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If’n I had known getting crowned and declared the official elected leader of Milltown would mean spending my Wednesday morning listening to grown-ass adults argue about potholes—and not, say, something sexy like ribbon cuttings or ladies licking whipped cream off my abs—I might’ve just pulled a fire alarm on the whole election. Okay… well… maybe not. Seein’ as how winning the election was something of a sex-bet with my delicious, to-die-for campaign manager.

But still.

“Now, when I say ‘penetration depth,’ what I mean is, we gotta get at least eight inches in there, or the fill won’t hold,” says Bob, and I’m pretty sure he’s completely unaware of what he’s saying, but I’m not so sure about Rita from accounts.

“Eight inches is… a lot, Bob,” she says, fanning herself like this is a dog day of summer, or at least—like she’s some kinda lady dog experiencing a certain sort of heat.

It’s February, by the way.

“Well, you’re welcome,” Bob says, nodding solemnly.

Jesus Christ on a pothole.

I rub my temples, tryin’ to pretend I’m somewhere else. Somewhere quieter. Somewhere with tits. Preferably extremely large ones for me to love all over. Heck, someday Imma find me a set that’s milky, too, roundabout afternoon coffee time⁠—

“Y’all,” I say, cutting in before Bob starts describing the moistness factor of asphalt. They’ve been arguing for twenty-five minutes about whose street is more urgent and how many inches of hole-filler we’ve got in the town budget. Someone actually brought a diagram. It looked like a dick. I am not kidding. “We got two patch crews. Let’s split the town in half. North gets done Mondays, South gets done Thursdays. If your street’s caving in, submit a photo. First-come, first-served. Next topic.”

Silence. A beat.

“Shoot,” Sallie Mae from the beauty parlor—aka Sallie Mae our newest city council member—says. “That might actually work.”

Yeah. That’s the job now. Being the one guy who’s not brain-dead from fumes or metaphorical chub. Or a real chub, for that matter, and I do mean real—the coffee girl’s pregnant and the girls are showing out every single afternoon lately, and it’s just about all I can think of lately, in between mayoring.

I guess mayoring’s a natural progression from town benefactor. And benefactoring came from being a secret billionaire slash lottery winner, not the faintest idea what to do with my money—but why does each rung up the ladder feel like it comes less pussy and more problems?

❖

Natalie’s riding me like she’s still trying to win something.

Not that I’m complaining. Far from it. She’s got this bounce—steady, deliberate, powerful—that makes my whole lower body feel like it’s about to short-circuit.

“You’re not even trying to hold off,” I grunt, breath catching as she clamps down, tight and greedy, a ripple of muscle running through me, over me, from root to tip. Her curls are sticking to her neck, her hands braced on my chest, and that look in her eye like she’s running unopposed.

“I already did my cardio today,” she says.

She leans forward, her tits brushing my chest, and I catch a mouthful of one, sucking hard enough to make her moan just a little louder than she likes to. Natalie doesn’t give it up easy—not just her body, but the sound of her. Everything’s earned. Even now that we’ve been fucking for months—ever since the night I won the election—it’s like she’s trying to hide it. Like I’m some kinda dirty little secret or something.

Which is such a fucking turn-on. It’s not like me or any of the other women flaunt it in public, but everyone knows—it came out during the election.

When Natalie promised she’d only fuck me if I won, I thought it was just campaign-season teasing. But no—she made good. The night I won, she walked into my basement, dropped her blazer like a curtain, and rode me till the beanbag exploded underneath us.

She’s been a regular ever since. Not every night—she’s not part of the official harem rotation—but she comes through.

I asked her to move in once and she just raised a brow, saying “Conflict of interest.”

Apparently, planning to run for city council makes sleeping with the mayor complicated. I told her the whole council thing already is a conflict of interest—with human joy—but she just rolled her eyes and spread her legs wider.

“You gonna come for me?” she pants now, grinding in slow circles, milking the answer out of me.

“Baby, I’d vote for you twice,” I groan, grabbing her hips and thrusting up hard. “Take it.”

She takes it.

She always takes it.
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After, we’re laid out sideways on her bed. She’s already scrolling her phone, reading some political junkie newsletter, or maybe filing campaign expense reports. I’m half-hard and half-asleep, wondering if she’s got a snack in the fridge and if she’d let me fix her slow-drip sink while I’m here.

“Just say the word and I’ll endorse you,” I mumble.

She hums without looking up. “You’re not allowed to endorse city council candidates.”

“Good thing I don’t care about rules.”

“Obviously,” she says, but there’s a smile tugging at her mouth.

I close my eyes and let myself drift, just for a second, just letting myself float away on the softness of her sheets and comforter, and the sharp lemony scent of her perfume, sitting right there underneath the aroma of cum and sweat filling the room. The best smells.

❖

I wake up with drool stuck to the side of a quarterly budget printout and my neck at an angle that’s either gonna paralyze me or straighten out that kink I’ve had since Effie tried to hogtie me on the Fourth of July.

The town hall clock ticks loud. It’s 3:17. Not a meeting in sight. Not a sound in the whole building except for the humming fluorescent lights and the printer that kicks on whenever the spirits feel restless.

I sit up slow, rub the sleep from my eyes, and look around at my desk: forms, notes, a leftover pastry from this morning’s committee thing, and a stack of pink post-its from someone trying to seduce me via budget reform.

Time to get real.

I grab my jacket and head out the back, into Milltown proper.

It’s quiet this time of day. Gold light, long shadows. Smells like someone’s burning toast and someone else is smoking weed. Feels like home.

First stop: Sallie Mae’s, all dolled up in pink gingham awnings and big-ass globe dryers. The kind that look like alien helmets but somehow make women feel like queens. I ordered the deluxe models—the kind with chrome trim and five adjustable speeds. Sallie Mae cried when they arrived.

Next up: Carly’s, glowing with a new hanging sign she designed herself. Neon letters, soft curves, the kind of thing that makes you want to walk in and spend money. I told her it made the place look like a fairy tale brothel. She told me to fuck off, then kissed me behind the dumpster. Fair trade.

Effie’s tattoo parlor is next. She’s got a black cat decal on the window and a “no regrets” sign in a cursive font so elegant it feels ironic. Michelle swears she’s not jealous, but she brings Effie lunch every day. So.

Across the square, Stacy and my office is humming. Our property development business is a partnership—but let’s be real, these days it’s all Stacy. She’s got the spreadsheets, the clipboards, the linen order forms, and a rotating selection of tastefully mismatched side tables that somehow make people think we’re organized and creative.And next door? That’s Tia’s boutique. Girl’s got taste. Bouclé, rattan, those stupid ceramic knot sculptures. It looks like something you’d find on Architectural Digest if Architectural Digest was bisexual and ran on iced lattes and spite. She’s the one who designed both our office and the rental interiors, which is probably why half the town’s VRBOs look better than people’s actual houses.

The door creaks as I step inside— just that soft wood-on-wood sound from the hinges she let me oil two weeks ago when I had really had it with city council business for the day and she was too busy to fuck.

Stacy looks up from behind the desk. She’s wearing glasses that make her look like the hot villain in a period drama. She doesn’t even flinch.

“Joe,” she says. “What do you want?”

“A warm smile? A hint of affection? A quickie in the back room?”

She snorts. “Not today Boss Man.”

I shrug. “Worth a shot.”

She stands, crosses her arms, rolls of fat jiggling deliciously. I love how soft and giving her skin is—fucking Stacy is the most cliché sex you can imagine, almost exactly like collapsing into apple pie. Or a giant cloud of spun sugar, soft and fluffy and pillowy and even better ’cause she’s so bossy and demanding.

“You’re not here to micromanage, are you?” she asks.

“God, no.”

“Because last time you tried to move a chair, you threw off my fuck-shit.”

“Your fuck-shit?”

“Funk she?”

“You mean that Asian thing Tia likes?” I ask. Jesus, this town with everything being about fucking. “Wang Chung?”

“Feng Sheee!” Stacy says, triumphantly. “The furniture arranging thing. You ruined my symmetry.”

“I was trying to sit down!” I say, indignantly.

She steps closer, not hostile, just firm. Okay, jiggly. But firm, too.

“You’re the money, Joe. You don’t need to fix it. We already did.”

See , firm. Like that.

I lift my hands in surrender. “Fine. Jeez. I’ll go. I just wanted to see if the kingdom still had room for its idiot king.”

She walks me to the door and gives me a pat on the ass. “Go rule somewhere else. Maybe your basement.”

And just like that, I’m back on the sidewalk. Still tired. Still horny. Still wondering what the hell comes next.

❖

I open the front door and immediately feel like I’m intruding.

Which is stupid, because it’s my damn house.

But the way the light’s slanting through the tall windows, hitting the curved molding just right—it looks like one of those magazine spreads. Bachelor billionaire finds peace in tasteful wood tones. All that’s missing is a golden retriever and a subscription to Bon Appétit.

Instead, it’s just me. Me and the smell of beeswax polish and lemon oil. Me and the sound of nothing.

I toe off my boots and walk through the foyer, past the library—still my favorite room, even when it smells faintly like frustrated masturbation and mohair velvet. The reading lamp glows in the corner like it’s waiting for someone to curl up and pretend they’re intellectual before giving in and giving head.

Dining room’s pristine. Table set with a runner Tia insisted on. One of those neutral linens that somehow costs more than a mattress. Brass candlesticks. I think the last time we lit those was a very naked Hanukkah.

Kitchen’s spotless. No wine glasses in the sink, no heels kicked off near the fridge, no Carly bending over in a thong to find the gelato she swore she wouldn’t eat. The fridge hums like it misses her.

I swing open the door to the basement.

The playroom smells like bleach.

Just bleach.

Not sweat or leather or the sharp sweet tang of someone biting back a moan. No leftover perfume, no faint whiff of latex or lube or the musky magic of three orgasms in a row. Just cold, sterile, chemical clean.

I holler up the stairs, half-hoping I’ve missed something.

“Carly?”

Nothing.

Right. She’s at that sketching retreat, pretending she’s there for the art and not the nude figure model she keeps denying she wants to bone.

“Eva?”

Nope. Night shift at the hospital. Girl’s got the stamina of a saint and the sex drive of a sinner, but she’s all Florence Nightingale when she clocks in.

Michelle? Moved in with Effie. Those two are nesting so hard I half expect a baby announcement and a custom onesie that says Property of Daddy Joe.

Tia’s probably still rearranging ceramic fruit in the showroom window. Or bossing some poor intern into color-coding a pillow wall.

So it’s just me.

Just Joe.

The accidental king of a castle with no one to crown.

I close the basement door and lean against it.

No Carly to give a pearl necklace to. No Eva bent over at the drop of a hat—or the unbuckling of my belt. No Tia to suck the living daylights out of me while judging my barstool choices. No Michelle to threaten to peg me—which, yeah, I secretly fucking love.

Just me. And righty.

“Goddamn,” I mutter. “Is this what I built all this for?”

A house this big and only one dick getting any action.

The fainting couch in the library is looking at me funny. I might need to go lie down and reconsider my life choices.

But first—maybe a drink. A snack. A little self-pity, aged six months and served neat.
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The bar is trying way too hard to be sexy.

Low lighting, gold accents, candles that smell like “fig” but mostly just smell expensive. A playlist of lo-fi beats and sultry French singers hums through the speakers. And the bartender—twenty-something, gym-cut, man bun, zero visible tattoos—is shaking a cocktail shaker like he’s angling for the international flair bartending circuit.

Carly watches him with narrowed eyes.

“I’m torn,” she says, dragging her finger around the rim of her glass.

Alison looks up from her strawberry mojito, straw still between her lips. “Torn how?”

“It’s always the same when we go out. Half of me is delighted someone else is pouring my drink. And the other half? I wanna critique their every move like I’m Gordon fucking Ramsay.”

Eva takes a sip of her vodka tonic and nods. “I find this sort of thing goes better if you imagine how their bartending style translates to the bedroom.”

“Or their mixology style,” Ria chimes in, sipping something complicated and smoky. “Shaken, not stirred? He’s got rhythm but no depth.”

Petra sniffs her drink. “This vodka tonic is very vodka-y.”

“I like him,” Eva says, surprising the table. “Total dom energy. Like he’d make you beg for it just to see how red your knees could get.”

Alison blinks. “Wait—are we judging how he made the drink or the fact that I ordered a lemon drop? Because I need to know what that says about me.”

“You like to taste your sugar before you suck it,” Ria deadpans. “And you want someone to kiss you like they’re licking cake batter off their fingers.”

Alison turns beet red and ducks behind her drink.

Tia lifts her local IPA and eyes Carly. “We should’ve known about you from the amount of head you leave on the beers you pull. Pearl necklace vibes all the way.”

The table howls.

“Not that I’ve gotten one in a while,” Carly mutters, grinning behind her gin fizz.

“Joe’s slipping, huh?” Michelle says, deadpan. “Too busy fixing potholes to drop loads?”

“Maybe he’s tired,” Alison offers sweetly.

Three women groan in unison.

“Girl,” Ria says, “tired men are exactly why God gave us kneepads.”

Eva leans in. “You know what’s wild? I don’t think he even realizes he’s the one pulling away.”

“He’s not pulling away,” Carly says, too fast.

The table goes quiet for a beat.

Then Petra, cool as vodka in snow: “Then why does your pussy sound like Ukrainian winter? Frozen. Lonely. Unplowed.”

Tia snorts seltzer out her nose.

Carly throws a peanut at her.

Michelle shrugs. “Maybe he’s just done. I mean—he won. Got the harem. Fixed the town. Best sex toys this side of the Sierras⁠—”

“Courtesy of me,” Petra adds. “You want that suction-cup swing anchored? I did that shit with drywall and prayer.”

“He was going down on me like a man with a grudge last month,” Ria muses. “But halfway through he started muttering about drainage systems.”

“Sexy,” Carly mutters.

“Anyway,” Eva says, circling back, “something’s off.”

“More than off,” Tia says. “He’s lonely. I think he needs a friend.”

Michelle squints. “What the hell do you think we are?”

Tia holds her gaze. “I mean masculine energy. Another guy.”

Michelle groans. “Oh, now he needs a man?”

“Not a man,” Eva says gently. “A guy. Who fucks.”

Ria nods. “Someone who won’t be threatened by the harem. Who can match him but call him on his shit.”

Alison bites her lip. “Like… someone Joe can talk to without explaining the joke.”

Petra takes another sip. “And maybe? Someone with a mouth that could rival mine.”

The table goes quiet again, considering.

Then Carly exhales, long and low. Her eyes drift to her untouched drink.

“Ladies,” she says. “What are we gonna do?”

Because Joe needs something. He just doesn’t know what it is.

But they do.

And they’re going to give it to him.

❖

We’re at Janine’s Diner, which is the only place in Milltown where you can still get black coffee, a slice of real pie, and absolutely zero peace and quiet.

Doug Wexler’s across from me in a booth that’s been reupholstered more times than I’ve had girlfriends, leaning back like he’s got no plans for the rest of the day. Which he probably doesn’t, unless you count petty grievances and being technically retired.

He raises his coffee cup, steam curling between his fingers. “Joe, I gotta tell you… this town has never been better.”

I nod, chewing on a bite of peach pie.

“I mean it,” Doug says. “Morale’s up. Crime’s down. Sallie Mae’s nephew got into college. All three barbers have stopped fighting. Hell, there’s a new baby born every other month. You must’ve blessed the water supply with your magic dick or something.”

I choke on a piece of crust.

Doug grins. “Don’t play innocent. Women are glowing, men are smiling, lawns are greener. You got people out here wondering if your piss works like fertilizer.”

“Pee does have nitrogen,” I mumble into my napkin.

“Exactly,” he says, jabbing a finger. “A little stream from a strong man does wonders for the soil. I’m telling you, folks think you’re part mayor, part… aphrodisiac.”

I snort. “What, you think I just unzip and make tomatoes grow?”

He doesn’t miss a beat. “If you do, I got a whole row of cucumbers that need your attention.”

Pauline walks by right then, topping off our coffees like she didn’t just hear that.

“Men,” she mutters, and walks away.

Doug chuckles, watching her go. “You’ve done good, man. Real good. Not sure I thought you had it in you— but people love you.”

I lean back, stare at the sugar packets. “Yeah. So what now? Do I just… keep doing this forever? Sit in meetings about potholes and get blown twice a week while someone yells about the recycling budget?”

Doug shrugs. “Well, what do you want?”

“I thought this was it,” I say. “I won the lottery. Built a life. Took care of people. I’m the voice of a generation, goddammit.”

Doug lifts a brow. “You’re the mayor of a town with one stoplight and two bookstores.”

I grin. “Two stoplights, one bookstore, and an erotica emporium.”

He chuckles. “Fair enough.”

I study him for a beat. “You want in?”

His hands shoot up like I pulled a gun. “Oh hell no. For one thing, I can’t manage as many women as you do. And for another, I actually like sleeping through the night.”

We both laugh. Then Doug quiets. Swirls his coffee.

“But seriously,” he says. “You really wanna do this forever?”

I don’t answer.

He nudges his mug toward me. “If not… what about Natalie?”

Now it’s my turn to go still.

I look down at the brown ring her refill left on the tabletop. Think about Natalie’s sharp tongue and smarter eyes. The way she kisses like she’s trying to taste your potential. The way she leaves before you can say something stupid.

“She’s…” I trail off.

Doug waits.

“She’s not a joiner,” I finish.

He hums, like he knows more than he’s letting on.

Pauline reappears with the check and a raised brow. “You two still philosophizing or just talking about your dicks?”

“Yes,” we both say.

❖

The apartment smells like old books and disappointment.

Which is to say: it smells like Sam.

He toes off his boots at the door, one sock already slipping halfway off his heel. The AC’s trying its best, but New Orleans August is a sweaty bastard. His shirt’s damp, the back of his neck sticky, and his shoulder bag full of receipts he’s been pretending don’t exist.

The bookstore’s clinging to solvency with all the elegance of a hungover cat. And today, some freshman tried to return The Bell Jar because “it made her feel weird.”

So yeah. It’s been a day.

He sets the bag down, runs a hand through his hair, and steps into the kitchen only to find Sandy standing by the counter, arms crossed, face like storm clouds over the Mississippi.

Aw, fuck.

“Hey,” he says, trying for light. “You beat me home.”

She doesn’t answer.

“I was thinking we could order Thai and maybe, y’know…” He gestures vaguely toward the bedroom, then makes a loose downward motion. “Talk about my… stress levels?”

Still nothing.

“Sandy?” he tries, voice softer now.

“I can’t do this anymore,” she says.

There it is.

He blinks. “Do what?”

“This.” She waves around like she means the whole damn city. “You. Your loser bookstore. This life. I was meant for bigger and brighter things, Sam. Not some English major with a martyr complex and a box of unsold Bukowski.”

He swallows. “Baby, I made a promise to Uncle Hevvot. This place—it's paid off. I own it free and clear. I pay myself a fine salary⁠—”

“A fine salary?” She laughs, a mean sharp sound. “Sam, you know what your problem is? You’ve got no ambition. Except for reading, and matching people to books, and finding a hole for your dick.”

That lands. Square in the gut.

He doesn’t say anything.

Because she’s not wrong.

She grabs her tote, slings it over her shoulder, and slams the door so hard the windows rattle.

He stands there in the kitchen, staring at the cheap tile and the blinking light on the answering machine like it might tell him what to do next.

It blinks again.

He presses the button.

Beep.

“Hey, it’s Carly,” says a familiar voice. “Got a question for you. Call me.”

He exhales. Shakes his head.

Then picks up the phone.

“Hey,” he says, trying to sound casual and failing. “Carly. Yeah… hi.”
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It’s nice, I think, the first real kinda relaxation I’ve had in heckuva long time, even if it did take Carly threatening to cut me off from any sex whatsoever for a week to get me to agree to go.

“It’s not like you’re that interested anyway,” she’d said.

“Not interested,” I sputtered. “Honey bunch, on what planet would you even think I wasn’t interested?”

I’ve known Carly for I don’t know how long at this point, and even when we were just platonic bestie-soulmates, I’ve been interested. Interested in her long blonde hair and thinking about what it might look like wrapped around my cock, interested in her ginormous rack, and thinking about slip-sliding away in between there, all warm and slicked up with lube or spit or both. God, the way her tongue darts out to lick my head when it gets close to her face.

A lot of guys are into that coming-in-the-face kind of thing, and I’ll be honest—sure, I’ve tried it, but it’s never been number one with me. Especially not with Carly. I like seeing my seed decorating her chest, like a real pearl necklace, dripping down her neck, white-outing her pink nipples.

Someday I’m gonna convince her to pierce at least one, wear it to good. The more I’ve gotten into this—lifestyle, for lack of a better word—the kinkier my fantasies have gotten.

Not like super kinky—probably vanilla for kinky people, if it came down to it. I mean, we do the usual: anal, vajay-jay in any way you can imagine, oral both ways. Lately, Michelle’s taken to pegging me, and the first time I was kinda weirded out—but a prostrate orgasm is a helluva thing. And Eva and Allison are both down for using their tongues and fingers down there when I ask.

Okay, I’ll spit it out: I want to see Carly with her tits clamped together and maybe chained. Lead her around like that. Just for a few hours.

Have to wiggle my dick just thinking about it.

“You okay over there?” Sam asks, from the other side of the boat.

I do my best to just take a deep breath and not move any more or do too much of anything at all. Sam hasn’t looked over, which is good—I’d rather keep it that way instead of him catching sight of how I’ve pitched a tent, maybe get the wrong idea. Side if I move any more I might tilt the boat.

This whole fishing getaway idea—I guess it was Carly’s—it’s nice. But maybe not the best equipped. I mean she—or whoever it was, Stacy or Allison, one of the girls—rented us a cabin complete with poles and boat and fully stocked fridge, the works. Only the cabin’s got mice, pretty sure, and this boat is basically a dinghy with a motor slapped on top, the size of a baby’s bathtub if I’m being generous.

“I’m fine, fine,” gentle as possible. Dropping my voice to a whisper, “just thought I got a little tug.”

Sam glances over anyway. Shit.

“I’ll say you got a little tug,” Sam says. “Which one of your lovely ladies have you got your mind on?”

Sam and I were roommates in college for the one whole year I managed to go, both English majors. We’ve kept in touch over the years—he even came up for my inauguration—but this is the first time we’ve just hung out, guys-like, in years.

But I guess some things didn’t escape his eagle eye.

“Oh, all of ’em,” I say.

Sam laughs.

We sit like that in silence for a while, so long that I lose track of time—no watches, no fish tugging either, just the occasional sound of a bird’s cry, or the leaves rustling in the trees on the bank when we pull a little too close. That’s how you know you’ve drifted too close: when you can hear the leaves.

❖

We’re sun-warmed and a little road-dusty, the kind of tired that feels like earned rest instead of burnout. Arms loose, skin tight, beer sweating in our hands.

The bar we find is off the highway, half-local watering hole, half-tourist trap. Neon signs, good fries, bad napkins. Something with the word “Tavern” in the name even though no one’s worn a corset here in 150 years.

I’m leaned back in the booth, sweat still drying at the collar of my tee. Sam’s across from me, skin pink at the tips of his ears, beer already half gone.

I take a sip of mine, then say it. Plain and flat.

“I’ve been thinking about throwing it all in.”

Sam blinks. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

I shake my head.

“You? Walk away from that life? The women? The house? The, I dunno, lifestyle brand?”

“It’s not the girls,” I say. “Never the girls.”

He waits.

I sigh, dragging a finger down the condensation on my glass. “I’m just feeling stale, man. Like the best I’ve come up with lately is letting Michelle peg me.”

Sam raises a brow. “And how was that?”

“Took some getting used to. First time was kinda mental gymnastics. But honestly?” I grin. “Went best while I was buried inside Carly at the same time. That kind of distraction helps.”

He snorts.

“But what really gets me?” I say, lowering my voice just a touch. “One of the girls down there, sloppy. Licking. Full-on, two-hands-behind-your-knees rim job. That’s when I see God. Or at least a few shooting stars.”

Sam’s real quiet for a second.

I look at him sideways. “You ever done anything like that?”

He nods, slow. Takes a sip. “Something like that.”

Then, like a man flipping to the next page, he changes the subject. “Sandy left me.”

“Shit,” I say.

He shrugs, too casual. “It wasn’t working. Mostly quickies or handies the last few months. I was trying to work up to asking for a blow job, and she hit me with the I-need-more-than-you-and-your-paperback-empire speech.”

“Damn.”

“She’s not wrong,” he says, then gives me a half-smile. “But watching you? Makes me kinda jealous.”

“Of what?”

“This,” he says. “You. The girls. The weird little kingdom you’ve built. Everybody getting what they need. Nobody pretending not to be themselves.”

“Yeah,” I say, smiling into my beer. “That’s the dream, huh?”

“It looks like freedom.”

“Is freedom,” I say. “Which is exactly not what I have as mayor. Figured I can bankroll the town and set the tone, if you know what I mean—without having to decide where to run sewer lines.”

Sam chuckles. We both lean back, comfortable now, watching the bar slowly fill. Neon glow, pool balls clacking, hum of small-town night energy.

And then we see them.

One’s got a Smokey the Bear trucker hat and a faded ranger shirt, sleeves rolled tight around biceps that say I dig trails and dick in equal measure. Freckles. Mud on her boots. Probably knows how to gut a fish and ride your face.

The other?

Older. Late forties, early fifties. Tight in all the ways that say she works out for power, not just show. Cougar type, you can tell by the way she’s sipping her drink: slow, calculated, eyes roaming like she’s picking the next chapter.

Sam catches me watching.

“What are you gonna do?” he asks.

I grin.

“Well, two things. One—you ever meet my girl Natalie?”

He raises an eyebrow.

“And two—” I drain my beer, set the glass down. “How about we get our dicks wet?”

❖

So we book into the local Notel Motel, faster than you can say hot damn.

I’d be lying if I said I haven’t thought about this before—getting my dick wet in front of another man. Something about it makes me feel primal. Alpha, maybe. Like staking a claim with an audience.

But let me be clear: I’m not a mouse man. I’m not about to get freaky while some little whiskered pervert is watching from under the dresser. If I ever bought that fishing camp, first thing I’d do is bring in a whole army of pussies—not the good kind, either. Actual cats. Furry, mean, no-nonsense mousers with names like Murder Mittens and Sir Scratchalot.

Meanwhile, fourway at the motel, only.

Diana’s all over me the second the door closes, lips on my neck, hands already under my shirt like she’s trying to get paid by the inch. I don’t stop her exactly, just pivot, guiding her gently toward Kristen. She gets the hint. Reaches up, starts unbuttoning the park ranger’s shirt without a word, like they’ve done this before.

And fuck, watching them undress each other? Slow and reverent and goddamn sensual? That’s a whole new religion. Kristen’s got that lean, toned build—abs for days, long legs, and skin flushed with heat. Her bra’s beige and practical, but the second Diana peels it down, her nipples go tight, and her breath catches.

Diana’s built like a fantasy—thick in the hips, soft in the tits, and absolutely filthy in the eyes. Her dress drops and she’s got nothing underneath but a garter belt and heels. Of course she does. Her tits bounce free, heavy and natural, and I have to bite the inside of my cheek to keep from groaning out loud.

I glance over and—yep. Sam’s watching. Mouth a little open, like he’s trying not to show it, but can’t help himself.

"Kiss for us,” I say, turning towards the girls

They giggle but just as quickly go for it, melting into each other. Lips brushing, hands exploring, Diana’s fingers sliding down Kristen’s ribcage to tweak her nipples.

Kristen moans and pulls back, locking eyes with Sam, then moves toward him and kisses him like she’s got a map of his mouth.

Sam lets her undress him piece by piece, like she’s unwrapping a present she plans to return in worse condition. She peels his shirt off slow, like she’s feeling the fabric as much as the man under it, and I catch the way the hair on his arm stands up—just a little—when her nails drag along his skin. He doesn’t say a word, but I hear the sharp intake of breath, the kind that sticks in your throat when you’re trying not to groan. I don’t know what I’m more aware of—how her fingers move, or how Sam holds still like it’s costing him something not to move with them, and I’m barely noticing Diana tugging my shirt off, my jeans. Rough and bossy. Perfect.

Sam’s fully naked and moves to join us, coming up behind Diana and kissing the side of her face, running his hands up and down the side of her body, and I move in from the front, capturing her mouth while she’s being sandwiched between us, her moan vibrating through both our chests.

We pair off. Sam sinks to his knees in front of Kristen, mouth already working that clit like it owes him rent. I drop between Diana’s legs, tongue out, licking her like she’s holy. judges.

“Sam’s got suction,” Kristen says, like this is some kind of woke job performance situation.

“Joe’s got rhythm,” Diana purrs. “And depth.”

Kristen pushed Sam away and drops to her knees in front of me, sucking s me down in one go like she’s been practicing. Meanwhile, Diana’s grinding against Sam’s hand, his fingers moving with the kind of precision you only get from being single and desperate.

We end up side by side on the bed, both getting our dicks sucked like we’re in some goddamn fantasy league. I glance at Sam. He meets my eyes, grinning kinda like a kid in a goddamn candy store.

The girls switch again, Kristen climbing over me, tits bouncing, lips stretched wide. Diana slides over to Sam, hands stroking him with practiced ease.

“Don’t come,” I say to Sam. “Not yet.”

But it’s too late—there are white ropes of cum, everywhere.

I flip Diana over, stroking into her slowly, slowly, slowly in boring old missionary—but all the better to feast my eyes on Sam pleasuring Kristen, giving her an orgasm of her own.

Kristen arches, fists twisting in the sheets. Diana moans beneath me, low and ragged.

Then—

“Oh my god,” she gasps, voice catching like it’s been punched out of her. Her back arches. Her thighs start to tremble.

“Oh my god, oh fuck—yes⁠—”

She comes with her whole body, clenching around me so hard I lose the rhythm for a second and just hang there, watching her fall apart.

At some point it becomes a full-on orchestra.

Diana on her back, Kristen riding her face, and me standing with Kristen’s lips wrapped around my cock.

Behind her, Sam lines up and slides in, holding her hips like handlebars.

Diana gets up and takes me in her mouth, fingers sneaking under me until she’s licking my rim, wet and filthy. Kristen’s still sucking my cock while Sam works her from behind.

“Need to be filled again,” Diana begs.

So I give her what she wants. Slide back inside while Sam pounds Kristen, all four of us tangled in sweat and breath and slick noises.

I come first, spilling across Diana’s tits in thick, messy ropes. Kristen’s grinding out another orgasm, moaning into Diana’s cunt. Sam pulls out and jerks himself over Kristen’s ass, groaning low.

The women collapse in a tangle of limbs, kissing lazily, looking like the cover of some forbidden romance novel for bisexual chaos gremlins.

Me and Sam? We lean back against opposite walls, catching our breath, dazed.

“Jesus,” he says.

“Freedom,” I mutter.

And damn if it doesn’t feel like it.


4




Paradise Drive is quiet. The sheets are soft. Carly is warm and soft and sleepy in the way that makes me feel like I built this house just for her.

We’re lying chest to chest, her thigh hooked over mine, and the second I roll my hips, her breath catches in that exact way that makes me want to spend the rest of my life making her come.

It’s not wild. It’s not rough. It’s not motel-sex-with-a-park-ranger-and-a-MILF-while-your-best-friend-watches. It’s better.

She opens for me with a sleepy sigh, and I push in slow, kissing her while I move. Her legs wrap around me. She makes those quiet little sounds that nobody else ever gets from her. Just me.

"You’re my favorite," I whisper against her neck.

Not because I’m ranking them. Just because it’s true.

She comes with a slow twist of her hips and a broken-off sound in the back of her throat, and I follow right after, groaning into her skin, holding her tight while I empty inside her.

We stay like that for a while. Not talking. Just breathing.

I’m home.

And yeah, the orgy was fun. Sam’s got a weird kind of charm that pulls the wild out of people. And Kristen riding my face while Diana begged to be filled again? That was one for the books.

But this right here? Carly in my arms, skin to skin, no makeup, no pretense—this is what I want to come home to. This is what I built Paradise Drive for.

She traces a finger along my chest. "So," she says, casual. "You gonna tell me what really happened on that trip?"

I glance at her. "What, you want a full play-by-play?"

She grins. "You know I do."

I hesitate.

But fuck it. I’m a guy. I love sex. I love Carly. And if this is how she wants to connect? I’ll give her what she wants.

"Alright," I say. "Well, Diana had Sam’s dick in one hand and her tongue in my ass, so... that was new."

Carly’s already reaching between her legs.

I watch her, stunned for a second. Then I slide a hand over her hip, nudge her thighs apart.

"You’re jerking off right after we just had sex. Should I be insecure?"

"It’s just been a long time," she murmurs, eyes slipping closed. "I’ve got a lot bottled up."

"A long time? We have sex most days."

Her eyes open. "You do."

That lands like a stone in my chest.

"Right. Point taken,” I say, nodding slowly.

She closes her eyes again, working her clit like she needs to burn something out of her system.

I kiss her shoulder. Lay back beside her.

The air still smells like dryer sheets and her shampoo. The sheets are warm. We just made love.

But everything feels a little jangly. Like the radio’s off station by half a click.

Sometimes the now isn’t the now for everyone. Or maybe it’s just not the right now for anyone. Even when it feels good. Even when it feels like love.

Even when it is love.

❖

The conference room smells like fresh eucalyptus and something citrusy that Tia swears is good for productivity. The walls are pale sea-glass blue, the kind of shade that makes me feel cooler just looking at it. There’s soft light filtering through gauzy linen curtains, and the long table in the center—reclaimed wood, live edge, sealed with a matte wax finish—looks more like it belongs in a high-end coastal retreat than a real estate and rentals office.

Everything in the room is beautiful, but not precious. That’s Tia’s magic. Texture everywhere: woven baskets with rolled throws in the corners, framed prints of tidepools and dune grass, a big potted rubber tree in the corner with wide, glossy leaves. The chairs are ergonomic but upholstered in pale boucle that somehow manages not to stain. I still don’t know how she pulled that off.

Our lunch is spread out neatly at one end of the table. Takeout salads in compostable bowls. Real forks, not plastic. Sparkling water, three different flavors, because Stacy likes options and I like keeping her happy.

It’s the kind of room you want to have good ideas in. Or fall into a post-coital nap. Or both.

Stacy’s got her tablet open and is scrolling through a dashboard that somehow looks prettier than anything I’ve ever built with a hammer and nails. "Rental income’s up twelve percent this quarter," she says. "We’ve had five new long-term leases signed, two short-term properties get picked up as annuals, and the Elm Street duplex finally closed."

I nod, chewing my salad. "And the new business starts?"

"Four this month," she says. "Coffee cart, mobile grooming van, a pilates instructor who’s converting her garage, and the vintage goods co-op."

"Any of that connected to the incentives we put in place for the dot-com transplants?" I ask. "The work-from-home crew?"

"Mmhmm," she says, flipping to another tab. "The frequent flier program for local spend is doing what it’s supposed to. The app’s tracking uptake, and we’re about halfway to our stretch goal for local reinvestment."

"And for the actual locals?" I ask. "We still backing up that integration grant system?"

She nods. "Yep. Plus Petra’s been killing it with that school-to-work pipeline project. She’s got the community college signed on now. They’ll need to hire someone to manage it full time."

She gives me a pointed look. "And no, that doesn’t mean they automatically have to hop in bed with you."

I put my hand to my heart. "Mock ashaaaaamed."

She smirks, goes back to her screen.

"Hey," I say. "You ever feel like you don’t get enough of me?"

She raises an eyebrow. "No. I enjoy my freedom."

"But is this a forever thing?" I press. "Me. You. The whole... you know. Dynamic."

She leans back in her chair, picks up her water bottle, unscrews it slowly. "Some of this is gonna be up to you."

I let out a low breath. "You mean who do I want to be when I grow up?"

"Something like that."

There’s a beat of silence. The air smells like citrus and potential.

I grin. "What if I throw an orgy instead? You know—an open house on Paradise Drive."

Stacy rolls her eyes. "You are never growing up."

She gets up to toss her salad bowl, then pauses at the door. "Maybe all of us just want you," she says, not quite looking back. "Did you ever think about that? You and your magic dick and whatever fraction of your attention we can get."

She gives a little shrug. "It’s enough."

Then she’s gone, and I’m left there staring at my salad like it’s got the answers.

❖

A good lunch always puts me in the mood for a good blowjob.

Like, it’s just a fact. You fill your belly, you start thinking about other things that need filling. I don’t make the rules.

Too bad Stacy turned me down flat. Said she was “developing a new bond offering.” I thought maybe she meant handcuffs. She did not.

So now I’m wandering into Carly’s bar with a full stomach, half a semi, and absolutely no idea what “bond offering” means. Sounds sexy. Probably isn’t.

Allison’s behind the bar, thank God. Ponytail high and glossy, lips slick with that cherry-popsicle lipstick I’m pretty sure she picks just to torture me. She’s muddling something in a tall glass, eyes narrowed like she’s solving a math problem.

Mike and Mike are perched at the end of the bar, identical in their midlife crispness—two snapback ballcaps, two Hawaiian shirts, two pints of lager, and not a single ounce of chill between them.

“Afternoon, gentlemen,” I say, trying to sound less horny than I am.

Mike #1 raises his beer. “Still mayorin’?”

“Mostly loafing,” I admit, eyes locked on Allison as she tosses a handful of mint leaves like it’s personal.

“Mayorin’, loafing—it’s all the same thing, long as you’re getting laid,” says Mike #2.

I slide onto a barstool, lean in, and drop my voice just enough to be suggestive without getting myself slapped. “Allie. You got a minute? Maybe we could… talk in the back?”

She keeps stirring. “You wanna talk, talk here.”

“Well,” I say, “not so much talking, if I’m honest.”

She finally glances up, arching one eyebrow. “Joe. It’s two-for-one mojito hour and I just ran outta clean highballs. If you want something, I’ll pour it. If you want something else…”

Mike #1 perks up. “Is this the beginning of a porno? Feels like it could be the beginning of a porno.”

I smile tightly and try again. “No pressure. Just thought maybe we could test out that new recipe you told me about. You know, privately. In the back.”

“I was talking about a gin fizz,” she says, deadpan. “And I’ve got a new shaker on the way that actually fits in the well, unlike your⁠—”

“Okay, okay, okay.” I hold up both hands, grinning. “We’ll call that a no.”

She grins back, but doesn’t stop working. “Not a no, just a not right now.”

Which, of course, is almost worse.

I scan the bar, eyes landing on a shattered glass under one of the stools. Jackpot.

“Hey, there’s a mess,” I say, pointing it out. “Want me to get the sweep and dustpan?”

She follows my finger, then squints like she’s deciding whether to fall for it. “Would you? I want to finish testing this salt foam thing before the next order hits.”

“Of course. I’m here to serve.” I shoot her a wink.

I make a grand show of heading toward the back. She doesn’t follow.

From behind me, Mike #2 calls out, “Sweep’s next to the mop bucket, Mayor. Just don’t mix ‘em up. We don’t want you polishing the floor with whatever got mopped up from Mike’s vomit last week.”

“That was your vomit,” Mike #1 snaps.

“Technicalities.”

I come back, empty-handed, and pretend to pout.

“You’re slipping, sugar,” I say. “We used to play this game better.”

Allison shrugs. “You used to be less obvious.”

“Oh, come on,” I lean across the bar, dropping my voice low again. “One quick trip to the back. I’m not even asking for the deluxe package. Just a little… civic engagement.”

She snorts. “The only thing getting engaged around here is the blender. Order up!”

Just then, the blender kicks on like it’s personally offended. Loud as a chainsaw, it drowns out any last shot I’ve got.

Mike #1 taps his glass. “If she says no again, can I try?”

Allison throws an ice cube at him.

I raise my hands in mock surrender. “Okay, okay. Message received.”

But I’m not totally sure what the message is. Not today? Not ever? Not until mojito hour’s over?

Everyone’s dancing sideways today—Stacy with her municipal finance, Carly with her cuckquean kink, now Allison with her frosted glasses and cryptic shrugs.

Maybe it’s me.

Or maybe they’re all in on something I’m not.

❖

Petra: too busy with orientation for the new girls she’s got coming to work with her. She and I met on a lonely rainy Saturday back when she was still married to her fool of a husband. A bully AND a trucker. Didn’t want her seeing no one but always leaving her alone. I helped her get clear of him and now she runs a halfway home retraining center for other young ladies like her.

Natalie—well, I didn’t bother bothering Natalie, could see just from poking my head in her office that she was busy. “I love this work, Joe. I never thought I could be so fulfilled.”

Tia’s shop is full of those dot-commer out-of-towners, rubbing their hands all over jade figurines and rough silk and mohair and all the other sensory goodies she keeps stocked in to drain them of their wealths.

God, can Tia drain things.

“Drinks tonight maybe, Tesor?”

Eva’s on duty at the hospital and I am not touching that one with a ten-foot pole, and Carly’s at her bougie art retreat, so even though Michelle refuses to blow me I figure a quick roll in the hay could make do and slip into the back room of her mechanic shop—only to see her already occupied with Effie. I never know quite what to do when those two are together—Effie ain’t getting near my dick, no way, no how, so I just slink away.

If I didn’t know better I’d think the ladies are avoiding me. Or just not that interested. Like, I’ve been deprioritized. No longer the starring actor in my own life even.

I mean, my life as the mayor of Milltown with a harem of ladies, shacked up in the best mansion on Paradise Drive.

Not exactly what I thought I was going to end up doing when I won the lottery.

Thought my life was going to be about fixing stuff for people, reinventing—and sure it’s still that a little, but it feels like—I’ve delegated all that stuff to focus on—I don’t know what. Not what I want to be focusing on, though, that’s for sure. Which is hammering. And I do mean hammering, in every sense of the word.
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Isay I got a game for her.

What I don’t say is that the game ain’t just about getting my dick touched while she drives us through town, though I’m not gonna lie—that part’s definitely not a drawback.

“Don’t make it too easy,” I mutter, shifting in my seat as Natalie leans over the console, her palm sliding over my thigh like she owns the place. Her hand’s warm, confident. Like she’s taken the wheel in both ways now.

“Too easy?” she snorts. “I’m navigating speed bumps and your pants.”

“Thank God for automatic,” I say.

We’re cruising down the main drag—Paradise Drive proper. Old storefronts, new signs, a couple kids on bikes darting between parked cars like they’ve got a death wish and nothing but time.

Natalie eases around a corner one-handed. Her other hand is still hovering, teasing, not quite committed yet. I’m not rushing her.

“You see it?” I ask.

She glances at me. “See what?”

“The town,” I say, nodding at the windshield. “What do you see?”

She shifts gears—not the truck, her whole vibe—pulls her hand away like she just remembered she’s in church.

I keep my gaze fixed out the passenger side, playing it cool.

She exhales, long and thoughtful. “I see… tech money.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Big SUVs, moms in tennis skirts, guys with biceps that are somehow both real and artificial.”

I smirk. “Don’t hate the protein shake game.”

“I see small businesses growing. I see people investing. The bakery added seating, the barber shop has a waitlist. That’s not nothing.”

“Nope. It’s not.”

We pass the park—Main Square. The jungle gym I pushed through city council myself still has the bright red slide, a little scuffed now. A bunch of kids are swinging and yelling. One of ‘em’s got a juice pouch pointed at another like it’s a water pistol. It is a water pistol, I realize a second later. Respect.

“I see what you’ve built,” Natalie says softly. “That matters.”

I nod, try not to squirm. Emotion’s worse than a handjob for getting me off track.

“What else?”

She rolls through the light, turns down the side street by Petra’s halfway house. From this angle you can see the fresh paint, the porch swing, the raised beds out front where Petra’s been growing herbs and tomatoes like a damn magician.

“That place,” Natalie says. “Petra’s house. It’s got dignity now. You gave her the resources, but she built something for someone. I love that.”

I clear my throat. “That was her idea. I just signed the grant.”

“Still counts.”

She makes another turn, slower this time. The road gets quieter. A couple of old storefronts, some empty.

“You know what I don’t see?” she says.

“What’s that?”

“Places for men to hang out. Not just bars or gyms. Like… places to be.”

I blink. That one surprises me. “Axe throwing too bro-y?”

“Way too bro-y.”

“Okay. Shooting range?”

She gives me a look. “Are you serious?”

“Might be. Might not be.”

She sighs. “I don’t know. What about, like… Westerns Night? Once a month at the movie theater. Play old classics. Encourage flannel. Make it a thing.”

I snort. “Cliché much?”

“Fine. Make it Lee Child night. Invite the grumpy guys from the VFW.”

I grunt. “Sold.”

We roll past the library, the firehouse, the weird-ass mural of the octopus riding a bicycle that someone’s been promising to repaint for six years and counting. Natalie’s lips move like she’s making a list in her head.

“You know,” she says, “this is a dangerous game you’re playing.”

“Oh?”

“You get a girl worked up and ask about civic infrastructure? You trying to make me fall in love with you?”

I grin. “Already did.”

She laughs, and it’s that real kind of laugh, the kind that starts in the stomach and loosens up everything inside you.

And that’s when I notice—she’s forgotten all about my dick.

Her hand’s back on the wheel, and she’s still talking about zoning updates and after-school programs, and I realize that somewhere along the way, I forgot too.

The game’s working. Just not in the way she thought.

Or maybe exactly in the way I hoped.

❖

8:46 PM — Joe:

You caught up on Reacher?

8:47 PM — Doug:

Not even close lol. Still on season 1. Why?

8:48 PM — Joe:

No reason. Just seeing if you wanted to come by. Got the new one queued up and a bag of popcorn so big it could double as a beanbag chair.

8:50 PM — Doug:

Now I’m suspicious.

Is this like… a trap?

8:50 PM — Joe:

Yes. For lonely men.

You’ve been targeted by Mayor Joe’s new anti-male-loneliness campaign. Come accept your mandatory social enrichment or I’ll call Petra and tell her you’ve been sad.

8:52 PM — Doug:

That’s low.

8:52 PM — Joe:

That’s leadership, buddy. Bring your slippers.

Truth is, I ain’t exactly sure how this works.

Natalie said what the town needs is places where guys can go and just be, without needing to get drunk or lift weights or spend $200 on a custom beard oil session. Somewhere that ain’t a bar and ain’t a therapist's office but still makes you feel like maybe you belong.

I figure I’ll start small. Two dudes. One dumb show. Ten kinds of soda.

Call it soft launch for sad bastards.

❖

I hand Doug a chilled can of cherry vanilla cola like I’m offering a cigar in the smoking room of a yacht club.

The media room still smells faintly of new wood and lime-plaster paint—Tia went full throttle on the renovation, and now the place looks like a Restoration Hardware wet dream crossed with a tequila commercial. Moody indigo walls, reclaimed beams, a rough-hewn leather chaise no one’s brave enough to sit on, linen throws with actual grain patterns, and a walnut credenza stocked with more sparkling beverages than a Mountain Dew tasting flight. There’s even a vintage surfboard mounted above the bar cart, like a very masculine exclamation point.

Doug looks mildly overwhelmed.

“Jesus,” he says, popping the tab. “Is this your media room or a Restoration Hardware wet dream?”

I shrug and flop onto the massive L-shaped sectional. “Tia said if I was gonna insist on a ‘man cave,’ it had to be… coastal masculine with layered texture. Whatever the hell that means.”

“I mean, this throw blanket has a grain pattern.”

“Yeah. Feels like I’m about to emotionally process something just sittin’ on it.”

The episode starts. Reacher throws a guy through a window in the first two minutes.

I grin. “Man knows how to make a point.”

Doug makes a small sound of agreement but doesn’t laugh. We sit in silence for a minute. I fidget. Get up.

“You want popcorn?”

“I’m good.”

“I got white cheddar. Kettle. That fancy rosemary shit from the farmer’s market.”

“I’m good, Joe.”

I open the drawer under the TV. “Also have some weird soda from that store downtown. Banana cream. Watermelon pickle. One that just says ‘Kumquat Buzz.’”

Doug sighs. “You okay?”

I freeze, then shrug. “Yeah.”

Another guy gets punched. Someone fires a gun. Doug shifts in his seat.

“I mean, this is nice,” he says. “But it’s weird. Like… man-date weird.”

I nod. “Yep.”

We sit through another three minutes of the show. I pick at a popcorn kernel stuck to the blanket.

Finally, I hit pause.

“This ain’t working.”

Doug blinks. “The show?”

“No. The thing. I didn’t invite you here for soda roulette and Reacher. I invited you here to help me figure out how to hand the mayor job off to Natalie without screwin’ it up. You were right in Chapter 2 or whatever. I just didn’t want to admit it yet.”

Doug raises an eyebrow. “You say ‘Chapter 2’ out loud now?”

I shrug. “Been thinkin’ in acts lately. Like maybe my life’s a book I’m almost done reading.”

I toss the remote down, rub my face.

“I just want to make sure the next part ain’t worse.”

Doug nods. “You really think she’s ready?”

I look around the room. At the soda lineup. The absurd popcorn options. The way the couch feels like it was made for a broody Netflix character.

“Yeah,” I say. “And I think the town is too.”
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Sun’s out. Petra brought both sweet and savory pastries in embroidered cloth. Michelle’s got engine grease on her forearms. Carly’s dressed like brunch is a funeral. Tia set down a whole woven basket of tropical fruit—zero intention of cutting any of it herself. Natalie’s sipping espresso like she’s judging us. Eva’s wearing scrubs and fuzzy socks. And Stacy? Answering emails with one hand, forking avocado toast with the other.

There’s a chalkboard propped by the buffet table that says ANAL OLYMPICS in pink glitter marker, complete with a very sad-looking peach emoji.

And me? I’m trying to figure out how to blow up my entire identity in front of six of the smartest, sexiest women on the Central Coast—all of whom have seen me cry, beg, and bust a nut in under sixty seconds.

Honestly? Just another Saturday.

I clear my throat and raise my glass.

“Before we lube anything up,” I say, “I got something to tell y’all.”

The chatter stops. Hard. Michelle drops her fork like she’s bracing for impact.

Tia squints at me over her sunglasses. “You’re not pregnant, are you?”

Carly shoots her a look. Eva giggles into her mimosa.

“No,” I say. “I’m stepping down.”

Blank stares.

“As mayor,” I clarify.

Still blank. A fork clatters. Petra crosses herself. Eva spills mimosa on her own foot.

Natalie just waits.

Stacy blinks. “Define stepping down. Like... taking a break? Sabbatical? Or are you about to say something ominous about soul realignment?”

“It’s not a sabbatical,” I say. “I’m resigning. Officially. In two weeks.”

Carly leans in, eyes narrowed. “Just for now?”

“No. Not just for now.”

Michelle scowls. “Wait—are you dying?”

“Jesus, no.”

“Because if this is a bucket list thing, I swear to god, Joe, I am not having a baby goat delivered to the house again.”

“That was one time,” I mutter. “And it was cute.”

Petra nods solemnly. “You are becoming a free man again. Like Moses in the wilderness.”

“I am not Moses,” I say. “I am a tired, oversexed ex-steelworker who got rich, played mayor, and now wants to spend more time fixing toilets and less time debating dog poop zones.”

“I mean,” Natalie says mildly, “you did authorize the poop zone.”

“And I stand by that,” I say. “But also, no thank you to another fiscal year.”

Beat.

Then Carly: “So Natalie’s taking over.”

“She is,” I say. “She’s being appointed interim while they prep for the election. Then she’s running. And I’m backing her.”

Michelle whistles. “Well, shit.”

Eva claps her hands, delighted. “Yes! Can I make campaign lube?”

“No,” Natalie says, deadpan. “Absolutely not.”

“I can brand it tastefully.”

“No.”

Petra lays her hand over Natalie’s wrist. “You were born for this. You have the clarity.”

Stacy raises an eyebrow. “And what, you just walk away? From all this?”

She gestures at the house, the view, the women, the mimosa pitcher with floating glitter stars.

“No,” I say. “I’m not walking away from you. Or this. Just the mayor part.”

“Why?” Carly asks, voice soft.

I pause. Look around the table. My women. Looking back at me like I’m both insane and still theirs.

“I don’t want to manage the town anymore,” I say. “I want to build in it. Fix things. Get my hands dirty. I want to be in someone’s garage with a nail gun or elbow deep in a busted water heater—not arguing about zoning for an ice cream truck.”

“You love that zoning power,” Stacy says.

“I did. But Nat’s better at it. And I’m better when I’m working with my hands. When I’m building. And honestly? I want more time. For all of you.”

Tia taps my hand. “You sure you’re not dying?”

“Only from emotions,” I say. “Like a little bitch.”

Natalie grins.

“Anyway. That’s my big news.”

Michelle shakes her head. “Dude. Just tell us next time like a normal person.”

“This was me telling you like a normal person.”

“You made brunch first.”

“Exactly.”

Petra lifts her mimosa. “To the end of a chapter.”

“To new beginnings,” Eva adds.

“To brunch, obviously,” Tia says.

They all clink glasses.

Carly just looks at me. Quiet. Thoughtful. A little sad—but she nods. Just once.

I’ll take it.

❖

It ain’t fixed up much more than when I was here last.

Maybe the screen door don’t screech quite as loud. Maybe there’s less mildew on the porch rail. But the floor still creaks like it’s got complaints, and the place still smells like pine and damp memory.

Which is just fine by me.

I can recognize Michelle’s handiwork without trying. There’s a brace on the front step that wasn’t there before, just a clean piece of metal sunk in straight and clean. The porch swing’s been rehung, tighter now, like it won’t throw a man on his ass if he leans too far left.

And there’s no more Mr. Mouse.

I half expect to see his pickup parked off the trail or hear him stomping around yelling about raccoons. But it’s just me now. Tia said she had a whole set of design plans waiting for whenever I was ready—tiled shower, linen drapes, reclaimed wood barstools, some shit about cedar-infused aromatherapy—but honestly? Right now? It’s nice just being here like this. In the quiet. With my hammer and my toolbox.

I crack the door and step inside.

It’s cooler than I expected. Still and dim. Dust motes hanging in the air like glitter that’s too tired to sparkle.

The couch sags like a drunk. The kitchen faucet’s still dripping, and the counter has a gouge in it the shape of a horseshoe. One of the cabinet doors has come off entirely and is propped against the wall like it lost a fight.

The floorboards shift under my boots. Soft spots. Warped in places. I toe one of them gently and make a mental note: pull, replace, seal. Might need to redo the whole damn subfloor if there’s rot.

The table’s solid, though. And the chair I sat in last time—back when Sam was laughing about whatever dumb fish we didn’t catch—it’s still there. Still creaks when I sit in it. I sit anyway.

Outside, the dock groans softly in the wind. There’s a ripple of water. A birdcall I can’t name. Leaves rustling like they’re whispering about me.

This place isn’t fancy. Not by a long shot.

But it’s mine. And it’s real.

I walk through the rooms, slow. There’s only two, technically, though the back one’s more like a closet with ambition. It smells like old flannel and mouse pee. The window’s cracked—like, actual glass cracked, not open—and there’s a spiderweb in the corner that looks like it’s been there since the Eisenhower administration.

I run my hand over the window frame. Rough. Needs sanding. Maybe a full frame replacement. But maybe I’ll just fix the crack. Let the light in how it wants.

There’s no TV. No wi-fi. No one yelling my name.

Just a man, a roof, and about thirty-five projects I can’t wait to start.

That’s the thing I forgot, somewhere along the way. I like fixing things. Not just managing them. Not coordinating, not delegating. Just me, a hammer, and a problem.

This is gonna be my main project for a while.

No city council. No fundraising galas. No lube-themed ribbon cuttings.

Just the rhythm of work. Wood, nails, time.

And a quiet that doesn’t ask anything from me except to stay.

❖

I’m on the porch, shirt off, drink in hand, sawdust still on my jeans. Sun’s low and golden, slanting over the water, and the cabin smells like cedar, sweat, and whatever detergent Carly uses that always makes me think of her thighs.

I hear tires on gravel before I see anything. Then footsteps. Hesitant.

When I look up, Carly’s standing at the edge of the clearing, one hand on the strap of her purse, like she’s not sure if she’s here to drop off banana bread or seduce me into an existential crisis.

She looks nervous.

Which is insane, because she’s Carly. My north star. My perpetual undoing. But today, her mouth twitches like she might bolt.

I straighten, grin. “You lost, sweetheart?”

She shrugs. “Just... wondered if you still liked it.”

I step off the porch, take her face in my hands, and kiss her slow, deep, right there in the driveway dust.

“I love it.”

And then⁠—

Then the car doors start opening.

First Tia, in a crop top and linen pants, sliding out of the passenger seat like a telenovela queen arriving to reclaim her throne. She’s already kicking off her sandals before she hits the porch steps.

Then Petra, graceful and regal, adjusting her silk wrap dress like she’s about to preside over a ceremony involving ancient rites and modern gag reflexes.

Eva appears next, trailing a little behind—already wearing her latex collar, lips glossed, eyes wide. Her scrubs are gone. She’s not here to care for. She’s here to be used.

Michelle follows, in cutoff shorts and a tank that says GIRLS WHO GREASE. She’s got a toolbelt around her waist and a strap-on already strapped, because of course she does. She tosses me a wrench. “Thought you might need this.”

Natalie steps out of her car last, cool and composed. She’s in full neutral tones, hair pulled back, arms crossed over her chest like she’s the only one here who read the orientation packet. “I’m just here to observe,” she says. But there’s a gleam in her eye that says she’s really here to run logistics if things get messy.

Then Stacy, snorting as she walks up from the path like she’s been tailing the convoy. “I assume there’s a snack table? Or is Eva it?”

Eva’s eyes flutter at that, and Stacy gives her a wink.

And then—because the universe has a sense of humor and zero restraint—Diana shows up, too.

The MILF. The goddess. The hurricane in yoga pants. She’s wearing a sundress and nothing under it, and the smile she gives me says she already knows how this night ends.

And bringing up the rear, of course—Allison. High ponytail, tiny shorts, a lollipop in her mouth and a vibe that says I learned some new things and they all involve my butthole.

I laugh. I can’t help it.

They came for me. All of them.

Not to save me. To claim me.

The first hands on me are Carly’s—tugging at my waistband, her mouth brushing mine like she’s testing if I’ll still let her lead. I do.

But Michelle’s already behind me, pressing against my back, her hand sneaking down to grip my cock with a familiar, filthy rhythm. “We breaking in the new digs properly or what?”

Tia slides onto the porch swing, spreads her thighs, and murmurs, “Someone better taste me before I get impatient.”

Petra is kneeling. Already. Her hands are in my pants. She doesn’t even look up, just says, “He deserves to be worshipped.”

Allison’s got her lips on my neck, then lower, and Eva’s crawling across the floor like a pet on parade, waiting to be told what to do.

Diana? She’s everywhere. Her hands are in Tia’s hair. Her tongue is in Stacy’s mouth. Her fingers are working Eva open like she’s testing how much she can take before someone begs.

Natalie watches from the corner, cool-eyed, one hand slipping under her waistband as she murmurs logistics: “Five condoms on the table. Towels by the door. Don’t let Joe forget water.”

I’m hard as hell, dizzy with it, and they haven’t even gotten my shirt all the way off.

Then Carly steps back and says, “You know what I want.”

And I do. She wants the story.

She wants to hear about it. Every inch. Every moan. Every fuck. She wants to watch as it happens, and then ride the edge of it like a wave.

Michelle already has Eva bent over the couch, strapped and waiting, while Stacy feeds her a lollipop and mutters something about nutritional supplements.

Allison kneels on the other side of me. “Need a refresher?” she asks, and wraps her lips around the head of my cock like it’s the only thing on the brunch menu.

Petra’s hands are on my thighs. Diana’s tongue is on my chest. Tia’s got her feet up, fingers buried deep, watching me with that heavy-lidded look she gets when she’s about to break someone’s soul.

And Carly—Carly sits in the chair across from me, legs crossed, one hand between her own thighs, listening.

I speak for her.

I narrate it. Every movement. Every moan. Every time Eva’s breath hitches or Michelle makes her squirm. Every flick of Diana’s tongue, every slap of Tia’s palm against flesh, every pop and suck and groan as Allison takes me deeper and deeper.

It becomes a symphony. A rhythm.

The cabin is filled with heat and sound and breath, with the smell of sex and the sound of wet skin and the whisper of silk against wood. Someone’s moaning. Someone’s coming. Someone’s begging to come again. And still, Carly watches me, eyes bright, mouth open, feeding herself every filthy detail.

Natalie’s in the corner, one leg shaking.

Eva’s sobbing with pleasure.

Michelle’s laughing like a goddamn deviant.

And me?

I come like I’ve never come before.

Because this? This is mine.

Not just the place. The life. The women. The dirt and the heat and the joy of being the center without having to hold anything up.

Just being.

Loved.

Wanted.

Worshipped.
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