



 I smiled back at her, remembering how I blew it that day with the bear. The way she’d been looking at me, practically
 inviting
 me to steal a kiss…



 The front door swung open, with a dozen hungry patrons shuffling inside, shivering from the cold, their jackets dotted in ice crystals. Stacy the busgirl looked over from the hostess station, clearly needing Taryn’s assistance to deal with the new rush.



 “Anyway, I think I picked a bad time to show up,” I said, scooting off to the side. “I didn’t realize this place would be this busy so early.”



 “Bad timing, yeah, but I’m still glad you came,” she said. “Tell you what, though. I’m only scheduled to work the early shift today. I’ll be done at three o’clock if you don’t mind waiting a few hours. Sound good?”



 I paused, hesitating for a second. I’d been lucky enough that Kenzie was single when I reconnected with her. Maybe this time I wouldn’t be so lucky. Taryn was gorgeous, what were the chances she might have had a boyfriend?



 “That sounds good provided that I’m not stepping on anyone’s toes,” I said.



 She giggled. “Oh, you’re wondering if I have a boyfriend.”



 “Well, yeah.”



 She leaned close, lowering her voice. “Not only do I
 not
 have a boyfriend,” she whispered. “I’ve never even been with a man.”



 I chuckled. “Oh.”



 “Just shoot back over at the end of my shift,” Taryn grinned. “Then we’ll have plenty of time to get reacquainted with one another.”



 I nodded as relief flooded through my veins. I just didn’t know how the hell I was going to manage to wait so long.



 But then the power went out.









 
Chapter Four




 The restaurant went dark, a dim shade from the cloud-muffled afternoon light coming through the windows casting the dining room in a slate-silver light cut with black shadows. In the kitchen, everything went silent – the stoves and deep fryers, broilers and ice machines – save for the grumbles from the cooking staff and the muted clink of cutlery.



 It wasn’t just the Steel Plate, we soon discovered. All cell service was dead. Across Airport Road, the storefronts lining a strip mall had all gone dark and the streetlights blinked off.



 A cook threw on a heavy winter coat and hustled out to his car. He came back inside five minutes later, announcing that he’d just heard over the local radio station that most of Bethlehem – along with some towns between here and Allentown – had lost power. PPL Electric – the local power company – declared that power wouldn’t be restored for at least four or five hours.



 Standing there in the darkened dining room, Taryn shot me a grin. “It looks like I’ll be getting off early today,” she said.



 Stuck in the middle of a seemingly apocalyptic ice storm amid a power outage, there was little reason for anyone in the Steel Plate to smile.



 Except for me.



 “I got some old beef jerky in the glovebox out in my pickup,” I grinned. “Maybe we can go feed the bears.”



 Taryn stepped a little closer, her matte pink lips glistening in the meager sunlight. The dining room was dark as hell, but just then, I thought that glistening pink smile could have lit up the world.



 “I already let you save me from a hungry bear once, Junior,” Taryn said. She was so close I could smell her perfume, a light, vaguely strawberry scent that tickled my nostrils. “I think we’ll need to figure out something a little different.”



 “Any ideas?” I asked.



 She poked my abdomen again, then glided her finger rightward, until she brushed against my hand, her extended fingertip tickling lightly across my knuckles. For just a second, I thought she was going to hold my hand.



 She pulled away, her smile growing sharper by the moment. “I know a great place for us to catch up,” she said. Then added, quietly: “That is, if you feel like you want to get lucky this early in the day.”



*****



 We drove across town in my dad’s old pickup, the weathered treads performing admirably upon the flash-frozen blacktop. The world had turned to ice, tree branches sagging under heavy icicles, the windshield wipers
 scraping
 raw and loud across the window pane, coated with clumps of ice.



 Taryn sat next to me, her feet – still in those open-toed heels – kicked up on my dash, her phone blaring
 Pinch Me
 by Barenaked Ladies from an offline playlist she’d downloaded days ago.



 “Barenaked Ladies,” I laughed as Ed Robertson’s dulcet voice swung into the chorus, a sad-sweet ballad of upbeat depression. “How very ‘elder millennial’ of you.”



 “I would have loved to have been born early enough to
 really
 grow up in the 90’s,” Taryn laughed. “You know, rocking some ugly-ass Chicago Bulls Starter Jacket, crimping up my hair so I could have long curls like Jessie Spano!”



 “Jessie who?”


She waved me off, giggling. “Never mind,” she said, then her eyes lit up as she looked at what lay before us. “Cha-ching, baby!”



 The city of Bethlehem had mostly gone dark save for one glittering oasis, a safe haven of overpriced drinks and garish, tacky flashing lights. That’s right. We went to the casino. While the rest of the city was frozen and dark, the casino kept on thriving – glitz and lights and beep-booping slot machines – thanks to the building’s massive backup power generator. The generator was no joke. Back in the day, during Hurricane Sandy, the entire city of Bethlehem lost power for several days. The casino opened its doors to the public, allowing folks to charge their phones and whatnot.



 I pulled up to the valet entrance, tipped the guy five bucks, then me and Taryn rushed inside, out of the cold. She wore only a thin wool coat over her cocktail dress, her high heels tip-tapping across the marble floor as we stepped inside.



 She leaned against me for warmth, shivering. “You must think I’m a wimp,” she said. “Shivering in this little bit of cold. Not like you, up at the top of the world on a crab boat.”



 I laughed, shaking my head, keeping my arms tight around her to warm her up. I hadn’t mentioned my time on the crab trawler. “Alright, yeah, I’m going to go ahead and assume Kenzie filled you in,” I said.



 “She might’ve,” Taryn laughed. She slipped out of her coat – the casino was warm and toasty inside, with a small crowd on the casino floor amongst the glittering penny slots – and I took it from her, folding it over my forearm like a gentleman. “It was just the weirdest thing. She and I haven’t spoken in ages. Even longer since I spoke to Charlene. Then the other day my phone went off and the moment I saw Kenzie’s name on the screen, I just
 knew
 that you came back home.”



 I felt that old guilt in my stomach again, heavy and sagging. “I feel bad about the way I left,” I said. “And I feel even worse that the three of you drifted apart after I was gone.”



 Taryn shrugged her shoulders, giving a no-big-deal smile. “What can you do? Things work out the way things work out,” she said. She tilted her head to the side, making her dirty blonde hair bounce. “Anyway, Kenzie told me all about how bad you feel. She also told me what she told you.”



 I grinned. “No more regrets,” I said.



 She tapped her finger against my chest, a snarky smirk on her glistening pink lips. “That’s right, Junior,” she said. She nodded to the right, past one of the three main bars situated on the casino floor. “It’s a little early for a cocktail, but what do you think about a Diet Pepsi or two then hitting the roulette tables?”



 I smirked, then offered her my arm. She took it, intertwining hers with mine. “Hey, I
 am
 feeling lucky.”



*****



 For a regional casino in Northeast PA, it was pretty big. Not nearly as sprawling as a casino in Vegas or even Atlantic City, but plenty big enough for a blue-collar city in the Lehigh Valley.



 Back by the front entrance, the glitzy penny slots were arrayed by the dozen, a few hundred flashing money-munchers luring in gamblers for easy wins.



 Closer to the middle of the floor lay the premier slots, more expensive machines with bigger payouts, cordoned off with stanchions with a few bored-looking security guards keeping an eye out for loiterers who might annoy the high rollers.



 Taryn and I strolled by slowly, arm-in-arm, each of us sipping a cool glass of Diet Pepsi.



 “You know, my dad told me you were working over at the Steel Plate,” I said. “It looks like you really run the show over there.”


Taryn smiled proudly. “I started off as a busser, then got promoted to waitress,” she said. “I made great money doing it, too, but the owner gave me another bump up to hostess, which is really more of a job title than anything else. Aside from seating customers – an exhausting gig, and usually not as well-paying as a waitress – I also put the weekly staff schedules together.
 That’s
 where I really earn my keep.”



 “It’s just funny,” I said. “The thought of you, just so focused on the task at hand.”



 Taryn threw back her head and laughed. “It’s a blessing, seriously!” she said. “All those years my parents tried pushing Ritalin or Adderall for my hyperactivity…when all I really needed was a chaotic environment to center myself.”



 “Seems counterproductive,” I laughed.



 “You’d think so,” she said. “There’s just something about the constant rush of everything, you know? The busy peak times, panicking when a sous chef calls in sick last-minute, juggling more than a dozen servers and runners, not to mention the kitchen staff.” She sighed contentedly. “Even on the days when I’m just in the office making the schedules, the low-key anarchy of working in a restaurant just sets my mind at ease.”



 We walked a little slower, neither of us in a hurry to get anywhere in particular. She wrapped her arm a little tighter against mine. Though I was wearing long sleeves, I could feel the warmth of her through my shirt. I liked it.



 “How do your parents feel about your job?” I asked, remembering how they’d disapproved of pretty much everything Taryn had ever cared about.



 “You know how they are,” she said with a groan. “My dad’s a forklift driver, never had the chance for any higher education. My mom dropped out of high school in junior year, been working as a maid ever since. They’ve got that old-school Catholic strictness about them…but honestly, they’ve eased up on me.”



 “Really?” I asked, somewhat surprised.



 She nodded. “Once they realized that my gig at the Steel Plate could be a solid career path, they stopped badgering me about not going to college,” she said, then chuckled. “As if my hyperactive ass could ever sit still long enough to nab a four-year degree. Anyway, I love what I do. I’m content doing it. And one day, maybe, it might even turn into something bigger.” She shrugged. “My own restaurant, maybe.”



 I smiled, admiring her. “You know, I was especially impressed by the way you moved through the crowd over there, too,” I said. “Back in the day, you weren’t exactly nimble.”



 She laughed again, then stopped, turned to face me, and pointed at the fresh bruise on her knee. “I’m still not all that nimble. At least, not when I’m out of the restaurant.”



 I nodded to the bruise. “What happened there, anyway?”



 “When I was moving into my new apartment, I bet myself that I could carry three heavy boxes out of the moving truck at once,” she said. She frowned. “Let’s just say that I’m lucky I just ended up with a bad bruise.”



 I laughed. “But yeah, you can move in the restaurant. I couldn’t believe it when I saw it.”



She slid her arm back through mine and we continued on. “But just like how the chaos centers my mind, the busy dining room – and an even busier kitchen, though I’m not back there quite as often – just adds a certain precision to my step.” She pulled up her cocktail skirt a little higher then nodded toward all her old scars from a thousand cuts and scrapes. “If only I could have moved like that back in the day, right?”



 I shook my head. “Good thing you didn’t,” I said.



 “Ugh,” she said, rolling her eyes. “My knees are so gross though…”



 I shook my head again, a serious look in my eye. “No they’re not,” I said. “Honest to God, as beautiful as you’ve always been, I always thought your scarred-up knees were one of the most gorgeous things about you.”



 She stopped in her tracks suddenly, diet soda sloshing over the side of her glass, her cheeks instantly turning red. “Junior, did you just tell me that you think I’m beautiful?” she asked quietly.



 I stepped closer to her. “No,” I said. “I just told you that I’ve
 always
 thought you were beautiful.”



 And just like that, there it was again.



 That look in her eye.



 Eager, expectant.



 The same look she had that day with the bear. That look in her eyes, that silent invitation.



 She giggled, but didn’t pull away, and that look in her eye shone even brighter.



 I put my hand on her hip, then stepped a little closer.



 And
 then
 a bulky security guard bumped into my back as he pushed along a hand truck loaded with hefty lock boxes, each one stuffed with cash.



 “EXCUSE ME, SIR! SORRY ABOUT THAT!”



 He went trotting off. I turned back to Taryn. She bit lightly on her bottom lip, giggling softly.



 “So, uh, what were we just talking about?” I asked.



 She lingered a moment, her top front teeth pinching her pink bottom lip, then she jerked her thumb over her shoulder, toward the table games.



 “We were just about to go to the roulette tables and see if you’re going to get lucky or not,” she said.



 I wanted to kiss her right then and there. I wanted to kiss her so badly it stung. And if I’d leaned in and taken my shot, she’d have let me…



 Yet, I noted a slight twinkle in her bright eyes, and I knew if I just waited a little bit longer, the payoff would be worth it.



 “Let’s go hit the tables, blondie,” I said.



 She winked at me. “Lead the way, Mr. Crabs.”



 









 
Chapter Five




 There was a small crowd at the largest roulette table, bleary-eyed gamblers smoking cigarettes scattered amongst a half-dozen frat bros who’d blown off their afternoon classes for a day of boozing and gambling.



 Taryn and I hung on the periphery, watching, her coat draped across my left forearm, her arms intertwined with my right as she leaned beside me, the warmth of her body rousing something deep inside me, something I struggled to keep in check.



 God, I wanted her so badly.



 The bettors slid chips across the felt table, inside and outside bets alike. The dealer – an attractive older woman, probably in her mid-fifties, her auburn hair streaked with dignified grays – shouted, “FINAL BETS!” and spun the wheel.



 As the little roulette marble spun in concentric circles around the track, Taryn squeezed my arm. “Do you want to know something about me?” she whispered. “Something that almost no one else knows?”



 Her eyes were trained on the little black marble, its revolutions around the roulette wheel gradually slowing. Her smile, however, grew just the slightest bit naughty, hinting at something scandalous.



 “Well, now it’s impossible for me to
 not
 want to know,” I said, watching Taryn’s face, rather than the roulette wheel. “Lay it on me.”



 She turned her face toward me – yet her eyes slid to the side, still watching the wheel – and cupped her hand over my ear. Her breath tickled my ear as she whispered, “I had my first real sexual experience right here, in this casino.”



 Well, that hit me like a ton of bricks.



 My mouth hung slightly agape. Yes, that revelation was hot as hell – if anyone would lose her virginity in a semi-public place, it would have been Taryn, adventurous to the core – but a fiery jealousy suddenly bloomed hot and raging in my gut.



 Just envisioning Taryn with another guy…



 “Wait,” I said. “Earlier, you told me that you’ve never been with a man.”



 Taryn clapped her hands loudly as the roulette ball came to a stop, nestled in the pocket for Red Seven, and an aging drunk hooted as the dealer pushed a pile of chips toward him.



 She was silent for just a moment longer, then leaned toward my ear again, the faint, warm breath from her lips sending a chill down my spine and blood rushing to my cock. “That’s right. I’ve never been with a man.”



 Yup, that hit me like yet another ton of bricks…except these bricks put a stupefied grin on my face.



 “You mean…you were with…”



 “A pretty girl I knew, it only happened once,” she quipped happily, enjoying the mystified curiosity on my face. “She was older than me. I was twenty-two. She was twenty-seven.” Taryn raised her forefinger, pointing at the ceiling, where security cameras were installed beneath tinted black domes. “She worked up in the surveillance department right here in the casino.” Taryn bit down on her bottom lip, pinching it under her front teeth in that shockingly sexy way she’d done before. “She was down-to-earth, had this gorgeous ebony skin and soft lips, braided hair like a Caribbean princess. And best of all? Because she worked in surveillance, she knew the very few spots in this joint that
 don’t
 have camera coverage.”



 I tried to speak, but couldn’t. I was stuck processing her admission, which – yeah – sounded hot as all hell…but there was a wholesome tone in Taryn’s voice, something loving, almost innocent.



 I couldn’t help but try to envision it. Taryn and her one-time fling giggling in a shadowed corner of the casino, the bright lights flickering faintly in the background, the twenty-seven-year-old’s obsidian-black skin pressed against Taryn’s pale perfection, their lips smacking, hands exploring…



 “You two up for the next spin?” the dealer called out from behind the wheel.



 I turned to the dealer, found her smiling warmly, even patiently, with kind eyes. The rest of the bettors had gone elsewhere, all those frat bros and bleary-eyed gamblers.



 “We sure are,” Taryn said. “C’mon, Junior.”



 Tugging my arm, she pulled me up to the roulette table, where we both took a seat on the maroon leather stools. I was almost punch-drunk on the image in my mind – Taryn and her one-time lover – but I was brought back to reality by the way she squeezed my arm, those gentle fingers pressing into my bicep.



 We’d stopped by the cashier’s cage on the way over, where I got a single fifty-dollar chip. I’d given it to Taryn. She pulled it out of her purse and slid it across the table, toward me. “Your pick, Junior,” she said.



 “Aw,” the dealer said, her smile both wholesome yet attractive. “Sorry to butt in, but I just have to say that you two are adorable together.”



 I flicked my eyes up to the dealer, blushing. “Oh, um…we’re…we’re not…we’re just friends…”



 The dealer winced, with an apologetic shrug. “I didn’t mean to be presumptuous,” she said. “I just thought you two were a couple. You certainly look at one another like you’re together.”



 Taryn beamed as she leaned forward, planting her elbow on the table then resting her chin in her palm. “You really think so?” she asked.



 “I really do,” the dealer answered.



 I cleared my throat, unsure of what to say, once more feeling like that awkward eighteen-year-old who fled town, the same guy who’d been as intimidated by Taryn as he was in enraptured by her.



 “I have an idea then,” Taryn said, turning to me. She tapped her fingertip on the fifty-dollar chip. “You win this next bet, then we’ll see how we work as a couple.”



 I cocked an eyebrow, chuckling. “As a couple?” I repeated. “As in, boyfriend and girlfriend?”



 Taryn flashed a disarmingly snarky – yet gorgeous – smile. “I sure as hell know that Kenzie won’t mind,” she said.



 At that, the dealer’s eyes looked like they might pop out of her skull.



 I felt heat creeping up my chest, engulfing my heart. I lowered my eyes to Taryn’s glossy pink lips, glimpsed her tongue hiding behind her perfect white teeth. I imagined what it would feel like, that mouth on mine.



 And with that, my old anxieties fled once again. Confidence filled every inch of my body. “You’re on,” I said.



 I slid the fifty-dollar chip across the table, right to Red Seven.



 “Inside bet right here, Miss Dealer,” I grinned.



 The dealer – despite her shock at the nature of the relationship unfolding in front of her – composed herself quickly. “You sure about that, honey? A gentleman just hit on that one a moment ago. Odds aren’t in your favor.”



 I slid my right hand down below the edge of the table. Taryn had her legs crossed, the left folded over the right. The hemline of her cocktail dress rode up her thighs, exposing her soft pale skin, leaving bare the scars on her knees that I found so beautiful.



 I cupped my hand over her left knee, felt the puckered pink flesh of her scars against my palm. I stretched my thumb out, tickling the inside of her thigh, not quite squeezing, but almost.



 At my touch, the naughty smile on Taryn’s glossy pink lips melted with desire. She didn’t speak. She didn’t move. In fact, she hardly seemed to breathe.



 To the dealer, I said, “Red Seven will be just fine. I have to say, I’m feeling really lucky right now.”



 “Have it your way,” the dealer said. “Final bet?”



 I nodded. “Final bet.”



 I locked eyes with Taryn as the dealer spun the wheel, the little black marble riding swift and true along the ball track.



 I released my grip on her knee, moving my right hand upward, along her smooth left thigh, putting just the smallest bit of pressure on her, my fingertips leaving faded pink marks that lingered for only a moment before turning pure white again.



 As my hand slid toward the hemline of her dress resting over the middle of her thigh, Taryn grew stiff on her stool, her spine rigid, and little goosebumps broke out on her legs.



 She slid her left hand down from the roulette table. It fell on my hand, just below my knuckles. For a moment I feared she might push my hand away. Instead, she gripped her fingers tight around my wrist and pulled my hand up just a little bit higher, along the meat of her thigh, just beneath the slip of her dress.



 My stomach tied itself in knots. I felt a pinching, almost painful yearning in my heart. Taryn didn’t uncross her legs, but she did shift them, if only slightly, giving me access to the secret valley that lay between them.



 We held that stare for what seemed like an eternity, until the roulette wheel came to a stop. When I looked at it, I saw the roulette ball resting in a pocket.



 “Red Seven,” the dealer said, quietly shocked. She counted out my winning chips in three tidy stacks and moved to push them toward me.



 “I’ll only be needing this one,” I said, taking the fifty-dollar chip from the Red Seven square. “You keep the rest as a tip.”



 The dealer stared at me, slackjawed with surprise. I turned my hungry eyes back to Taryn as I flipped the fifty-dollar chip into the air, catching it deftly in my palm before slipping it into my pocket.



 “So,” I said. “You were telling me that you knew a quiet corner around here? Somewhere with a little more privacy?”



 Taryn’s eyes never broke from mine as she slid off the stool, her high heels coming down on the sequined pattern carpet covering the floor. Her purse dangled from her left hand. The right rested on her hip, a sweet yet sassy glint in her bright eyes.



 “Follow me this way, Mr. Crabs,” she said.



 As I stood up, she stepped toward me, closing the distance between us with one quick step.



 “But I have to warn you,” she said. “I’m feeling a little like my old self again.”



 “Is that so?” I asked.



 She held up her right hand, the tip of her forefinger hovering
 just
 over the tip of her thumb, no more than a quarter-inch of empty space between them. “I’m feeling just a
 little bit
 adventurous right now.”



 I slid my hand onto her hip, pressed my thumb into the fabric of her cocktail dress, felt the slim skin of her belly yielding to my touch. “I’m glad you’re feeling like your old self,” I grinned. “Because I’m
 not
 feeling like
 my
 old self, not even a little bit.”



 “You sure I still don’t intimidate you?” she asked, pressing closer, the tent in my jeans becoming more obvious by the second.



 “Let’s go find out,” I smiled.









 
Chapter Six




 It was a small nook in a rarely-traveled portion of the casino floor, buried behind three banks of penny slot machines. Taryn led me there, her fingers wrapped in mine, and I hurriedly followed her, half hypnotized by the swaying hemline of her cocktail dress, the black nylon swishing back and forth against her creamy, pale legs.



 With each step in her fashionably black high heels, her calf muscles flexed, gentle definition for an already eye-popping pair of slender legs. Her hair bounced, dirty-blonde locks falling center-wise down the low-cut back of her dress, resting upon her spine.



 She flashed a smile at me from over her shoulder then came to a stop, leaning against the wall. We were near the corner of the casino, with the closest foot traffic coming from the doorway of a server’s hallway, where a cocktail waitress with an empty tray rushed back-of-house.



 I leaned close to her, nose-to-nose, her back against the wall, my lips close enough to hers that I could have kissed her on the spot.



 However, I held back, nodding toward the hallway where the cocktail waitress had just gone. “You sure this little cranny is as private as you remember?”



 “My old one-off girlfriend gave me the rundown,” Taryn whispered. She looked straight up, toward the ceiling. There was a dome-covered camera twenty feet to our left, then another, twenty feet to our right. There was a third one behind us, over the slot banks, but there wasn’t a camera directly above us. “There’s a gap in the camera coverage right here. As far as we’re concerned, we’re all alone.”



 Down the back-of-house hallway, I heard ice clinking, the sound of drinks being poured. “It doesn’t sound like we’re all alone,” I countered.



She nodded past me, at the rows of slot machines. “Those are the most unpopular slots on the floor. Hardly anyone playing. Which means that pretty little cocktail server who just ran down that hallway is going to be doing a brief walk-through when she comes back out.”



 “But then she’ll be back…”



 “Not until she heads over to the high-limit slots about two hundred feet that way, over there,” she said, nodding to the right. I looked back and saw what she meant.



 In the slot banks right behind us, hardly anyone was playing, mostly just a few stragglers. But over in the nearby high-limit slot area, there was a thick crowd, middle and high-rollers sinking cash into the hungry slot machines.



 “Typically, the waitress working this corner of the floor comes and goes from the back-of-house bar every eight minutes,” Taryn said, grinning up at me, watching me closely, like she’d just issued a challenge. She leaned a little closer, catching her thumb in my belt, her ample tits pressing teasingly against my chest. “You think you’re good enough to get the job done in eight minutes, Mr. Crabs?”



 I stared hard at her, my heart pounding hard enough to send reverberations down into my bones.



 “That’s plenty of time for me,” I whispered back to her. I tossed her coat over my shoulder, then slipped both hands on her hips, the heat simmering between us growing more palpable by the moment. “But I don’t know about you, though.”



 Curious, she cocked her eyebrow, smirking. “What do you mean by that?” she asked.



 “Eight minutes is more than enough time for a guy on edge like I am right now,” I said quietly. “But I’m not a greedy lover, Taryn.”



 She giggled. “Oh, I know. Kenzie told me all about you.”



 I felt a flash of pride, just then. I’d never thought I’d actually get this far with one of my old friends, let alone two…and to think that Kenzie had been telling Taryn about how good I was, well, it was almost unthinkable.



 “If Kenzie told you all about me, then you’ll know that I’m not satisfied unless my woman is satisfied,” I pressed. “Eight minutes is plenty of time for me to get my rocks off. But it doesn’t leave a whole lot of time for foreplay.”



 “Chicks only need foreplay to get themselves wet,” Taryn told me, matter-of-factly. “That’s not an issue for me at the moment.”



 I chuckled, my cock raging in my jeans, the tip pressing almost painfully against the zipper. “You’re telling me that you’re already wet?” I asked.



 She pressed herself even closer, brushing her lips against mine, the taste of her pink lip gloss fruity and sweet, the faintest hint of it lingering on my mouth. “Junior, I’ve been gushing since you put your hand on my knee back at the roulette table.”



 The muted lust between us simmered like a pot overflowing, boiling water sizzling as it hit the burner.



 Forgetting everything – the casino, the surveillance cameras, the cocktail waitress still down that hallway, pouring drinks – I leaned in to kiss Taryn, my fingertips digging into her hips, her flesh warm beneath the Ralph Lauren nylon.



 She stopped me, though, with one quick poke to my chest.



 “Hold on,” she said. “Just…one more…second…”



 The cocktail server strutted out of the hallway, her platter packed with drinks, wine glasses and beer in plastic cups and a single pina colada, the tiny umbrella swirling in the ice.



 Taryn grabbed me by the scruff neck of my shirt then yanked me into the shadowed nook of the server’s hallway.









 
Chapter Seven




 With no camera coverage and the hallway itself shielding us from anyone peeping, I grabbed Taryn by the waist and thrust her against the wall.



 “Eight minutes,” she panted.



 “Plenty of time,” I answered.



 I kissed her, hard and hungry. She whimpered softly as I eased my tongue into her mouth, as she eased hers into mine.



 She threw her right arm around me, then the left, clenching me hard enough to leave fingernail marks beneath my shirt, little titillatingly painful trails stretching from my shoulder blades to my neck.



 I slid my hand up into her dirty blonde hair, tangling it in my fingers, tugging on it, Taryn gasping at the force of my pull. Our lips parted, our kiss temporarily broken, and her eyes shone brightly even in the shadows. She blinked once, twice, her eyelashes slashing, her lips hanging open, her soft pink tongue resting eagerly behind her teeth.



 “I’ve wanted this for so long,” she whispered. “Ever since…”



 “That day with the bear,” I answered.



 She paused, smirking, her head tilted to the side. “Junior, I wanted you
 way
 before that day with the bear.”



 The admission stopped me cold, if only for a moment.



 Yes, I absolutely had blown my shot that day when we saw the bear, no question. But to think that I could have had other chances. That all this time – all these years – Taryn had the same feelings for me that I had for her.



 Suddenly, eight minutes didn’t seem nearly long enough.



 Once more taking her by the hips, I flipped her, face to the wall, and Taryn gasped as she bent at the waist, thrusting her ample ass up against the erection pulsing beneath my zipper.



 I leaned in and brushed her hair aside. Taryn’s lips twisted in anticipation as I kissed the nape of her neck, then along the side of her throat, all while busily unclasping my belt and fumbling for the top button of my jeans.



 Taryn kept one hand up against the wall then pulled up her dress with the other. The black nylon crept up her thighs, then up to her hips, revealing her pale legs, where her shockingly bright red thong cupped her creamy skin.



 “Probably down to seven minutes now,” she panted.



 I grunted in agreement then slipped my right hand down between her legs, under those sinfully red silk panties. I brushed my fingertips across her swollen clit then her pussy lips and, indeed, I found Taryn just as wet as she’d promised.



 No time to bother with fully undressing her, or even ditching her panties. With a hungry grunt, I merely pushed the fabric aside, revealing the glistening pink perfection of her sex.



 I got my cock out, pressed it up against her, then slid it inside. My eyes popped open wide when I felt the faint resistance, the thin virgin membrane still intact. I hadn’t had any doubts about Taryn’s honesty when she told me she’d never been with a man, but the truth was laid bare now.



 Perhaps she’d been with a few women, a few one-off lovers. They might have caressed her sex or even slid a finger or two inside of her, but nothing that broke the seal of her virginity.



 I pushed in deeper and Taryn whimpered. I pushed a little more and broke her hymen. She sucked in a whistling inhalation through clenched teeth and shuddered in pleasure as I reached the apex of my thrust.



 Still kissing her neck, Taryn reached up behind her and wrapped her right arm around my neck, ensuring my lips would remain on her throat. She pushed back against me, dripping wet, her discharge rolling down my base, fresh as morning dew.



 Bent at a slight angle against the wall, her ass still thrust out against the force of my thrusts, her body suddenly stiffened beneath the tight nylon dress. Her tits heaved against it, making the slim shoulder laps loosen at her arms, shifting aside just enough to reveal the angelic white bra straps hidden beneath.



 I gave her another thrust, deeper now. She yelped when my cock knocked against her cervix then looked back at me, shifting her eyes desperately to the side, her lips peeled back, her teeth clenched, her eyes rolling with pleasure.



 I pumped in again. The force caused her dress to loosen at her shoulders some more. The low-cut neck danced loosely. Her tits wiggled free of the nylon, the large white bra cups secure against her breasts.



 I slid my free hand up the inside of her dress, fingertips gliding along the smooth texture of her stomach, then pushed up to her chest. She gasped when I wiggled my fingers up beneath her left bra cup, where I found her bare breast firm, her nipple enthusiastically rigid.



 “Junior!” she panted as I teased her nipple, circling my fingers around it before lightly gripping it between my forefinger and thumb.



 I shot my other hand back down between her legs, draped beneath the midnight sin of the Ralph Lauren dress. Her right arm hooked around my neck drew tighter. She dug her fingernails into the side of my throat as I pumped harder, this time with two gentle fingertips massaging her rosebud.



 I’d lost all track of time by then. The world had receded. The tacky garish lights of the casino and the looping upbeat siren calls of the slots were long gone. There was nothing but my body against hers, the thrust of my manhood into her sex, the corresponding light jiggle of her pale ass cheeks with each impact, her fingernails digging into my flesh and the taste of her bare throat as I sucked lightly upon it.



 “Junior please don’t stop,” she whispered haltingly, her voice both bold yet brittle, little more than thin glass ready to shatter.



 Her cunt tightened around me, spurring me on with raw energy. I swapped her left breast for the right one, found that nipple just as hard as the first, and pinched it lightly as I teased her clit between her thighs.



 Then, suddenly, she went silent. Her wet inner walls constricted further, and for a moment, I couldn’t tell where my cock ended and her cunt began.



 She clenched her thighs together even as her knees grew weak and wobbly, and though her orgasm was powerful, it was almost completely silent, with Taryn drawing a single sharp breath, like a blade slashing through empty air.



 Taryn ruptured. Her squirting discharge erupted against my grip, crested down my cock, soaking not only my balls but my boxer shorts pulled down around my waist.



 I didn’t know how much time we had left, yet now that I had proof of Taryn’s satisfaction, it was safe for me to indulge my own.



 I held her tighter, pumped into her more ravenously, her pussy walls suffocating my cock with her lust.



 Her respirations shifted from halting pants to complete silence, a gasping inhalation as she went still, awaiting my release, sensing my pleasure.



 Finally, at the last moment, some sense bled back into my brain. I had to pull out and I had to do it
 now
 because I was
 this close
 to finishing inside of her.



 And yet, Taryn sensed my reservations. She shot her eyes back over her shoulder, looking me squarely in the eye, and as I began to pull out – hoping to finish on her the small of her back – she shook her head greedily then reached back, gripped me tight by the ass, and pulled me right back in.



 I have to say, once I realized what she wanted, I gave it to her willingly enough.



 Growling as I finished, I bit down lightly on her lower right shoulder. Taryn seemed to like my little bite, moaning with pleasure as I scraped my teeth lightly across her flesh, then gasped sharply when she felt my seed fill her nook.



 “Junior, Christ…”



 My moment of pleasure was nearly blinding. My vision turned white, brighter than any casino lights, and a stunning, almost mind-boggling realization set in.



 
 I just made Taryn cum,
 I thought, somewhat detached.
 The chick I never thought I’d ever have a chance with just pulled me deeper into her so I could finish inside of her…



 Yeah, this more than made up for my fumbling indecision that day with the bear.



 Then, just as suddenly, I became aware of the world around us again. Mindful of the time, I slid myself from her cunt, my cock slick with her discharge, cum still dripping from my tip, and yanked up my boxers and jeans.



 Taryn did the same, fixing her panties then her dress. She pulled the nylon hemline back down toward her knees just as that cocktail server returned, her once-hefty tray now light with empty wine glasses and plastic beer cups.



 She smiled politely enough. “Oh, hey folks,” she said. “This hallway is employees-only.”



 “Sorry, we just got turned around a little, this place is huge,” she said, grabbing me by the wrist and pulling me back out toward the slot machines.



 I followed her, my body still tingling from my release, then something caught my eye.



 Just below the bottom of her dress, barely visible, I saw a pearlescent trail trickling down her inner thigh.



*****



 After, we both headed to the restroom to freshen up. The delicious smell of sex was noticeable on both of us. I wasn’t in much of a rush to wash it off, but we were back in public now, so I chalked it up to good manners.



 “See you in a second,” Taryn said as she headed into the ladies' restroom, then blew me a kiss as I walked into the men’s room.



 I lathered up my hands with soap and splashed hot water on my face, smiling contentedly all the while. By the time I finished, I realized just how thirsty I’d become.



 I certainly worked up enough of a sweat to warrant a drink.



 I stepped back out. Taryn hadn’t finished yet. There was a bar not fifty feet away, with a direct line of sight back to the restrooms.



 I sauntered over, my hands resting easy in my pockets, whistling a little tune. The bartender was a younger guy, about my age. Vaguely, I recognized him. He might have grown up around the corner from me, but I couldn’t be sure.



 “Hey,” he smiled, polishing an empty glass. “Ain’t you that guy? That dude who sold a movie or some shit?”



 Embracing it, I nodded politely. “Yeah, that’s me,” I said.



 He shook his head, like he couldn’t believe it. “Man, good for you, dude,” he said. “It’s always nice to see a hometown Bethlehem guy make it big. No wonder you look so happy right now.”



 I chuckled. “I didn’t realize I looked so happy,” I answered.



 He laughed and snatched a tumbler glass. “First drink’s on me, buddy,” he said. “What’ll it be?”



 “Jack Daniels on ice,” I said.



 “You got it,” he said. He fixed the drink and set it down in front of me. “So I guess a guy has to sell a screenplay to walk around with a smile like that on his face, huh?”



 “Nah man,” I said, holding up the drink to my nose, for now just content to enjoy the scent of solid whiskey. “A little bit of success is nice, but that ain’t worth shit if you don’t have someone to share it with.”



 “Heh, good thinking,” the bartender said, then gave me a friendly nod as he turned to meet a new customer.



 I tilted the glass back and took a sip, the fiery whiskey chilled by the ice, warm and smooth on the way down. I looked back over my shoulder just as Taryn emerged from the restroom hallway, her dress swishing around her thighs as she walked toward the bar.



 She raised an eyebrow. “I didn’t know you were in the mood for a drink,” she said.



 “I worked up at thirst,” I answered. I offered her the glass. “Take a sip. It’s going down easy.”



 She gingerly took the tumbler off my hands. Before she could sip the whiskey, though, her phone vibrated in her purse. Smiling to herself, she set the tumbler down and retrieved her phone, her eyes growing brighter when she pulled something up on the screen.



 “You’ve got service again?” I asked.



 She kept her eyes on the screen. “It just came back on,” she said. “I overheard someone saying the cell towers have power again. The rest of the area should be back up and running pretty soon, too.”



 I looked around and noticed other folks on their phones.



 “Nice,” I said, then reached for my phone. It had been several hours since I checked my email. Linda might have been trying to get in touch with me, maybe something about the studio wanting me to head back out to Hollywood for contract talks…



 I paused, my hand lingering over my pocket.



 
 It’s a chilly day but you’ve got a warm drink and a pretty lady on your arm,
 came my father’s voice in the depths of my mind.
 Why on earth are you thinking about work, you little shit head?



 I laughed. “Good thinking, Dad,” I whispered.



 Taryn’s eyes shot up from her phone, a smirk on her lips. Her fingers were still tapping on her phone screen, typing out something. “Did you just say something?” she asked.



 “Nope,” I laughed, then took another sip from my whiskey.



 “Save a sip for me,” Taryn said, then shifted her eyes back to the phone screen.



 “I’ll do you one better,” I said. I flagged down the bartender and ordered two more drinks.



 I leaned back against the bar, drink in one hand, my lucky fifty-dollar chip in the other. I took another sip, killing the drink, leaving nothing but the ice clinking in the glass.



 The bartender returned, two more Jacks on the rocks. “Here you go, buddy,” he said.



 I paid for the drinks and told him to keep the change, a ten-dollar tip.



 Taryn finished with her phone, smiling quietly to herself as she slid it back into her purse. I handed her the drink, then toasted with mine.



 She raised her glass, that smirk pink and glossy on her lips, and drank with me.









 
Chapter Eight




 Outside, the rain had relented, but the temperature had plunged even lower than before, ensuring the roads remained icy and treacherous. I had Taryn on my arm. I was flipping my lucky fifty-dollar chip as the valet returned with my dad’s old pickup.



 It was the same valet as before, but I tipped him another five bucks anyway, figuring I had enough good fortune for one afternoon. I pulled out of the casino parking lot – the blacktop was ice-free here, treated and salted by the grounds staff – but the main road just up ahead was frozen as surely as an ice hockey rink.



 I had to be careful. The power was still out, the streetlights black, and that didn’t help the traffic much. There weren’t many cars on the road but those that were couldn’t help slip-sliding across the tundra.



 I turned on the radio, a local news station, and the anchor informed us that PPL Electric would have power restored within an hour or so, faster than their initial assessment, even with the cell phone service coming back on so early. Good news, but until then, the city was mostly powerless and frozen.



 The tires skipped on the ice, but kept their traction. The traffic moved at a crawl over the ice, coming to sliding stops at blackened streetlights. I kept one sure hand on the wheel, the other around Taryn, and drove east with no clear direction as to where we were going.



 “Cut deeper into South Bethlehem,” she said. “Toward Fountain Hill.”



 “What’s in Fountain Hill?” I asked.



 She stretched out, her bare feet up on the passenger seat, her heels discarded, smirking. “My new apartment,” she smirked. She leaned against me a little harder, her head nestled on my shoulder, and though the pickup bounced across some black ice on the road, I felt perfectly at ease. “Don’t go thinking you’re done after one quick hump in a casino hallway, Mr. Crabs.”



 My cock throbbed beneath my jeans in response. I gripped the wheel tighter, dared to hit the gas pedal that much harder.



 Taryn slid her phone from her purse, pulled up that preloaded playlist. A moment later,
 Fade Into You
 by Mazzy Star rang out, four-chord rhythm humming, slide guitar wailing, Hope Sandoval’s vocals both melancholy and saccharine weeping through the phone speaker.



 I drifted into the song as I coasted up the slopes of Southside Bethlehem, South Mountain looming overhead, snow-capped and lovely.



 One wary eye on the road and with a steady hand on the wheel, I leaned over and kissed Taryn on the forehead. “I’m really glad I came back from Alaska,” I said.



 She smiled, scooted up in her seat, and gave me a reciprocal kiss on the cheek, letting her lips linger for just a moment longer than necessary. “And I’m really glad that bear didn’t eat you seven years ago,” she said.




 Halfway up Wyandotte Street, where the road south curved sharply at the foot of the mountain, the power suddenly came back on.




 Storefronts and streetlights lit up. Front windows of row houses were illuminated by the lights inside.



 Taryn looked up, pointing up ahead, at the next intersection. “Turn right at the corner,” she said. “And then we’ll be there,” she smiled. “We’ll be at my home.”



 I grinned. “And then?”



 She smiled almost bashfully. “And then…we can do whatever we want, all day long.”









 
Chapter Nine




 It was a decently sized apartment, with a big living room, a nice kitchen, bathroom, master bedroom plus a spare. I only got the quickest glimpse, though, because Taryn ushered me into the master bedroom, shut the door, and kicked off her high heels.



 She slung her purse onto the dresser. I stepped up to her, shifting my eyes down to her thighs, where my cum had dried on the inside of her leg no less than an hour ago, and something primal and hungry stirred deep in my gut.



 When I leaned down to kiss her, she stopped me, catching me by the chin, a tantalizing and sweet smirk on her face. She pushed me backward gently. I stepped back then Taryn giggled and gave me a slightly more forceful shove, pushing me onto her large queen-sized bed, the sheets freshly made, the smell of old incense lingering in the air.



 I plopped onto my butt, my cock aching as I stared back at her. Slowly, Taryn shrugged her dress off, pulling her arms out, wiggling it down. The black nylon fell over her tits, revealing her pristine white bra, her firm midsection.



 She wiggled a little more, The dress tumbled down her hips, then down to her thighs, baring her red panties, contrasting sharply with her angelic white bra, the sacred and the sinful.



 Taryn started forward slowly, nibbling on the tip of her forefinger, naughty thoughts brewing in her eyes. She hooked her thumb in the front waistband of her panties and peeled it down, just slightly, letting me glimpse the dirty blonde thatch over her sex, the same shade as her hair.



 Her pretty red-tipped toes pressed against the carpeted floor as she closed the distance between us. She straddled me, her left arm hooked around my neck, her right hand gliding down my chest toward my belt.



 As she undid my belt then began working at my top button, she leaned in close, her glossy pink lips bright and kissably soft. She brushed her mouth against mine as she popped my belt open and slid my zipper down.



 And then my phone vibrated.



 I held her with one arm by the hip, her angelic skin against my palm. “Give me one second to check that,” I said.



I wouldn’t have answered the notification, except that it could have been Kenzie. Though she’d likely made it to the Southside Dive before the storm hit, I still didn’t want to ignore a message from her. As I pulled my phone out, I saw that it was indeed a text from Kenzie.



“Kenzie,” I said, giving Taryn a look. “Let me see what she wants.”



Taryn grinned and writhed her hips, grinding herself against the tent in my jeans.



Kenzie’s text:
 ‘Hey, did you end up going over to Taryn’s place?’



Smiling, I tapped out my response.
 ‘Sure did. I’m here right now.’



I clicked SEND then set my phone aside, eager to strip the undergarments off of Taryn’s—



BANG BANG BANG!



I jumped up from the bed, hardly aware that Taryn was laughing as I thrust her protectively behind me, my heart jackhammering with adrenaline, only for me to finally realize that I’d fallen victim to Kenzie’s favorite practical joke yet again.



She pushed the bedroom door open slowly, letting it squeal on its hinges, and when she stepped through the doorway, Kenzie quite literally took my breath away.



With a playfully naughty smile on her lips, Kenzie twirled her hair with her left hand, toying with the luscious mahogany. Her other hand rested on her hip, accentuating her outfit, a three-piece lingerie ensemble. It was a deep shade of blue, the bra straps inlaid with silver rhinestones. The matching panties were semi-see-through, deep blue lace allowing me the faintest glimpse of her mound, the dark tuft above it.



The garter belt was tight across her upper hips, the garter straps fastened to matching thigh-high stockings. “Heard you two were having a good time,” Kenzie said as she stepped toward the bed.



Taryn crept up behind me, on her hands and knees on the mattress, then draped her arms around me. She pressed her lips against my ear and whispered, “I’ve been dreaming about this for seven years, Junior.”









 
Chapter Ten




I turned to her, caught her lips in a kiss. She tightened her hold around me and leaned forward, allowing me to kiss her deeper. As I shifted my tongue against hers, Kenzie splayed her palms out on my thighs and slowly descended to her knees.



Breaking my kiss with Taryn, I ran my fingers through Kenzie’s reddish-brown hair, pushing it back behind her ear, exposing her throat, and brushed the pad of my thumb across her neck, feeling her heartbeat through her pulse.



Taryn kissed my neck and shifted her arms around my waist, her hands returning to my zipper, and I hissed with muted, simmering lust as she teased my cock out from my boxers.



Slowly, Taryn stroked me, her forefinger and thumb in a tight loop around my shaft, teasing me up and down until precum wept from my tip.



Taryn parted her lips wider, gently sucked on the side of my neck, her eyes trained on Kenzie.



Kenzie popped up, planted her lips on my mouth, and I twisted my fingers in her dark hair as my tongue slid against hers. I paused after I had a taste, then broke the kiss. Reaching up over my shoulder, I grabbed Taryn’s dirty blonde hair and tugged her away from my neck.



Taryn’s smile was equal parts sinful and knowing. She knew what I wanted. They both did.



Shifting to the side, Taryn kept stroking me but opened herself up for Kenzie, who climbed onto the mattress, slipping her arms around Taryn’s bare waist, mocha fingertips on pristine white skin. As they kissed, their lips came together with a wet
 smack
 and Taryn moaned when Kenzie peeled down Taryn’s blood-red panties



I studied their lips, their mouths, the quick pink glimpses of their tongues pushing back and forth then turned toward Taryn’s stomach. I kissed her flat belly gently while Kenzie tugged Taryn’s panties down farther yet, fully revealing Taryn’s dripping pink delight.



I drifted my lips down along Taryn’s abdomen, which quivered with anticipation all the while. I bent over a little more, giving myself a proper angle, pressed my lips lightly against Taryn’s clitoris, little more than brushing my mouth against it.



Taryn’s belly tightened further, a reflex from the sudden pleasure, and she moaned against Kenzie’s kiss.



Kenzie raised her left hand up to Taryn’s jawline, gripping her lightly, while she slid her right hand down between Taryn’s thighs, joining me as I pleasure her.



I rolled my tongue teasingly close to Taryn’s clit. At the same time, Kenzie splayed her fingers across Taryn’s slit and opened them in a wide V-shape, showing me the ripe fruit between Taryn’s thighs.



I closed my lips more tightly around Taryn’s nub, sucking her pink sensitivity until she moaned. Kenzie slipped two fingers into Taryn, massaging her from the inside out.



Mindful of Kenzie’s pleasure, I slid my right hand to her waist. With a few deft tugs I released her garter straps. One more tug and I had her panties down at her thighs. The wet, desperate smack of their kiss rang out as Taryn returned the favor, slipping her hand between Kenzie’s thighs and fondling the Spanish-Italian beauty.



But then I tightened my lips just a little more around Taryn’s clit. Sucking just a bit more insistently, I then flicked my tongue across her nub and an instant later, she was clenching my hair in her fist, grinding her mound against my mouth as she came to a squealing, shuddering orgasm.



 Kenzie held Taryn as she came, breaking their kiss, regarding the blonde with a deep, satisfied smile as Taryn trembled in Kenzie’s arms.



 “See?” Kenzie whispered as she ran her thumb across Taryn’s trembling lips…and as she slid a third finger into Taryn’s dripping sex. “I told you we waited way too long for this.”



 Taryn was still shivering beside me when Kenzie broke their embrace, Taryn’s dew still glistening on those mocha fingers. Kenzie slid back down to her knees in front of me, her wide dark eyes overflowing with lust as she took my cock in her hand, continuing what Taryn had started.



 I kept one arm around Taryn’s waist, leaning my head against her bare hip, and stroked Kenzie’s hair as she pursed her lips tightly together and kissed my tip, smearing my precum across her lips.



 I groaned as he took me into her mouth, her soft lips opening, taking my tip, then my ridge, then locking her lips tight around my entire hood. She raised and lowered her grip on my shaft, patiently yet pensively stroking me, each stroke making my balls simmer, making my blood boil with lust.



 Kenzie broke eye contact with me only when Taryn began to recover, breathing more easily now, and the blonde kissed my neck before slipping down onto the floor on her knees beside Kenzie, their shoulders side-by-side, bare skin touching, the contrasting shades of their flesh complementing their individual beauty.



 Taryn settled in next to Kenzie. Oddly, despite her daring personality, for just a second, Taryn seemed unsure of herself, almost nervous. She looked up at me – studying the pleasure in my eyes as Kenzie worked her lips up and down my cock – then glanced at Kenzie, but otherwise remained still.



 I glanced at Kenzie. She plucked my cock from her mouth, intuiting what I wanted.



 Kenzie slid an arm around Taryn, tickling her fingertips across Taryn’s firm white ass. Taryn blushed as Kenzie slipped her fingers up the length of Taryn’s spine, all the way up the base of her neck.



 Kenzie leaned close, kissing Taryn on the throat, then her jawline, then up to her ear. “Now give Junior a kiss,” she whispered as she unclasped Taryn’s bra, letting the white cups fall away.



 Taryn turned to me, blushing a little. She wrapped her fingers around my cock. Kenzie, once again, did the same. Slowly, they began to stroke me in unison, with Taryn’s hand closer to my root, and Kenzie’s closer to my tip.



 They stroked me together, fanning the flames burning inside me. Kenzie leaned in, staring deep into my eyes as she lowered her mouth to my balls, trailing her tongue up my seam. She shifted her hand once more to the base of Taryn’s neck then gently urged Taryn to join her.



 Taryn’s eyes met mine as she bent forward, her pink glossy lips sparkling, opening, then closing around my ridge.



 I clenched the mattress sheets in my fists, my stomach twisting as I tried to contain myself, driven half-mad by the hunger in Taryn’s eyes as she took me deeper and deeper, both her and Kenzie pulling their hands away from my shaft so Taryn could swallow me entirely.



 Each time I thought Taryn might pause or gag, she surprised me, taking me as deep as she could until her lips rested at my root, an air-tight seal around my base.



 Kenzie continued to suck lightly on my balls, her face sandwiched up against Taryn’s, with Taryn’s face downcast as she sucked my cock and Kenzie looking up at me as she ran her tongue along the underside of my balls.



 Yet Taryn’s confidence was growing by the moment. She held me in her throat for a full twenty seconds, pressing her tongue wetly up against the underside of my shaft, her lips loosening and tightening in a subtle rhythm around my base, before she finally pulled back, unsheathing my cock from her throat.



 She left my shaft glistening with her saliva. Taryn smirked as she wiped a messy strand from her bottom lip then suddenly grabbed a fistful of Kenzie’s dark red-tinted hair and yanked her away from my balls.



 “I want to watch you kiss it,” Taryn whispered.



 In response, Kenzie’s face shot right back into my lap, taking me swift and sure into her throat as Taryn kept Kenzie’s hair clenched in her fist, guiding her up and down, with Kenzie whimpering softly, the sweet taste of Taryn’s mouth still lingering on my cock.



 They traded me, eagerly and increasingly sloppily, greedily sucking then pulling away, allowing the other to get a taste before trading again. After a few minutes, every nerve ending in my cock was blazing, every muscle in my body straining with anticipation.



 “One of you get on it, right now,” I simmered.



 Greedy as they’d been as they shared my cock, Taryn and Kenzie shared a thoughtful glance, each silently urging the other to have a turn.



 “I’ve been indulging myself for over two weeks now,” Kenzie finally said, sealing the deal. “And besides, I’ve been
 dying
 to watch him fuck another woman for years…ever since he sent us that story…”



 “I know,” Taryn moaned as she crept back up toward me. “I’ve been
 dreaming
 about it since I read that sexy little story…”



 Even as Taryn got up and began to straddle me, their words gave me pause.



 Had that little story I sent them turned into something of a harbinger? A catalyst? Kenzie had already told me she hadn’t thought about me in
 that way
 until she read my accidental email. Taryn, obviously, had given me an opening that day with the bear…but I’d just discovered that the story had made her want to share me, rather than simply
 have
 me.



 
 Goddamn,
 I thought.
 I never should have left. I never should have –



 Kenzie looked me squarely in the eye, that sixth sense brimming in her gaze, like she could read my thoughts.



 “John,” she whispered. “Remember what I told you.”



 “No regrets,” I echoed, then grimaced, overtaken, when Taryn slid me into her, wiggling her hips in a slow, writhing motion as she took me into her wet treasure.



 She slid downward, engulfing me in her cunt, her arms wrapped tight around me, the wet smack of her lips ringing sweetly in my ears before she pressed her tongue across the threshold, making hers dance with mine.



 Grunting, I held her firmly, my right palm gripping the small of her back, then snatched Kenzie by the wrist with my free hand, pulling the mocha-skinned beauty onto the bed next to us.



 Kenzie was up on her knees beside us, one arm around me, the other draped across Taryn’s pale white back. Kenzie kissed my neck as she watched Taryn ride me, trailing her tongue and the edges of her teeth across my jugular before pivoting to Taryn, where she greedily locked her lips around Taryn’s nipple.



 “I’m-I’m-I’m about to cum…” Taryn panted.



 “Cum, honey,” Kenzie whispered as she rolled her tongue clockwise around Taryn’s areola. “I want to see your legs shake…”



 “John?” Taryn asked, cupping my face in her hands, staring into my eyes. “Can…can I try something? Something that might make it…a little more intense?”



 “Anything you want,” I answered, feeling the pressure building down below my waist, my cock beginning to pulse inside her, a waiting eruption.



 Taryn reached down behind her, grabbing my right wrist. She rode me more swiftly, her voice hitching lightly with each pass, then shocked me when she shoved my hand down to her ass cheeks.



 “Your finger,” she panted, moaning as I felt her juices trickle down to my base. “Put it in, please…”



 I gasped as she gave my hand another push, pressing the tip of my forefinger against the tight entry between her cheeks. Taryn squealed when I stuck it in, forcefully but slowly entering her.



 Even Kenzie seemed to delight in it, shifting to the side, bending over, rubbing herself as she watched Taryn take my forefinger deep into her taboo treasure.



 Taryn thrust down on me, grinding herself once she had me inside her down to my base.



 She reached back one more time, grabbed my hand, and thrust my finger deeper into her ass, up to my knuckle.



 She shuddered, her body convulsing as she came. Hard as her orgasm was, she hardly made a sound, just a thin exhalation, her breath sweet and warm against my face.



 I called out their names as I came, my moment of pleasure as thunderous as it was satisfying. I fell backward, pulling Taryn down with me. As my forefinger wiggled free from her tight asshole, Kenzie fell upon it hungrily, burying her face between Taryn’s pale white cheeks, tickling Taryn’s puckered knot with the tip of her tongue.



 









 
Chapter Eleven




 Despite the two stiff whiskeys I had at the casino, when we were finished, my body was thrumming like a downed power line. With the adrenaline rush and my satisfied nerves, any buzz from the whiskey was purged from my body, leaving me wide awake in bed while Taryn and Kenzie napped quietly, with me lying between them, their heads resting on my chest.



 I
 wanted
 to just lay there with them, to sleep soundly between them, but I couldn’t. I felt it, just then: The buzzing, crackling energy that signaled my need to work.



 I didn’t know
 what
 I was going to write, only that I had to put pencil to paper as quickly as possible. Quietly as I could, I wiggled out of bed, not waking either of them, and gathered my clothes then stepped out into the hallway to get dressed.



 I didn’t have to go far. I was in the habit of bringing my writing notebook with me anywhere I went; it was down in my truck at the moment, along with a freshly sharpened pencil plus two backups,
 plus
 a palm-sized pencil sharpener, just to be safe. (When the creative energy was really flowing, I tended to write too fast, causing the pencil’s tip to snap off. And yes, I’m aware that pens exist.
 No,
 I do
 not
 write prose with pens, though I do use them for editing purposes. But that’s enough with the nitty-gritty writing details for now.)



 Stepping out into the apartment complex’s parking lot, I saw the ice had thawed significantly. Rather than a frozen world, I walked through a weeping world, ice melting into puddles every which way.



 I was about to jump into my truck, where my notebook and pencils sat tucked away in the center console. The cab in my dad’s old pickup was certainly more cramped than my little corner in the living room back on Stefko Boulevard – and certainly more cramped than my quarters on the crab trawler – but I hesitated for a moment.



 Looking back toward the road, I saw a trendy little coffee shop, just off campus. A tiny Bohemian-style joint, a place that looked like it catered to artist types. Normally, I avoided places like that – yeah, I was a creative person, but I wasn’t some artsy-fartsy weirdo – but from here, the coffee shop looked half-empty, lots of open tables. It had a warm atmosphere, fashionably rustic.



 “Ah, what the hell,” I said. I pulled the notebook and pencils out and tucked them under my arm and walked out to the street, toward the coffee shop.



 In the back of my mind, I heard my dad’s phantom cigarette lighter, a beer cracking open.
 Hey shit head, don’t rock the boat,
 my dad whispered.
 If anything, go back upstairs and make a cup of coffee in the apartment, then head back to the truck and get your writing done there.



 “Aw c’mon, Dad,” I whispered. “It’s nice to change things up once in a while. Writing in a trendy little coffee shop might be –”



 
 Pretentious as hell?



 “Different,” I countered. “Just something different, that’s all.”



 
 Whatever, pal. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.



 I stepped into the coffee shop, a bell over the door ringing as I entered. A cute purple-haired barista was behind the counter, taking an order. There was a young woman ordering a coffee and a muffin, her voice oddly familiar…



 I looked at her. Short, wearing a slightly oversized gray cardigan. She had dark hair, black as jet, jutting out from beneath a faded pink wool winter cap, clearly handmade, knitted-from-home. She had slim, slender thighs tucked into insulated Under Armour leggings that were pitch black, the same color as her hair, though I got the distinct impression that this young woman didn’t give a damn if her clothes matched or not.



 Those skin-tight black leggings would have shown the most delicious glimpses of the young woman’s backside, if not for her skirt, an endearingly dated plaid tennis skirt – slightly oversized, just like her cardigan – that came down just above her knees.



 As she finished making her order, something struck me about her voice. That
 familiar
 voice, the familiar way she held herself, the way she tilted her head slightly to the left…



 Then I looked at the books she held under her right arm, at just the right angle that I could make out the titles printed on the spine covers.



 
 Dear Sweet, Filthy World,
 by Caitlin R. Kiernan.



 
 Factotum,
 by Charles Bukowski.



 Kiernan and Bukowski had been Charlene’s favorite authors back in the day.



 “Charlene?” I said aloud.



 She turned to me. Her face, like I remembered, sharp and vaguely elfin. Her small, but pouty lips. Reading glasses with circular frames making her big brown eyes that much wider.



 I smiled. I looked deep into her eyes, searching for something to say, knowing that this should have come easily.



 Kenzie had been the ‘It’ girl back in the day.



 Taryn had been the brash chick with the intimidating personality.



 But Charlene had always been the sweetest. The quietest. The one that I’d assumed I’d have the best chance at actually –



 “Junior?” she asked, her voice sounding just a bit more aggressive than I remembered.



 “Yeah, it’s me,” I said, grinning, then leaned forward, attempting to give her a hug…



 …and she slapped me, her little palm
 cracking
 as it struck my cheek, loud enough to make the barista jump.



 Somewhere in the back of my mind, I heard my dad sighing.



 
 I told you to stay in the truck, shit head.
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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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Follow me on Twitter @carleywritesbro for updates, upcoming story ideas, and artwork inspired by my books. Always non-toxic, apolitical, and drama-free!
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