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      Brrring. Brrring. Brrring.

      I wake up slowly, unsure of where the sound is coming from. It takes a few minutes of rubbing my eyes and pawing around on the side table, and two minutes, one spilled glass of water, and five swear words later, I manage to find my phone—the annoying sound that woke me up—and turn it off.

      Shit.

      It’s 8 a.m., which means I’m super late starting my rounds this morning. Why, oh why, oh why did I have that extra beer at Carly’s last night? Okay, two extra beers? And that shot?

      Carly’s is the local dive bar just across the street from my apartment. I own this building—inherited it from Auntie May—on this little strip of downtown. Carly’s is catty-cornered across the street, at the corner.

      Our town—Milltown—has seen better days. Used to be a factory town, back when the mill was still running, but that shut down a decade ago. Now, it’s mostly small businesses scraping by, a couple of chain stores out on the highway, and a lot of folks just making do. We’ve got a little town square where every year on the 4th of July, there’s still a parade, speeches, and sparklers, though the floats look a little sadder every year, and half the storefronts are empty.

      One street off the square is my stretch of town—Carly’s, my repair shop, a pharmacy, dry cleaners, a pawn shop. The usual essentials in a place like this. A few apartment buildings, then the road leads out past neighborhoods that used to be nice, before they weren’t.

      There’s a state college about thirty miles away, but we’ve got a tiny satellite campus just outside of town, mostly for kids trying to get their gen-eds done on the cheap before moving on to something bigger.

      I never got that far. Drove in every morning from Auntie May’s house until tuition got to be too much and she got too sick, and I figured I might as well put all those fix-it skills my dad taught me to good use. Dropped out of school to pay the bills.

      Man, how long ago was that now? Must be going on eight years. Some days it feels like yesterday, and sometimes I super regret it—not too often, though. Mostly, I’m happy with this apartment—two bedrooms, a living room/dining room kind of area, a kitchen I remodeled myself in an attempt to charge higher-end clients, though mostly I just ended up giving discounts to old ladies and people down on their luck.

      I own the joint free and clear, and that’s a lot more than most 28-year-olds can say for themselves. Have my own truck, too. And I still read a book every now and again, even if they don’t write ’em like they used to—Louis L’Amour and Larry McMurtry, my favorites. Today everything’s too postmodern and political and whatever. I like every one just the same, well enough, but also, I like things straightforward. Black and white. Good defeats evil. With a pretty girl on the side and a happy ending, like how life’s supposed to go.

      Of course, last night, I didn’t get the girl. When it comes to Carly, I never do.

      She’s the bartender at Carly’s.

      Kind of new to town—blew in maybe three years ago? Carly’s was already named Carly’s then, after Mack’s late, lamented wife. And when Carly—my Carly, okay, well, not my Carly, that would just be in my dreams—but this Carly, current Carly, stopped by and asked for a job, told Mack her name, well, he said that was that, just hearing about her name.

      Didn’t hurt that she could make a mean dirty martini, I’m sure, but mostly Carly’s regulars are just there for a shot and a beer. A boilermaker if you wanna make it fancy.

      Anyway, I keep getting away from myself—she took over maybe two years ago, when Mack decided to hang it up for good. Retire to Florida. Go fishing all day long with his new lady love, Adelaide. After all those years of getting blown in the back room by a new girl every night, he finally met a lady to replace his beloved Carly.

      Carly 2 bought him out fair and square, put in some effort—flyers for ladies’ night, cheap wings for college kids, even convinced me to build her a stage for live music on weekends. Really started picking up business—which is a good thing, probably the only business off the square doing much business these days since Tom-Mart came to town.

      Anyway, with more business came more things breaking and more need for me to fix things up. And man, is that Carly a firecracker.

      But she’s always surrounded, it’s always busy there.

      She called me yesterday around 4 p.m.—busted faucet in the boys’ room. Another time, I would have run to her bar, fixed it for her super speedy. But I’ve learned over the years, no matter how nicely Carly purrs into the telephone or how much she flirts with me—or anybody—her business is her baby. Her business comes first.

      And anyway, she’s always way too busy. So I stopped at the packy store and bought my usual Friday night lottery ticket and a few six-packs for the weekend, just like I would any Friday weekend, before I headed over to the bar.

      The handle—got it fixed so quickly you’d think it had never actually been busted at all. That was the funny thing.

      “Thanks so much, Joe,” Carly had said, sliding a beer my way when I got done ten minutes later. “How much do I owe ya?”

      For a minute, I thought about letting this one go—after all, Carly was giving me free beer. But then I thought about the electricity bill—the rates just keep going up, and it’s been a cold winter—and the fact that Carly likes to flirt with me all the time and has never actually really looked my way, and⁠—

      “Thirty bucks. I’ll put it on your monthly tab.”

      “Thanks, Joe,” Carly said, and I’d started to feel bad, right then and there. “You’re a lifesaver. It’s just been the worst day.”

      And with that, she started to cry. Told me this whole story about the mean sorority girls who came in and made fun of her for being old. (I mean, Carly’s not even that old—thirty, tops, and hot as hell, even when she’s pissed off.)

      And then another beer. And then another story about some grabby frat boys and how they’d caused some trouble with one of her waitresses, so she was shorthanded tonight.

      That got me to another beer. And then, of course, I had to help.

      Which led to me working the whole shift, mostly behind the bar with Carly.

      It was fun. By the end of the night, we were in a good rhythm, knew without talking when to cut someone off. Knew when to offer a refill or gently shoo an overly aggressive guy away.

      Carly closed up and then got me another beer. I don’t know how many it had been by that point.

      And now, this morning, I was supposed to be at Sarah Mae’s hair salon at 7:30 to fix the sparky electrical outlet before her first client at 8, and this is just not working right.

      I flip the radio on just in time to catch the readout of the lottery numbers from last night—apparently, they finally had a winner.

      19 I like 19, I always play that number first. That’s how old I was when I dropped out of college to help my auntie.

      6 My age when my parents died.

      24 When Auntie died

      

      My theory with these numbers– is I play all my bad luck numbers then the universe has to give me back a god luck number– an amount of money– in return. Like it kinda owes me?

      

      54

      55

      The two pages that were missing from my first copy of Lonesome Dove. Didn’t know anyone else into it and lived miles from a library and it drove e nuts for forever what happened on those two pages, distracted me from missing my first girl and then when I went to lose my virginity the only way i could keep myself from jizzing super fast was thinking about those two pages.

      28

      My age, I always end with my age-

      Wait, did I just win the lottery?
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      I get to Sallie Mae’s at about 8:45, and sure enough, Mrs. Hedges is already there with sopping wet hair, tapping her toe impatiently for me to fix the big overhead dryer. Those things freak me out; they look like something from outer space. And Sallie Mae says the girls these days like a regular blow-dry, but the oldsters would never let her get rid of the overhead beehive torture treatment to set their hairdos just right. She’d tried once, but the backlash had been worse than the time someone suggested knocking down the old movie theater to make room for a new parking lot.

      My Aunt May was like that, too. Always had her hair set once a week by Sallie Mae, without fail. No matter how tough times got, she always wanted to keep up appearances—plus she said Sallie Mae needed the money, too. She had enough to share.

      Aunt May knew what it meant to take care of people. A quality I think about more and more lately.

      Which makes me think—what would she do with $100,000,000?

      I’ve looked at my ticket 50 times on my way to the salon, and it really is the same number, even if I can’t totally believe it yet.

      “How much do I owe you, Joe?” Sallie asks.

      I start to tell her, “$30,” but I remember Aunt May. “On me.”

      “Joe,” Sallie Mae says, startled, patting my arm. “Are you sure?”

      The truth is, besides Carly, I don’t actually let my bills slide that much. Or if I do, it’s just until the end of the month. I own my house free and clear—thanks, Auntie—and the little office/store/workshop down below, so I don’t have those expenses. But the truth is, I don’t charge that much—and handyman work doesn’t pay that well. I always have a couple of six-packs in the fridge, and I never go hungry—but some weeks, it’s baloney sandwiches on special all week.

      But now? Now I’ve got $100 million sitting in my pocket. I don’t need Sallie Mae’s $30. And it feels good to let it go.

      Let the $30 go for Sallie Mae, who, as Auntie pointed out, isn’t rolling in it. And really, she got up early, too, just to take care of Mrs. Hedges, who for sure isn’t giving her any kind of great tip.

      Not that Mrs. Hedges isn’t a sour pot—she is—but she doesn’t have that much money to spare, either.

      “Yeah,” I say, smiling at Sallie. “This one's on me.”

      It feels good to be able to do that.

      It feels even better when she lights up, straightening like I just handed her the key to the city. She flips her hair back over her shoulder and leans in close to me, and I swear to god, if she wasn’t old enough to be my mother, I’d think she was flirting with me. She puts a hand on my forearm.

      “Thank you, Joe. And, what can I do for you?”

      Huh. I mean, I don’t really think she’s flirting with me, right? She must really have been sweating that $30, for one reason or another. Man. Even I don’t sweat $30.

      After that, the whole day is like that.

      I go to the Porters to fix a lock and just charge them for the part—why not—and I get a slice of pie and a cup of coffee with cream, and it’s the nicest conversation I’ve ever had with Lizzie Porter, who I learn wants to go to nursing school when Katie gets into kindergarten. It’ll bring in some extra money, she says, plus she can help the community. Says the $100 in labor I didn’t charge her (and should have) will go into the college fund kitty.

      Then there’s Mr. Nguyen over at the corner store. His old neon sign—BRUCE’S LIQUOR—has been busted for months, the T and Q completely out, leaving it reading BRUCE’S L I OR. He’s been meaning to get it fixed but, well, things have been slow. I clean the contacts, swap out a few bulbs, and—bam, it’s shining again. Mr. Nguyen pats me on the back like I just saved his business, then sends me off with a free bag of beef jerky and a “Joe, you good man.”

      At Sam Baker’s bait shop, I’m the second man in a mass fridge-moving operation (the bait got loose), and when I wave away the $10 he offered me and even manage not to look annoyed, Sam gives me a whole six-pack. Which is really something, since Sam is tighter than a rusty lug nut. A six-pack from him is basically a town-wide declaration of love.

      At home, over a plate of Hot Pockets for dinner (I decided to treat myself), I look at the ticket again. I called the office at lunch, they said pending verification, I’d need to drive to the state office to get my check. Asked me if I wanted it all at once or in payouts. [Put this in dialogue earlier.]

      Just for the fun of it, I google “what happens to lottery winners” on my phone while I eat. It’s page after page of sad sack stories, people spending all their money or getting swindled, although it does seem worse if they take it as a lump sum. I’d thought about telling someone all day, but now that I’m clicking through these stories, I know why I haven’t: I don’t want anyone to take advantage of me.

      Still, I want to celebrate somehow, even if I don’t tell anyone. Maybe I could tell one person?

      Hot Pockets done, I start to grab another beer. Staring at the label, I think about Carly and how we almost kissed last night over beers. An idea comes to me—what if I have champagne tonight? To celebrate just for me? I’ve always thought it was a pansy girl kind of drink, but right now I really want some champagne.

      

      “Carly,” I say, tipping my baseball cap to her as I belly up to the bar.

      She looks surprisingly well-rested after our late night, makeup in place, and like she maybe got a haircut somewhere in there today—or maybe it’s just how she’s done her hair, soft golden waves all down instead of in her usual ponytail, skimming her collarbone, drawing my eyes downward before I can stop myself.

      Her breasts are very very large, but not like pornstar’s, all plastic and hard. They– move around a lot, if you know what I mean. Nice and jiggly like a bowl of jello. Like breasts are supposed to be. I have always wondered what they’d feel like in my hands. Soft and doughy and warm and perfect.

      “Joe.” Carly’s voice snaps my eyes back to hers. She’s smirking, and I brace for the usual—some teasing about getting caught staring. But then… she shifts. Just a little. Rolls one shoulder back, the other forward, like a stretch. But all it does is give me more of a view.

      My pulse kicks up. Is she…? No, she’s just messing with me. Right?

      In my defense, her black top is pretty low-cut—and pretty tight. Usually, I’d look away or pretend I wasn’t looking (hah!), but tonight, I don’t know why—I dip my eyes down again, really quick, just to confirm she caught me.

      Her smirk doesn’t falter. If anything, it deepens.

      “What’ll it be?” Carly asks, tilting her chin, watching me too closely. “The usual?”

      “Actually,” I say. My throat’s dry. I grab the back of my neck, shake it off. “Wanna mix it up. How about opening a bottle of champagne? Pour yourself a glass too?”

      “Champagne?” Carly raises an eyebrow. She leans on the bar, closer than necessary. Her cleavage shifts, just slightly, like an invitation. But I must be imagining that. “Are you feeling okay?”

      “Yeah,” I say. “Just wanna celebrate.”

      “Celebrate?” Carly asks, confused. “Celebrate what?”

      “I won—” I start. And stop. “I wanna celebrate the first day of the rest of my life.”

      It’s a quiet night in the bar, which is a good thing after the craziness of last night, just a few of the regulars down at the other end of the bar, a foursome playing pool. Now, Carly comes around from behind the bar and sits down next to me.

      “What does that mean?” Carly asks. “Everything okay?”

      She actually looks a bit concerned, sitting next to me and leaning in again, a little too close. The warmth of her skin brushes against my arm.

      I should pull back. But I don’t.

      “Yeah, I feel great, actually,” I say. My brain feels half-stuck on her skin on mine. “Just realized I’ve spent a lot of time waiting around for stuff to happen—and well, sometimes it happens.” I’m not making a lot of sense. “Get busy living or get busy dying, and I’m here for the living.”

      Carly leans back, just enough that the brush of her skin is gone. But not before I swear I see her hesitate. Like maybe she didn’t mean to move away at all.

      She studies me, tilting her head. Then she pours us each a glass of champagne.

      “Here’s to the rest of your life, Joe.”

      We toast, and I drink the champagne all the way down real quick, thinking it would taste awful, like medicine. But actually, it tastes pretty good, so I pour myself another glass.

      Carly smiles at me, sipping her own glass, watching me, but saying nothing. Her eyes flicker down my chest—quick, like she doesn’t mean to. Like I do to her.

      She sets down her glass, rubs a slow circle on the bar with her fingertip. It’s nothing. And yet… something.

      “Let me go check on Mike and Matt,” she says, pointing at the regulars. “Don’t go anywhere, okay?”

      I stay right there all night, waiting. Actually, it isn’t that long, and when she goes back to Mike and Matt a second time—I follow her after a few minutes and ask them if they’d like me to buy them a last round. Carly gives me a sort of startled look when she hears that, but Mike and Matt just chuckle and leave pretty quickly.

      She flips the lock and then the closed sign and turns back to me.

      “Okay, what was that about? What on earth is going on with you tonight? First the champagne and then⁠—”

      I just go for it. I kiss her, like I’ve wanted to for so long, tongue on tongue.

      Carly pulls back.

      “Well, okay, Joe,” she says. She exhales, eyes still a little dazed. “Thought you’d never get around to that.”

      I push her back against the glass of the door, kissing her hard and harder, just letting myself feel how her tits push against my chest. They are so big. And so, so soft, just like I thought they would be.

      “Mmmhmmm,” Carly says. “Wanna take this to the back?”

      “We could go to my place,” I say. After all, I live right across the street.

      “I don’t wanna wait,” Carly says. “I’ve been waiting for you for it for so long, Joe. I just wanna do it now.”

      We go back to her office, sinking into the cracked leather couch and in my head I promise myself that next time this will be in a bed.

      Carly reaches for the hem of her top, lifting it slowly—too slowly.

      I know what’s coming, but still—fuck.

      She peels it over her head, then flicks her bra clasp open like she’s done it a hundred times before. And suddenly—suddenly, they’re right in front of me. Her tits. The ones I’ve been trying not to stare at for three years.

      They move.

      Like, really move. Jiggly as hell, soft as a dream, full and perfect, and—fuck—I was right. They’re real.

      I don’t even think. I just bury my face in her, licking first one breast and then another, biting down on her nipples, too.

      “Oh yes,” she sighs. “God, I love having my breasts sucked. Harder.”

      Her breasts are so warm and so big. I lean back a moment, rubbing my fingers across first one nipple and then the other, watching how they stiffen, changing colors from pink to plum.

      I bury my face there again. It’s all I can do.

      “Woah, honey,” Carly says. “Wanna put something else in there?”

      I can’t believe she’s asking. I look up at her, just to be sure. Oh, she’s definitely asking.

      “Wanna  fuck my tits?”

      I get her down on the couch as she talks, start unbuttoning my jeans.

      “You sure?”

      “Yeah,” Carly says. “I love having them fucked. Makes them good for something.”

      I don’t need to be asked twice.

      “Lube me up a little?” I ask, bringing my cock to her lips.

      “God,” Carly says, shuddering. “I didn’t know you were this sexy.” She sticks her tongue out a little, licks at me just like a lollipop.

      “Your cock is really big, Joe.” She sounds surprised.

      “Thanks,” I say, sort of sheepishly. I mean, I know it’s kinda big, which has been a problem for the few girls I’ve dated—worried about getting hurt and all.

      “You can fuck my face a little if you’d like,” Carly says, sticking her tongue out like a kitten, just letting it drape out of her mouth.

      I dip in a little, now I’m shuddering too. It’s been a while. One stroke, two. God, her mouth is warm. Warm and wet.

      “Ah ah ah,” Carly says. “Don’t want you coming in my mouth.”

      This kind of takes me out of it, but okay.

      “Give mama her pearl necklace.”

      I move back towards Carly’s torso, push her tits together. They are full, huge. So damn big they spill over my hands. I pinch her nipples, roll them in my fingers, just to see her shudder beneath me.

      I pick up her left hand and put it where my right one had been, cradling the side of her breast, and then I do the same with her right hand.

      “Hold yourself together for me,” I manage to say. It’s hard to get the words out—she looks so fucking good like this, just like I’ve always imagined.

      I hold my palm up to her mouth to lick and then wet my cock again.

      Damp enough, I start sliding in between her tits—it’s a little rough without any real lube, but fuck, the visual is insane.

      Before I can say anything, she squeezes them tighter for me, pressing them together just the way I like. "Like this?" she asks, smirking.

      Carly and her pretty face and blue eyes and long wavy blonde hair, lying back on the couch, throat exposed, and then my cock peeking its head out from between two huge mounds of joy, fingers encircling her tits, tweaking her own nipples. Yeah, I like this.

      I fuck her like this for a few minutes before I ask her to tilt forward, and then I’m driving my cock through that perfect squeeze of her tits, into the heat of her mouth—and I don’t last very long like that. Heat surges up my spine, locking my whole body in place, driving me uncontrollably into my orgasm,  before I know it, the combination of the visual and her boobs and her mouth just all too much. Not to mention it’s been so long since I fucked anything besides my right palm.

      When I open my eyes, there is cum everywhere, on Carly’s neck, sure, but also in her face, running into her hair.

      “Oh my god, Carly, I’m so sorry⁠—”

      “Don’t worry about it,” Carly says, sneaking a tongue out to lick some of my cum off of her top lip, and I swear to god I start to get hard again. “That was super hot. Hottest thing I’ve seen in a while, you coming like that.”

      She wipes her face a little and then holds her hand up to me. I suck her fingers, one by one. I taste okay, thank god.

      “Okay,” Carly says eventually. “Now, what are you gonna do for me?”

      “Do for you?”

      “Yeah, fair’s fair, Joe. You owe me an orgasm.”

      Hmm.

      “Well, let me get you cleaned up first,” I say, getting off of Carly’s torso and going to the bathroom for some paper towels. Really, I’m trying to buy some time to think about how I can get her back to my place. I can’t believe she let me give her a pearl necklace—and I can’t believe how bad I want to do it again.

      But when I come out of the bathroom, it’s all over.

      Carly’s taken off all of her clothes and draped some sort of print blanket—like the kind of thing college kids would call a tapestry—over the couch, and then arranged herself on top of it, fluffed her hair over her shoulder so her long waves are tickling her tits, which are still purple and pointy at the tips, and all the rest of her is stretched out there like a feast for me to devour—so I do.

      I fall on her. Kissing her and kissing her, just letting myself run my body up and down her body, letting myself feel her breasts crush into my chest, moving down  to clean my cum off of her with my tongue–forget the towels–moving a knee in between her legs, feeling her heat and her wetness there, on my knee.

      I reach a hand down, fumble around her super wet  landing strip to find her core. She’s so gushy.

      “This is how you get just from kissing?” I can’t help but ask.

      “No, silly,” Carly says, giggling a little. “It’s how turned on you coming all over me got me. You getting so turned on by me—it was the biggest turn-on with a guy I’ve had in a while.”

      “In a while?” I ask, fishing. “With a guy?”

      Carly rolls her eyes, kisses my cheek.

      “Yeah, silly. I’ve been waiting for you for a while.”

      “But—Bob? Mike?”

      “Bob was like a year ago. I mean– there are guys, people come into the bar. A girl has needs right?” She giggles a little. “Although I guess that’s what Michelle is for.”

      Ah. Michelle. Our town mechanic. I’ve always wondered about the two of them.

      “But, this is different,” Carly says. “I feel so relaxed with you. I love that we are such good friends. I’ve always wondered what it was going to feel like. Took you a while to figure it out though!”

      I’m not totally sure what she’s talking about, but what I have figured out while she’s been babbling is that she really likes me pressing on that her little pleasure button, right there⁠—

      “Ohh!”

      At the top of her clit.

      I move my finger down lower, dipping into her pussy.

      “Hmm, yeah baby, keep going.”

      I stroke around a little inside of her, just listening to her sighs and gasps. I like the way my name sounds in her mouth, the way she’s twisting and turning.

      My second girlfriend ever, Sylvie, the exchange student I dated during my brief time at college, taught me a trick I’ve never really thought about using on another girl until now. Felt like it would be kind of gross, disrespectful to Sylvie to bring her into another woman’s bedroom. Or disrespectful to the other woman to bring her there—not that there have been that many other women.

      But for whatever reason, tonight I decide to go for it. If it works on Carly, I’ll be giving her as much pleasure as she gave me by letting me fuck her tits. God.

      I add another finger inside of her pussy and press around a little, exploring, until I find a little spongy mass of tissue. It lines up right behind where her magic button is on the outside of her—just like it did on Sylvie’s body too. I bite my lip and start stroking, rhythmically, lightly at first and then harder and harder, faster and faster, in time with Carly’s moans.

      “Ohh, yeahhhh, oh, Joe, oh—how⁠—”

      She looks fantastic coming, too, eyes rolled back into her head, head rolling side to side on the arm of the sofa.

      Carly opens her eyes.

      “That was amazing. Thank you.”

      I bite my lip, look away. As fun as getting her off was, I’m ready to go again, but I’m sort of worried she’s saying this is it. I lean against her thigh a little, letting her feel my hard-on.

      “So when are you gonna stick it in me?”

      “I thought you’d never ask,” I say, shoving down my boxers.

      I sit back on my knees, stroking myself for a few minutes, just taking in Carly, her beautiful face and her long blonde hair. And her damp damp damp pussy. The curtains match the rug, which I’ve wondered about for three years. Her 10–20 extra pounds make for some really nice soft curves, so many places to grab on to and hold and squeeze close.

      But for now—I can’t wait to be inside of her, to feel her creamy core squeezing tight around me.

      And so I stroke in, losing myself in her warm, wet heat. For just a minute I let myself go and don’t worry too much about her coming—she already came, after all—but then I remember my manners and stroke at her pleasure spot with my thumb. I angle my dick to stroke her inside, too, and then soon enough she’s sighing in the same way she was before, like she’s gonna come, and I let myself go back to losing myself in her—letting the zip go up my spine and my eyes go black—and—coming all over inside of her.

      “Shit, I’m so sorry,” I say, pulling out. “I didn’t even think⁠—”

      Carly’s breathless, giggling, coming down from her own orgasm. “Don’t worry about it. I’m on the pill. And I’m clean. And I know you are, Mr. Celibate. Besides, I like it messy,” she says, sighing and smiling at me in a way that makes me think I’m gonna want to go again, real soon. “I like having a piece of you in me. On me. Making me yours.”

      “Mr. Celibate?”

      “Yeah, I told you, Joe, I’ve been waiting for you to figure it out for a while. I’ve been checking on you.”

      “You have?” I say, still as dumbfounded and shocked as I was when she hinted at this earlier.

      “Yeah,” she says, more shyly now, stroking my arms. “For three years, ever since you pointed me to the door of this place.”

      She’d been lost, looking for a payphone, a place to get a water, anything. I’d warned her about Ward—but figured things would be okay since they shared a name.

      “Me too,” I say, and suddenly, it’s true. “Me too. And yeah, you’re mine. Definitely mine.”

      And then I go back to claiming her.
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      Wednesday morning, I still haven’t gotten around to scheduling a time to drive to Springfield to turn in my lottery ticket, but I have spent a whole heck of a lot more time in Carly’s bed.

      Not that I’m complaining.

      But the calls are backing up, and I figure I better get back out there to help more people.

      First up? Petra.

      I’ve fixed a few things at her house before—her husband is a long-haul trucker, always on the road, not home to play Mr. Fix-It that often—but I’ve never really chatted with her. Sure, I wave back when she waves at me from across the park or smile and nod when we pass each other on the street—but that’s it. If anything, she’s maybe tried to say more than hello to me—but I’ve just kept walking. I’ve never been that chatty with casual acquaintances. People have way too many problems.

      Today, though, when Petra calls me to fix her showerhead, I resolve to do different. To be more. If she wants to talk—I’ll let her talk. I’ll help, for real, besides the plumbing.

      Petra lives in one of the ranch-style houses over near the elementary school, just a little past where Milltown stops pretending it’s a proper town and starts fading into the countryside. It’s a quiet street, the kind where the yards are tidy but tired, a little too much dirt showing through the grass.

      The first thing I notice when she answers the door is her eyes.

      Blue, sharp. Way too cold for this sleepy little town.

      The second thing I notice is that she looks exhausted.

      She’s wearing a fitted white tank top and loose gray sweatpants, hair scraped into a ponytail like she threw herself together at the last second, but she’s got the kind of body you expect to see in a glossy magazine—long, lean, ballerina-like. But without any shine. Just tired eyes, a deep frown, and a stiffness to her shoulders like she’s bracing for something. Like she’s used to bracing.

      "Joe?" Her voice is soft, burred gently by her accent. Someone told me once where she’s from, not that I remember—somewhere Eastern European or Russian, some place like that. I wonder if that’s why and how Buddy married her.

      If she got a little more sleep, she’d be a stone-cold fox. As it is, there’s something about her that doesn’t quite sit right. Despite my resolve to be more helpful, I’m not really sure what to do with my noticing. Even if I want to be a better person—I’m still just me. Joe the handyman. Not a private investigator or some kind of head shrinker.

      "That’s me," I say, tipping my chin. "Here to fix your shower."

      She stares at me for a beat, and for a second, I think she’s about to tell me to forget it. But then she nods and steps back, pulling the door open wider.

      Inside, the house is clean but sparse. Black leather three-piece set, a clock on the wall, two framed wedding photos on a mostly empty bookshelf, and a 60” TV on the opposite wall.

      "Shower is broken," she says, leading me down the hall.

      The bathroom is small, lean, clutter-free just like the living room. White tile, white towels, perfectly angled soap dispenser, of course. It’s starting to give me the creeps, actually, how clean and empty this house is. Besides the wedding photos, you’d think no one lived here.

      Petra stands in the doorway while I check out the showerhead.

      "Water pressure’s weak, or…?" I ask, running my fingers over the metal, checking for buildup.

      She exhales through her nose. "No pressure. No hot water."

      I flick the faucet on. Barely a trickle comes out.

      "Probably a clog," I mutter, reaching for my toolbox.

      She doesn’t move, just stands there watching me, not saying anything. Most people in this town would’ve offered me a cup of coffee or a glass of water right when I came in—we ain’t a rich town, Milltown, but we’re polite, and we share what we have. That’s one thing you can say for us.

      And honestly, plenty of people I check in on see me as their social time, just yap yap yap the whole time I’m in their house—maybe that’s why I’m not so chatty with my acquaintances when I’m out in public. But Petra just watches me, staring. Like she’s trying to figure something out.

      "Something on your mind?" I ask.

      For a second, she looks startled, like she didn’t expect me to ask. Or maybe didn’t realize I’d notice. Not used to having anyone pay attention to her.

      She shrugs, crossing her arms over her chest. "You are always working. I see you going to this house, that house, all the time. Everyone says, ‘Joe, hard worker.’"

      "That’s kind of the job."

      "You don’t rest?"

      "I rest." I pause. "Guess you don’t, though."

      She presses her lips together but doesn’t answer.

      Something twists in my gut. It’s not my business. But looking at her, the way she’s this close to being gorgeous but instead just looks worn down, I can’t help but wonder.

      "Buddy around much?" I ask, meaning her husband.

      We were in high school together, a few years apart. Didn’t care for him even then. He was the kind of guy who wasn’t exactly a bully, but wasn’t exactly kind either. The type to leave people out more than push them down. I don’t think he ever shoved anyone into lockers, but he’d stand people up on a date and act like he forgot. Laugh it off like it was no big deal. The kind of guy who never did anything bad enough to call out, but just enough to make you not trust him.

      She gives a small, humorless smile. "No."

      Silence settles between us.

      Then, softly, she says, "I don’t think I know how."

      It takes me a second to realize what she means.

      Rest. She doesn’t know how to rest.

      I tighten the wrench, feeling the pipe shift under my grip. She’s still standing there, arms crossed, watching me.

      "You like it here?" I ask, keeping my tone easy.

      Petra tilts her head like she’s considering whether to answer. "It is… fine."

      I snort. "That’s not a yes."

      She presses her lips together, shifts her weight. Then, after a moment, she says, "Your town is small."

      "That’s true."

      "Small and quiet."

      "That’s also true." I glance up, catch the way her fingers are pressing into her arms. "You’re not used to small and quiet?"

      Her mouth twists, but she doesn’t answer right away. Instead, she exhales through her nose, unfolds her arms, and leans against the doorframe.

      Then, suddenly, it just spills out.

      "I come from a city. A real city. Loud, crowded, fast. People always moving, always something happening. Not like here. Here, it is just… I don’t know. Empty. I meet Buddy online. That is what you are thinking, yes? That I am a mail-order bride. I am not. But maybe it is close enough. I was working at a cafe in Springfield, and he comes every week. Always smiling. Brought me flowers. Liked to show me off. And now he is never here, and when he is, it must be clean—everything perfect. I work very hard. But he is tired. Always so tired when he is home. If house is not clean, it is hard for him to relax.”

      She laughs a little, looking surprised, like she hadn’t expected so many words to come out. It’s the most I’ve ever heard her say, that’s for sure.

      "I have never even had—what do you call it—orgasm? When a woman goes away in sex? The little death?”

      It’s all I can do to keep from dropping the wrench, and for a minute, I think about running away as fast as I can.

      “Orgasm is what they call it.”

      I finally meet her eyes. I’m not sure if I’m trying to give her the look—you know the kind I mean, all what an action—or trying not to give her the look. Try to give her a look, if you know what I mean. I kinda wonder what Carly would say about this conversation—but it’s just a conversation, right?

      “You really never had one?”

      “I mean,” she says, softening a little, smiling. “With my hands, sure. But I always thought it would be my husband to—” She looks away, twisting the washcloth she’s holding in her hands. “To make me a woman. Like that.”

      She looks back up at me, and now she’s the one giving me a look. It’s definitely that kind of look, too, her eyes have come alive, all warmth and fire, and her lips are parted a little, and just for a moment, I wonder what it would be like to slide in there, touch her tongue with mine.

      “You—you want that to change?” I manage. I can feel my cheeks getting a little hot—like hers. Her cheeks are flushing the prettiest shade of pink I think I’ve ever seen.

      “Yes,” she says.

      Carefully, slowly, I step out of the tub. I put the wrench down on the sink and then turn back to her where she’s waiting.

      “Well, alright,” I say. “I think I can fix this, too.”
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        * * *

      

      By the time we’ve made it to Petra’s bedroom and she’s dropped to her knees, unzipping my jeans, I’m convinced someone dropped Ole Buddy Boy on his head when he was a baby or something.

      Because how could you look down at Petra—perfect ice-white hair, flame-blue eyes, round pink blowjob lips—and not want to get lost in her forever?

      And Petra sure knows her way around a man’s body, sucking me down like a pro, deep-throating me without a single moment’s hesitation. No choking or coughing, just looking up at me the whole time, eyes locked on mine.

      Makes me kinda sad to think about it, all the work she’d been doing with nothing in return.

      That sorry, sorry, sorry man.

      I drag her up to my mouth, kissing her gently.

      “Hey now, not that I don’t appreciate it, Petra, but let’s let this be about you.”

      She looks up at me shyly through her eyelashes, smiling and nodding.

      I pull back from the kiss, watching her face, waiting for her to change her mind.

      She doesn’t.

      Instead, she blinks up at me, soft and open now, like she’s just realized she’s allowed to want this.

      “Let me see you,” I say, dragging my hands down her sides, slow and steady, giving her every chance to stop me.

      She doesn’t.

      I ease her tank top up, pull it over her head, let my palms roam over her warm, smooth, lean body. Her breath hitches when I reach behind her, unhooking her bra, and then her tits spill free, perfect handfuls, nipples already tight.

      God.

      She shivers when I thumb over them, then gasps when I dip lower, fingers tracing the waistband of her sweatpants.

      “Okay?” I ask.

      She nods.

      I push them down, kneeling to drag them past her hips, then her panties too, until she’s bare in front of me, stretched out against the bed like something out of a dream.

      Her legs press together, like she’s trying to disappear, so I smooth my hands over her thighs, slow, steady, nudging them apart.

      “It’s okay,” I tell her. “I got you.”

      She exhales. And then, finally, she lets me open her up.

      And fuck—she’s glistening.

      I press a kiss to the inside of her knee, then another, working my way up, watching her face the whole time. She’s breathing hard, hands clenching and unclenching against the sheets, body tense like she doesn’t quite believe this is happening.

      So I take my time.

      I lick her slow, just once, right where she needs me.

      She jolts.

      “Oh—”

      I grin against her skin.

      Usually, licking pussy isn’t really my kind of thing, but she’s made it easy for me—shaved bare, all soft pink flesh. Besides, this is for her. And even better? She tastes fantastic, like pineapple.

      I ease a finger inside of her as I suck on her clit, feeling around for the magic spot I found last night, with— Carly.

      Fuck. Carly.

      I slow down, just tonguing Petra gently while I think about what Carly would think. I actually don’t think she’d mind at all. Wouldn’t be pissed in the slightest. This moment with Petra—it’s not like it is with Carly. Me and Carly, we’ve been best friends for three years. Have been waiting on each other for about as long, apparently. But more than that, this moment with Petra—I mean, it’s about her. Helping her. And I think Carly would be all about that.

      Petra’s clenching tight all around me, her body wound up so tight. I figure she’s tense because she’s on edge, dying to come but maybe not knowing how to with a man.

      “Relax,” I murmur, nipping at the soft, soft skin of her inner thigh, distracting her. “I got you.”

      Then I go again, lapping at her softly at first, then deeper, firmer, waiting for her to stop holding her breath, waiting for her to sink into it.

      And she does.

      She melts into the bed, hips tilting, legs falling wider, fingers finding my hair like she’s holding on for dear life.

      I slide another finger inside her and curl them faster and faster, against that little spongy patch of flesh she’s got—right there on the inside of her pussy—stroking in time with my tongue.

      And she fucking breaks.

      “Oh, Joe⁠—”

      She shatters, thighs squeezing around my head, breath ragged, body rocking against my mouth as she falls apart.

      Goddamn.

      I keep going until she’s too sensitive to take it, then kiss my way back up, hovering over her.

      Her lips are parted, her skin flushed, her body completely relaxed. I’m suspecting it's not just that a man has never made her feel this way before, but maybe not another person. Or maybe just not at all, ever.

      I press a kiss to her jaw, then her cheek, then her lips.

      “You want more?” I ask, cause this is all about her.

      She blinks up at me, still dazed, then nods.

      A little shyly, she says, “Do—do you want to? Is okay for you?”

      “I want to fuck you,” I tell her, voice low, because she needs to hear that. Needs to know a man can desire her.

      I put a little bit of ache into my voice, on purpose. “But only if you want to. And only if you’ll let me help you come again. I want this to be good for you.”

      I let that sit between us, giving her the chance to refuse.

      She doesn’t.

      “Yes,” she says, and then she moves to lie back on the bed, spread out, starfish-like—which I figure is what Buddy trained her to do, just lie there and take it until he was satisfied. The bastard.

      “Turn over,” I say. “I think this way will be a little easier for me to pleasure you.”

      When I’d fingered her, I’d noticed her sweet spot was angled a little funny, in a way that makes me think I’m gonna hit it better if she’s on her hands and knees–and I’m railing her from behind.

      She flops onto her stomach, flat on the bed, legs together, headed buried in the pillows. Jeez, Buddy was really a class act.

      I tug at her waist until she’s up on all fours.

      I lean over her back and trail kisses down her spine—her skin is so soft, so smooth. She’s shivering all over by the time I get to her ass, and I can’t help but squeeze both those juicy lobes in my hands, taking a moment to admire. Petra really does do a lot to keep herself in shape, she deserves some recognition.

      “So beautiful.”

      You could bounce a dime on this ass, no kidding. I kiss first one ass cheek and then the other, and then I dip down and get one more taste of that sweet pineapple cream.

      “Okay?” I ask.

      “Oh, yes. Yes. Yeah,” she says, searching for words, and I can’t help but chuckle.

      But just for a moment, because I really want to get inside of her and feel her creamy, juicy center all over my dick.

      I kneel back and fish around in my jeans pocket for a condom, real quick, before rising up, right back at her ass like I never left.

      I stroke my dick between her ass cheeks, just giving her a taste, and then I’m sliding down between her legs, getting myself lubed up a little.

      “Ready?”

      “Oh, yes, please just stop asking me,” she says, and again, I’m chuckling. “Oh Joe, you need to just fuck me, please, I’m begging you.”

      I figure I might as well accommodate the lady, and slip right in.

      For a second, I think about going slow, steady, gentle— for sure, that’s not what Buddy Boy is giving her. But for just a moment, I do a little just for me, and I slide all the way in, all at once, letting her stretch out around me, so hot and so, so tight. Like a damn virgin.

      She gasps.

      I groan.

      I pull back, then, just let myself take one, two, three sweet strokes— God, I really want a fourth, a fifth, but I remind myself, this is about her.

      Instead, I focus on short, sharp strokes, focus on hitting her just right. And just like that, she comes, wailing.

      And then I run my hands down her back, gently pushing her head and neck and shoulder down, just a bit and then hoisting her hips a little higher. Letting myself have a little bit for me, fucking into her.  Harder and harder— and then, when she’s squeezing all around me, screaming my name, coming on me all over again⁠—

      I come too.
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      By Thursday morning, I was beginning to think that doing good was a good workout. Almost too good—I was plumb worn out.

      Of course, that wasn’t even the start of it.

      Let me back up. Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday—every day, something was growing in me. A compulsion, almost. Like the more I helped, the more I felt like I had to keep helping. Like if I stopped now, the whole damn world would fall apart. Maybe it was the lottery money, maybe it was just who I was all along, like Aunt Jo always said. Either way, by the time Thursday rolled around, I was damn near running on fumes.

      Although, the sex probably had something to do with that too. If I thought Monday and Tuesday had been a fuck-a-palooza with Carly, well, that had nothing on Wednesday.

      I wandered into the bar that night after my shower, knowing I had to tell Carly about Petra. No getting around it. The question was—how the hell was she gonna take it?

      Before I could even open my mouth, she beat me to the punch.

      “So… had coffee with Petra this afternoon,” she said, smiling this cute little almost-a-leer kinda smile as she leaned over the bar. “She’s the happiest I’ve ever seen her. Whadja do, Joe? Spill. I ain’t gonna be mad—you know that.”

      I blinked at her, trying to figure out if I was in trouble. But that smirk? That little knowing glint in her eye? Shit. This wasn’t about to go the way I thought.

      I barely got one-quarter of the story out before she was asking Allison—the college girl who helps out some weeknights—to watch the bar for fifteen. Next thing I knew, she was pulling me into the back room and sinking down onto her knees—for a blowjob comparison, she said.

      Wanted tips for how not to gag, she said.

      Maybe she should call Petra, she said.

      But before she could get very far, I yanked her up, flipped her around, and fucked her from behind. Bent over the couch, sucking on my hand so she didn’t make too much noise—after all, there were twenty people out front.

      Fifteen minutes later, I was sidled up to the bar and sucking down an ice-cold beer, but apparently, Carly hadn’t had her fill because I wasn’t even halfway through the pint before she was telling Allison she could run the whole show for the night, keep the tips.

      “Just don’t forget to lock up.”

      It was another long, long night of fucking. Every position you can imagine and even a few I hadn’t thought of, Carly begging me to tell her exactly what I did to Petra, how I did it. A stroke-by-stroke narration, you might call it. All while I was deep inside her, of course.

      So by Thursday morning?

      I was feeling it.

      Took me twenty whole minutes to roll out of bed. Another twenty to remember how to drink coffee. And then, when I finally dragged myself into the shower, I thought no way would I be in the mood to jerk off like I usually did in the mornings. (Doesn’t everyone?)

      But of course, the second the hot water hit me, I started thinking about Carly on her knees in the shower last night, cleaning up but making sure to clean me up first.

      Then I thought about her practicing her deep-throating skills.

      Then I thought about Petra, and how goddamn good she was at sucking dick.

      Then I thought about how I never even got to come inside her.

      And—well. There I was.

      Coming all over myself.

      Which meant another ten minutes of cleanup in the shower.

      And wouldn’t you know it? By the time I got to my truck?

      It wouldn’t start.

      Now, considering my new billionaire lottery-winner status, I was tempted to just say fuck it and go buy a new truck.

      But seeing as how I hadn’t picked up my check yet, that didn’t seem like the wisest idea.

      So instead, I called Michelle, our local mechanic. Also known as Carly’s BFF (besides me), and apparently, her sometime fuck buddy—though they’d both done a damn good job keeping it on the down low, at least as far as I was concerned.

      Smart move, considering this town ain’t exactly the most progressive place.

      Michelle came pretty quick to pick up the truck, but then that left me at loose ends. I sat in my little storefront for 15 minutes, looking at what were supposed to be my “books” (really, at $30 a pop, there wasn’t a lot to “book”), and rearranging the shelf of steel wool (swear to God, it fixes everything) and duct tape (also a lifesaver) before I decided to walk on over to Michelle’s garage.

      Sure, it’s two miles away, but what else was I gonna do? Twiddle my thumbs? And maybe me being there was gonna spur Michelle to work a little faster, get me my truck back in time to do a house call or two today.
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        * * *

      

      By the time I make it to Chase’s Auto, my truck is already up on the lift. Michelle’s half-hidden underneath it, just her legs sticking out from the tangle of metal and pipes.

      For a minute, standing there, I wonder if I should’ve just stayed at my shop—inventorying duct tape and steel wool and unpaid invoices, dreaming of how to spend my billion-dollar winnings, and everything else. But the honest truth? I didn’t want to pass up a chance to check out Michelle.

      Maybe it’s because Carly mentioned her last night. Or because I know she and Carly are tight. Or because… well, there’s always been something about Michelle. A sharp little hook in me, even when I wasn’t looking too hard at it.

      Not that I’m about to admit that.

      So instead, I tell myself I’m just here to check on the truck. Maybe hurry things along.

      I push through the door, letting it swing shut behind me—loudly.

      “Figured I’d find you here.”

      A loud clank echoes from under the truck, followed by a sharp, pissed-off, “Motherfucker.”

      Michelle slides out, wiping her hands on an already-filthy rag, grease smudged across one sharp cheekbone. She always looks kind of delicate at first glance—small frame, little sparrow bones—but the second she moves or speaks, that illusion shatters.

      “Joe.”

      I give her my best shit-eating grin. “That’s me.”

      She exhales through her nose, eyes narrowing—big, dark, and full of attitude, always. Her short black hair sticks up in six different directions, like she’s run her hands through it too many times and doesn’t give a damn how it looks.

      “You expect your truck to be fixed after,” she pauses, checks the oversized sports watch swallowing up her thin wrist, “one hour?”

      Michelle is all sharp angles and spiky edges, wrapped up in tattoos and grease stains, but she has that kind of old-school movie star face—sharp cheekbones, button nose, dark lashes that make her eyes look even bigger. Like if you cleaned her up and stuck her in some Breakfast at Tiffany’s dress, she’d pass for a Hepburn. If Hepburn could hotwire a car and curse like a sailor.

      “Figured I’d check on the progress.” I step closer, smirking. “Make sure you weren’t slacking.”

      Michelle barks out a laugh, then chucks the rag straight at my chest, hard.

      “You’re lucky I don’t charge extra for being a pain in my ass. Although, keep at it, and you’ll be asking for a whopping.”

      I catch the rag before it hits the floor, but she’s already smirking, cocky as hell, hands on her hips.

      She’s fast, sharp, always two steps ahead—probably one of the only people in town who never lets me get away with shit.

      And right now, she’s looking me up and down like she’s measuring something.

      I raise an eyebrow. “What?”

      "You look like shit."

      "Thanks."

      "No, really." Michelle tilts her head. "What’s wrong with you?"

      "Nothing."

      She takes a step closer. Too close.

      “Just worn out from all the fucking?”

      “Whaaat?”

      Michelle snorts, crossing her arms over her chest. "Oh, please. Carly can’t stop talking about you. And her. You know,” she waves a finger between me and some imaginary Carly standing beside her, “you and her. What’s going on.”

      I blink. "Carly’s… talking about me?"

      Michelle’s smirk deepens. "Talking? Try bragging. I swear, Joe, if I didn't know better, I'd think she was trying to sell tickets."

      My stomach does something weird—some mix of pride and embarrassment—but I mask it with a cocky grin. "That right? She giving me good reviews?"

      Michelle rolls her eyes, but there’s something sharp in the way she’s looking at me now, something assessing.

      “Let’s just say she’s making you sound like the second coming of the magic wand. And Joe, I know she’s got a magic wand, so that’s saying something.” She tilts her head, playful, amused. “What’s your secret? You pull out the toys already? You some kind of sex wizard?”

      I try to keep my mouth from dropping open, scrambling for something to say. I wasn’t prepared for this conversation. At all. Not that I’m complaining.

      “Sounds like you’re curious," I say, shifting around, trying to adjust myself, somehow, without actually using my hands mand making it super obvious that my jeans are definitely getting a little too tight, just from this conversation.

      “You know,” Michelle says, stalking closer to me, “I wouldn’t say I see Carly’s… enthusiasm the same way she does. I mean, she’s always liked dick. I think she likes you so much because she’s never had a guy she actually liked and who knows what the fuck he’s doing.”

      Shit, I really am going to have to adjust at some point, like with my hands. What kind of man am I, getting this turned on from a woman talking dirty to me?

      “Well, I didn’t mean to be kicking you out of anything, Michelle—I’m sure you and Carly⁠—”

      “Oh, I’m not jealous,” Michelle says easily. “Just wondering if you’ve gotten to play with her fingers yet. Me, I prefer them as a fist.”

      My brain stutters to a stop at that, and I have no idea what my face looks like or says, but whatever it is Mciheelle sure thinks it’s funny cause she gives a little laugh, leers at me a little before she goes on.

      “As much as I love women—and their bodies—those tits of Carly’s, am I right?" Michelle whistles, low. "I like coming with something inside me. A peg, the rabbit, Carly’s fist, you name it.”

      “Uh, yeah,” I breathe. Michelle’s got me backed up against the workbench, and I figure she won’t notice if I actually go ahead and adjust myself. I move an arm down, just—there to the left—yeah, a little more room.

      Which lets my big brain start working again.

      “So if you like something inside you when you come,” I say, voice lower than I mean for it to be, “what’s stopping you from doing it with a guy?”

      Michelle raises an eyebrow. “What, like I haven’t? I’ve been with plenty of men—big, little, long, short, thick, thin. And you wanna know the one thing they all had in common?”

      I swallow. “What?”

      They don’t work for it.”

      She plants both hands on the workbench on either side of me, trapping me in place.

      She shakes her head, exasperated. “Men. They think they’re doing something just because they’ve got a dick. Like, congrats, you were born with one. That doesn’t mean you know how to use it. You ever had a guy pump away like a jackhammer, thinking it’s getting you off when it’s just… ow?”

      I fight a laugh. “Can’t say I have.”

      She ignores me, rolling right into the next part. “Or the ones who think all you need is a little clit action, but it’s like they’re playing whack-a-mole. Wrong angle, wrong speed, wrong everything. Then they wonder why I’m not shaking the walls.”

      Now I do laugh. “Whack-a-mole?”

      “Yeah, whack-a-mole. With my pussy.” She waves a hand vaguely toward her jeans. “And don’t even get me started on the guys who think spitting on it is foreplay. Like, gee, thanks, real sexy. Or the ones who act like an orgasm is some—some optional side quest.”

      “You really sound like you’ve had a time of it.”

      She exhales sharply. “You’re goddamn right. So forgive me if I don’t believe you’ve got some magic pole that can just adjust to any woman’s needs automatically. That your fingers are that magic, your tongue’s flow that sweet. That you, Joe, are somehow different from every guy who thinks ‘oh, I’ll just shove it in, and poof—squirting, screaming, best sex of her life.’”

      I cock my head. “You sound curious.”

      Her eyes flick to mine. Just for a second.

      Then she grins.

      “Maybe I am.”

      Then, instead of walking away, she leans in again, dragging a single finger down the middle of my chest.

      “I mean,” she says, slow, thoughtful, “Carly’s raving about you. And I trust Carly.”

      Her fingers hook into my belt loop, tugging me just enough that I feel it, but not enough to let me do anything about it.

      “But I think I’d rather find out for myself. You know—firsthand.”

      My stomach tightens. “So, uh. You wanna call Carly… right now?”

      Michelle grins. “Not exactly what I meant.” She pulls out her phone anyway, tapping the screen. “But hey—good starting point.”

      She smirks like she knows she’s got me.

      The phone rings twice before Carly picks up.

      "You should totally double-check,” She says, giggling. “Get a taste for yourself, Michelle."

      Michelle smirks. "Do I need an instruction manual for this magic wand or anything? "

      "Oh, just try it, you’ll like it,” Carly says. The phone crackles a little, like maybe she’s humming, and then when she speaks again her voice is dropped lower, thick. “Maybe keep me on speaker, maybe I can offer tips."

      Michelle tosses the phone onto the workbench and points towards the filthy couch in the back corner. "Why don’t you show me what I’m working with."

      I walk towards the couch, tossing my shirt and flopping down as quick as I can. Lying back on the crackly old pleather, I shimmy my dick up from my boxers as best I can, stroking myself while I watch her strip down. She unzips her work jumpsuit, slowly, slowly, eye contact all the while, which is pretty fun, and then with one hand, she rips it off, going fast at the end, standing there in front of me in nothing but white granny panties, a little ribbed tank top, and combat boots.

      Fuck.

      It’s like some teenage dream I never let myself have, and I can’t look away. When she bends to take off her boots, I stop her with a rough inhale.

      "Please don’t."

      Michelle straightens, blinking. "Huh?"

      "Leave the boots on."

      "Oh–" It’s like mid-word she gets it, her whole tone shifts, and a sly smile spreads across her face. She watches me a second longer, then slides her panties off over her boots. She walks very slowly to the couch, letting me watch, watching me watch the whole time. Standing next to my head, she strokes my face for just a moment before she climbs on and straddles my face, lowering herself onto my mouth.

      Slowly, I move my hands to her ass, holding her up, giving her control. I suck on her clit for a while, nice and slow, letting her take the lead, letting her just sway and rock over my face, before I get bold enough to nip at her inner thighs to slow her down enough for me to spread my tongue and dip inside her.

      Michelle shivers, grinding down, breath hitching.

      I don’t really think there’s any way I can make her come like this—but that doesn’t stop me from trying, alternating deep thrusts of my tongue with playing the alphabet over her clit, soft bites to her inner thigh, and then back all over again, teasing my nose into her full, lush, surprisingly soft bush.

      She moans. "Pretty good, but I’m not sure you’re living up to my expectations yet, Joe. Let’s see what the rest of the equipment can do."

      Her voice is smug, but the way she’s dripping tells another story.

      She dismounts, standing in front of me, trailing her hand over my chest before dipping lower to stroke my cock, lazy and assessing.

      "You're pretty hard," she muses. "Gotta give you that."

      I groan. "Sexy woman in front of me, what more could I want?"

      I move to wipe her slick off my face, but she stops me, catching my wrist.

      "Leave it," she murmurs. "I like you like this. Wet. Messy. Hard for me."

      Then she kisses me, all thrusting tongue and biting lips, and she doesn’t stop as she sinks down onto me, taking me in one slow, steady stroke.

      I groan into her mouth, but before I can get used to the feel of her—hot, tight, stretching around me, so, so deep—she pulls back, spins, and straddles me reverse cowgirl style.

      "Wow," I exhale. "You give a whole new meaning to screwing."

      Michelle glances over her shoulder, smirking. "Glad you liked that."

      Then she shifts, planting her hands on my thighs, adjusting her angle.

      "Now shut up and let me fuck."

      I’m biting my lip and trying not to groan and moan the way I really want to—I know Michelle’d never let me hear the end of it—wondering if she’d mind if I grabbed her ass, just a little, right there where that cute little lightning tattoo is, when I slowly tune into the fact that—well, I’m not moaning, and Michelle’s sort of grunting, all effort and concentration—but there’s also a breathy moan in the room, awfully familiar⁠—

      "Enjoying that, Carly?" Michelle calls out. She looks back over her shoulder at me. "Guess Carly’s enjoying the show." She snickers. "The porno radio."

      Some part of my brain feels like I should be saying something, should be thinking something about all of this—but really, I don’t care. All I care about is how slick and hot Michelle feels, slip-sliding up and down me, how it feels to be fucked, used. How much I like it like I never could have imagined, how much I also want to lean Michelle over and give as good as she’s giving.

      It’s over pretty quick, and I have to say I’m pretty impressed with how well Michelle knows her body, that she’s able to get herself off like this, shuddering around me, clutching me so hard inside of her.

      She lets out a long, low moan of satisfaction as she comes to a stuttering stop. For a moment, she collapses down around my feet, rubs her face against my ankles, leaving me to stroke my finger in her crack a little, squeeze first one ass cheek and then another. The honest truth is I’m not really sure of the etiquette here: as hard as Michelle came, squeezing tight all around me—I didn’t come. Harder than anything, in fact.

      After a moment, though, Michelle puts me out of my misery, hoisting herself off of me and coming to stand next to my head again.

      “So what’dja think?” I manage.

      “Not bad,” Michelle says, cocky tone firmly in place. “But I feel like I did all the work.”

      She trails a hand up and down my chest, and then wraps a hand around my still-hard dick, cocking an eyebrow at me.

      “Yeah, well, I didn’t have too much choice there,” I say, staring up at Michelle and willing my dick not to move, no matter how hard– oh, yeah– she squeezes and strokes.. For some reason, I’m kinda scared to move without Michelle giving me the say-so.

      “You’re just gonna let it go like that?” Michelle says. She pouts a little. “Don’t you have any game in you, Joe?”

      Oh.

      She wants me to make a move.

      My smile turns slow. “Oh, so you’re done taking what you want, huh?”

      She shrugs, playful. “For now.”

      “Well,” I say, and then I move.

      As quick as I can, I hop to my feet and flip Michelle down onto the couch where I was just lying.

      She looks a little startled, and I can feel myself smirking as I lower myself on top of her.

      Her eyes go wide for half a second, and I grin, pinning her wrists above her head with one hand, pushing her tank top up just enough to free her tits.

      First things first.

      I duck my head, wrap my lips around one nipple, let my tongue flick over it before moving to the next, sucking just hard enough to make her gasp. Then it’s butterfly kisses all the way down to the soft patch of curls between her thighs.

      She lets me, for a while.

      But when I tease a bite at the inside of her thigh, she groans, shifting her hips, grinding against my mouth like she’s losing patience.

      “Not bad,” she breathes, like she’s grading me. “But let’s see what the rest of the equipment can do.”

      I sit back on my knees, giving myself a few strokes, watching her.

      “You got any condoms around here?”

      She shakes her head. “I want you bare, Joe. ‘Sides,” she says, “Carly says you’re clean.”

      “Yeah…” I say slowly. “But Carly’s on the pill.”

      Michelle shrugs, dragging her nails up my abs. “I’ll make you a deal. Fuck me good enough, and you can come anywhere but inside. My mouth, my tits, wherever you want, and I’ll figure out something for next time.”

      I lift an eyebrow. “Next time?”

      She smirks. “Next time… if you fuck me good enough.”

      Enough said.

      Michelle’s earlier complaints about men still ringing in my ears, I slip inside as slowly as I can.Slowly, slowly, painfully slowly. Even though she’s as wet as can be and already had an orgasm, she feels almost dangerously tight.

      “So tight.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah, like…” I stroke in an inch, then pull out, pushing in a little deeper. “ Yeah, like you sure you fuck guys?”

      She exhales a shaky laugh, but it cuts off when I thrust all the way in.

      I start slow, feeling her adjust, feeling her open up.

      “Maybe,” she breathes. “Just—never the right one.”

      That’s all the permission I need.

      I shift forward, pinning her wrists again, pushing deep, grinding against her, pulling out slow before slamming back in.

      She’s moaning really loudly now, head tilting back, neck bared to me. I lean down and kiss her there, hard.

      Just for a second, I lose myself in it. Three strokes, deep and hard, just enough to let her feel everything I’m holding back. Maybe just a little payback for how she was using me earlier. But then—control. I dial it back, focusing on her, shifting to shorter, faster thrusts, working her up instead of chasing my own end.

      She tries to keep it together, but when I add my thumb to her clit, she lets out a half-strangled “Fuck, Joe—” and that’s when I know I’ve got her. She’s chasing it now, panting, squirming, her hands gripping my shoulders, her nails dragging down my back, needing it. And then she breaks, legs locking around me, her whole body arching as she comes, hard, clutching me tight, so tight, pulling me deeper as she shudders apart.

      It’s all I can do to pull out, my body tense as I lay my cock across her stomach, pressing into her, chasing the last sharp edge of pleasure. She’s still shaking, her stomach rippling beneath me as I stroke once, twice, and then I’m gone.

      White-hot blinding pleasure rips through me as I come. My brain shorts out, my body still jerking as I press into her, shuddering, emptying myself over her.

      I open my eyes, still breathless, and there it is—white everywhere, dripping down her stomach, her tits, pooling in the dip of her navel. So hot, and such a mess.

      Michelle’s watching me, of course she’s smirking. And it’s not until she speaks that I realize I’m still holding my breath.

      "Next time," she says.
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      Friday, I drive to Springfield.

      I don’t do the drive that often, but it’s nice, even if it is a bit too long. Pretty with wildflowers along the side of the road and not too much traffic. Sort of soothing with my truck humming steady underneath me. Steady but old. I should probably think about getting a new one. And actual real option now, even though it still doesn’t feel real.

      After thinking about it all week long—in between all the fucking and fixing everything I can find—I’ve decided on what the nice lady on the phone said was called a single dispersal. They’re gonna have to write me one big-ass check, all at once. Nice and simple. I’ve even figured I’m going to put it all in a couple of bank accounts and just pay myself a little salary outta the interest. And then, I’m also going to take another bit of the money and—well, I have an idea. Not totally baked yet, but it’s forming.

      What about investing in my fix-it work? Like, for the town? Sallie Mae could use a new hair dryer rig, that’s for sure. And maybe fixing up the park in the town square. Haven’t figured out exactly how I’m gonna make it happen—but I know I want to. I want to put something back into Milltown. You know, like people do when they get some extra cash.

      That’s about as far as I’ve gotten—between all the fucking.

      And then, of course, last night Carly had to go blow my mind—in between blowing my dick. On ride number three—or was it four, I don’t remember—Lord, is my dick sore—she started talking about what it would be like if she had actually seen me fucking Michelle. About how maybe Michelle could suck her tits while I fucked Michelle from behind.

      I had a moment there where I wondered if my feelings should be hurt—did I not suck her tits well enough? But I got over it real fast when Carly put my hands on the back of her head and told me to hold her down and come in the back of her throat.

      Yeah, that was nice. Her throat muscles working on me, massaging me, her nose buried in my pubes, breathing heavy on me as I came, shooting straight down to her stomach.

      Then after, she rolled over, propped herself up on one elbow, and kept talking like she hadn’t just drained me dry.

      “Wouldn’t it be nice, though?” she murmured. “If we had a whole place. A house. You could fuck whoever you wanted. Every day, something different. A different hair color, a different ass, a different pair of tits.”

      I snorted. “You offering to play house, Carly?”

      She just smirked. “I just like sharing. Like it even better when you share, too.”

      I don’t know if she’s really serious about a house and all, but I get her larger point. That I should keep right on fucking and maybe bring her along, too.

      God, winning the lottery is great.
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        * * *

      

      Between having to pull over and jerk off thinking about Carly and then stopping to fill up the truck again, it takes me a whole four hours to drive to Springfield, and I’m pretty worn out by the time I haul ass from the parking lot to Eva Stone’s office.

      The building’s all beige walls and flickering fluorescent lights, and Miss Eva’s office is no different—worn down and beige. Just like her: mid-20s, beige hair, beige skirt, kinda creamy beige blouse, buttoned up all prim and proper. Shoulder-length bob. Beige, beige, beige. Beige rim on her glasses, which keep sliding down her nose, real cute-like.

      She checks my ID, clicks her pen, and barely looks at me.

      “Congratulations,” she says, flipping through the forms. “You’d be surprised how many people never actually claim their winnings.”

      I shrug. “Never really crossed my mind to leave it sitting there.”

      She glances up, pauses.

      “You okay?”

      I raise a brow. “Yeah. Why?”

      “You just look…” She squints, tilting her head. “Tired.”

      I huff out a laugh. “Long drive.”

      She studies me, too long, too close.

      “You should take a break,” she says, setting the paperwork in front of me. “Rest for a bit before you drive back.”

      I pick up the pen, sign. “Yeah? You got a break room in the back?”

      Eva exhales through her nose, like she’s thinking about something. Then she leans forward.

      “Something like that.”

      I follow her down a narrow hallway, past a half-broken vending machine, a door marked EMPLOYEES ONLY.

      Eva stops in front of the women’s restroom.

      I frown.

      She reaches for the handle, glances back at me.

      “It’s the only one with a lock,” she says simply.

      Something shifts. Maybe it’s the way she says it. Maybe it’s the way she lingers.

      But before I can think too much about it, she’s bending over the sink.

      I shove her skirt up, watching her in the mirror the whole time, watching her watch me, our eyes locked.

      I shove a finger in her roughly, and god, she’s wet, creamy, dripping. I guess this whole scenario is some kinda turn-on for her.

      And honestly? It is for me, too.

      Not thinking anymore about it, I unbutton my jeans and pull my dick out—and sink into her.

      I keep my eyes locked on hers the whole time, but that’s about it, as far as caring for her.

      This time, I just take.

      And god, does it feel good.

      

      I exhale slowly, hands still on her hips, still inside her.

      Eva is breathing hard, staring at herself in the mirror.

      For a second, neither of us speaks.

      Then, she catches my reflection watching her.

      “You okay?” I ask.

      “Yeah.” She shakes her head lek she’s got brain freeze or fuck freeze or something. “Just really needed to clear my head.”

      I snort. “Happy to help.”

      She shakes her head, a little dazed, a little amused.

      “I mean it,” she says, finally pulling away, straightening her blouse. “I need to get out of here.”

      I watch her, feeling something shift again.

      And without thinking, I say:

      “If you ever need to get away, you can always stop by for a visit.”

      Eva lets out a nervous laugh.

      Then she glances at me, lips parted, something careful in her eyes.

      “Might be sooner than you think.”

      I freeze.

      “Do you need to come now?”

      She lets out a breath.

      Then nods.

      “Yeah.”
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        * * *

      

      Wanna read more about this whole accidental secret billionaire with a brand-new harem situation?

      I got you.

      Highway to Heaven (Smalltown Harem Book 2) is locked, loaded, and ready for your click.

      [image: backhand index pointing right] Read it now— you know you want to.

      (Free in KU, naturally.)

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ONE MORE THING…
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      If you enjoyed reading this book even half as much as I enjoyed writing it, please rate and review it. You’d be doing me a huge favor— feedback is an absolute gift. And if you enjoyed reading this book and want more like it, why dontcha go ahead and subscribe to my newsletter? You’ll to be kept up to date with my new releases and the occasional special offer,  like discounts on new books or heck, even free ones.
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      “Goddamnit!”

      It’s the fifth damn cold shower I’ve taken this week. And before you say, why haven’t I done anything sooner? Why don’t I take a shower first instead of third, or a shower before the dishwasher gets turned on—well, woulda, shoulda, coulda, and actually, I got a totally legit reason for each of them options.

      Anyways, right now, what I need to do is fix this goddamn water heater, not worry about workarounds or excuses or anything else.

      I slip on a flannel and some dirty jeans—no sense doubling up on the dirty clothes, that’ll just use up even more hot water, which I clearly don’t have—and make my way to the dim, dark recess of my basement, only to find that the water heater is hummin’ along, working perfectly—and on full blast.

      Part of me doesn’t know whether to shame old Joe, who clearly was bein’ a bit of a dummy with his money, runnin’ a hot water heater on full blast for just one person—might as well be runnin’ the AC with the windows open just to “air things out.” And part of me is wondering if it was actually me who left ol’ Betty running on high like this. ‘Cause honestly, old Joe wasn’t that big of a dummy. I got a feeling maybe one of my new roommates might have taken it on themselves to be enterprising around the particular matter of our hot water, maybe Miss Eva being her sweet self and trying to caretake, making everything warmer for everyone. Maybe Carly called Michelle over and had her do it—though I don’t really think Michelle would mess with another toolie’s workspace.

      I fiddle with the settings, jiggling the dial, tapping on the side like I got some special mechanic’s touch, and I do find a tiny bit of give—hopefully enough for me to eke out a decent shower this morning. If nothing else, the time I’ve spent down here should be long enough for Betty to fill up again, even though it’s probably inevitable that I’m gonna have to come up with a different solution long-term, seeing how many people are over here lately. Maybe one of them tankless deals, although I’m betting they’re a pretty penny more than what just straight-up replacing Betty would be. Decisions, decisions.

      Sure enough, back upstairs, the water hits full-blast hot for close to three whole minutes—before it starts tickin’ down to lukewarm.

      Of course, by that time, I don’t care too much. I’ve already got myself in hand, working myself over thinking about the ladies causing me all this trouble. Sweet little Eva, who just aims to please. Carly, my best friend forever. Hell, even big ole butch Michelle, who can ride like a hellcat. What to choose for my morning delight?

      I stroke myself a little harder.

      Carly feels like home, how she wakes me up stroking my cock, coaxing me along, how she smiles at me like she knew all along we’d end up here. On the other hand, sweet Eva, who never wears panties in the house, who’s always eager to bend over the kitchen counter. “I just want you to take what you need.”

      Carly’s touch is steady, grounding. She’s playful but knows exactly what she wants from me. Eva is pure surrender, eager, hungry. God, I’m a lucky bastard. My hand drifts down, and I finally settle on switching back and forth between the two, why choose,  Carly wet and moaning against the shower wall,  Eva’s soft little gasp whenever I smack her ass.

      I stroke myself slow, steady, imagining their hands on me, their mouths, imagining the way Carly grins up at me before she takes me in her mouth, that knowing look she always gets right before she makes me come.  Pleasure tightens, heat racing up my spine, and when I come, I can’t help but chuckle, shaking my head as I let the water rinse me clean.

      Funny thing is, I wouldn’t have this problem at all—no hot water—if I didn’t also have the ultimate solution to any problem you can imagine: I’m rich.

      Hell, ain’t that something? Won a hundred million dollars six weeks ago, and here I am, standing in my bathroom, trying to jerry-rig my way into getting a little extra heat.

      I laugh, shaking my head, running my hands through my hair. I was damn near invisible six weeks ago. A good man, yeah. Handy with a wrench. But I didn’t have the kind of confidence to go after the things I wanted. Not till the money hit my account, till I could finally breathe a little and quit worrying about making ends meet.

      And, well…

      After a whole year of celibacy, a whole lifetime of pinin’, I finally had the guts to proposition my best friend, Carly. And hoooo boy, did that go well. So well that when Petra propositioned me, well, I went to town on her, no questions asked. She needed help, after all. And then Michelle looked at me twice, and hell, I didn’t even have to think twice before jumping at that chance.

      It’s like the money set me free.

      I won a hundred million dollars six weeks ago.

      I don’t need to be jerry-rigging a damn water heater.

      I step out of the shower, towel off, look at myself in the fogged-up mirror.

      Hell, if I’m so damn rich, why don’t I just buy a house?
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      It’s on house number three where I get a little sassy.

      “Ain’t you got anything else a little—cleaner—on that damn handheld computer of yours?” I ask.

      Of course, I know it’s not a computer, that it’s a smartphone—hell, I have an iPhone, not that I’m whipping it out to show Ms. Prick-Up-Her-Jiggly-Luscious-Fat-Ass Stacy Kendrick, who wants to ostentatiously (and yeah, I did go to college for three semesters before I had to drop out and take care of Aunt May) whip out her Android phone every five minutes and tap away.

      She gives me this look, sharp and unimpressed, before tapping at her screen again.

      “Joe,” she says, like I’m testing her patience, “this is what’s available in the market.”

      It’s not, I’m sure, but I’m equally sure that it’s what’s on the market that she thinks I can afford.

      I should be more annoyed by that than I am. Instead, I’m just distracted. Distracted by how her blouse pulls against her tits when she shifts, how those thick thighs of hers flex when she moves. The kind of woman you could really sink into.

      But that attitude. That attitude.

      “You sure ‘bout that?” I say, tilting my head, trying to get a read on her. “Ain’t like I’m askin’ for a palace, just somethin’ that don’t look like it’s ‘bout to fall over in the next strong wind.”

      She gives me a long, slow look, like she’s debating whether I’m worth the effort of a real response.

      “Joe, these are the listings in your price range.”

      Oh.

      That’s what it is. She thinks I’m broke.

      I should correct her. Should say something about my real budget, about how I could buy damn near every house on this street in cash, but I haven’t really solved on how to tell people about my nice little windfall; only Eva– who was actually the one who handed me my check– and Carly know. So I settle for the next best thing, which is, naturally, watching Stacy. Watching the slight purse of those blowjob lips, the way she huffs before glancing back down at her phone. I have no idea why, but there is something sexy about the condescension of the whole thing.

      Of course, the fact that she ain’t taking me seriously at all? Not very sexy. At all.

      “Alright,” I say, standing up straighter, rolling my shoulders back. “Lemme see the next one.”

      The tour drags on. Five houses. Six. All of them rough as hell. Barely a step up from the worst parts of town. Some of them worse. By the time we’re done, I feel like I’ve walked three miles, sweated through my shirt, and sat through the most irritating conversation of my life.

      I need to get out of here.

      By the time I hit my shop, I know exactly what I’m gonna do.

      Eva’s holding down the fort, standing behind the counter, neat and tidy as always. Petite, mousy, beige. Shoulder-length brown hair, glasses perched on her nose, like she’s ready to do someone’s taxes. The kind of woman you’d walk past a hundred times without noticing.

      Until we’re doing the deed.

      There’s something a little bit weird about the whole thing, how she lights up brighter than a Fourth of July sky the minute my dick gets inside her and then meanwhile it’s like midwinter midnight, but I haven’t figured out how to solve her problems. Yet. I hate to say it, but this always-on availability she likes to hand out has been—well, a bit distracting.

      Usually, I think I like my ladies to give as good as they get. Like Carly, for example. Nobody’s fool, even if a bit bossy, if I don’t say so myself. I can see Petra getting there, growing out of the temporary shell Buddy put on her, but Eva—well, as much as I like my ladies knowin’ what they like and holdin’ their own– there’s also something downright intoxicating about a woman who’ll just flip up her skirt at the barest of glances, which is really what I need right now, after my day from hell with Stacy.

      I lock the door behind me and flip the shades, and as quick as I am, Eva’s quicker—already standing up from the desk at the end of the room, pushing back the chair and bending over, ready for me to take her.

      Of course, seeing as we’re not at home, she had the good sense to wear some panties—cute big white things—but it’s easy enough to shift them aside. I slide my fingers between her legs as I fumble my jeans undone, my cock already hard in my hand.

      She gasps, trembles, but like always, Eva is wet and waiting.

      So I go ahead and plunge in.

      All the way in, stuffing her full, pulling out, slamming in again and again, fucking her hard and fast, pounding her into the desk and pounding my frustration right out of my head.

      That’s the plan, at least.

      Except as soon as I come, I realize it’s not enough.

      Panting deeply, I stagger back from her, pulling up my pants with one hand as I pull her up with the other.

      “C’mon,” I say. “Not done with you yet. Let’s go upstairs.”

      For the first time ever, Eva hesitates.

      It puts a hitch in my step. She’s never hesitated before. Not once. Not with me.

      “But,” she says, lower lip trembling just a little, “what if anyone calls looking for help?”

      Oh.

      Of course. That’s what she’s worried about.

      Not that she doesn’t wanna fuck. But that she’s supposed to be helping people.

      I should’ve known. Eva’s a giver. Always putting everyone else first. Always worrying about what she’s supposed to be doing.

      “Oh, baby girl,” I murmur, shaking my head. What kind of bastard must her ex have been? “I’m sure Walt and Irma and everyone else can handle themselves for an afternoon.”

      She still looks a little uncertain, so I lean real close and whisper in her ear. “Besides, I need you to do some takin’ care of me.”

      Which, of course, gets her moving through the back door and hustling upstairs real quick.

      And like that, we’re in my bedroom.

      The whole way up the short flight of stairs, through the apartment door, crossing the living room, down the hall, and into my bedroom, it’s all I can think about—sinking my dick into her ass, watching how her little rosebud anus swallows my dick—the sweetest sight I’ve ever seen.

      There’s just something itching under my skin today. Some tension I can’t shake. Something scrabbling at me, looking for a rough and dirty and hard way out.

      I’m not totally sure what it is. Stacy’s annoying self or how she looked at me—which, let me tell ya, ain’t how I look at myself in the mirror in the morning. Not that I really know who I am when I look anymore. Got me some fancy shaving cream, Eva looking at me like her knight in shining armor when I dick her down, saving Sally Mae’s hair parlor—I just don’t know.

      And it’s all with a secret, too.

      This damn money, which—the longer I go without telling anyone about it—the harder it’s getting to figure out how to tell people. I mean I don’t have to tell them about all of it I figure, but things like- buying a house. What if I wanna new truck, someone gonna look sideways at me for that?

      By the time we get to the bedroom—well, instead of taking care of me—the me I ain’t totally sure even I recognize anymore—all I want to do is take care of Eva.

      Want to lose myself in her sweet little body.

      Want to see if I can coax something more out of her when my dick ain’t inside of her. Just focus on her, her needs, her wants.

      Just like Eva, I like to help people, I know it. That’s for sure the strongest part of me. The part I can hang on to right now.

      Eva’s waiting for me, looking up with those soft, eager eyes, already shifting toward me like she’s ready to offer herself. Like she can feel the edge in me, and she’s already looking to take care of it. Take care of me.

      But I don’t want her to take care of me right now.

      I want to see her.

      I need to touch her, taste her, make her come so hard she forgets the way she holds herself back.

      So I lower her onto the bed, stripping her slow, pressing kisses down her body, smoothing my hands over her perfect pale skin.

      She lets me.

      Lets me lay her out.

      Lets me spread her legs, kiss my way down to that soft, pale pink pussy lis, bare for me. So sweet. So damn easy to get lost in.

      There’s a moment when she tries to pull me up, and I know it’s to offer herself to me again. That’s what she always does—puts me first. But I just shake my head, press her hips down, and flatten my tongue against her, lapping softly.

      I can feel it, the tension ebbing out of her body, slowly, inch by inch, and I start to relax too, just letting myself be in this moment, not worrying about how long it will take, not worrying about what will come next, just latching on and sucking on her clit, hard, until she shrieks.

      Smiling, I ease first one finger and then another inside of her, slowly, softly. For as much fucking as we’ve done, I’ve had barely a moment to explore Eva’s body, to really get to know her. The soft peach skin on the inside of her thighs, the crease between her pussy and her ass, the crest of her hips, the long, long lips between her clit and her cunt.

      She gasps, soft and sweet, the sound of her unraveling just a little.

      Good.

      I move back up to her clit, circle it slow while I—softly, gently—look for her magic spot on the side, smiling when I feel her clench and drench, pulling my fingers in deeper. Found it.

      She’s squirming and twisting the sheets beneath her hands, breathless and needy, and I just let myself relish it, let her relish it, trying not to build to anything besides more worship of her body, losing myself on the edge of her orgasm for I don’t know how long, holding off any thought of sinking into her, no matter how much I want to—pushing off the image of my dick in her, her screaming my name⁠—

      “Getting started without me?”

      Carly’s voice slides over my skin like warm honey, smooth and teasing.

      I freeze.

      Eva gasps beneath me, writhing on the mattress, her whole body shaking and shuddering around my hand, cum drenching my face, and not hiding herself at all but her back arching, her ass pressing into the mattress, like she’s presenting herself—not just to me, but to Carly.

      She likes being watched.

      Well, damn.

      I glance up, and there’s Carly, standing in the doorway, hip cocked, lips curved in that knowing smile. She tilts her head, dragging her gaze over me, over Eva.

      “Hi, Carly,” Eva breathes.

      Her voice is soft, almost shy. But she’s trembling around me, a full-body reaction to Carly stepping into the room.

      Carly moves closer, resting a hand on my arm, running her fingers up my bicep. Soft. Just a touch. Just enough to make my hips twitch, driving my rock hard cock into the mattress.

      “Hi, Eva,” Carly says. Her hand is stretched out to my arm, but she’s looking at Eva, smiling at her. “You look good like that.”

      Eva whimpers again, her fingers gripping the sheets, her cunt clutching around my fingers still buried deep inside her.

      Jesus Christ.

      Carly’s eyes flick to me, heat sparking behind them. “And you,” she murmurs, her fingers trailing up my jaw until she’s cupping my face. “You look like you’re about to lose your damn mind.”

      She leans in and kisses me.

      It’s slow at first, teasing, her lips brushing against mine, her breath warm and full of promise. And then—just when I think she’s gonna pull back—she deepens it, tongue sliding against mine, claiming, taking.

      Eva moans beneath me.

      Carly pulls back, and it’s like some spell’s been broken in the room. I straighten up, so does Eva.

      “Sorry, I just jumped in here,” Carly says, not sounding sorry at all. “I’ll go.”

      “N–no–,” Eva manages.

      Carly pauses halfway to the door.

      “I mean, unless you want to go,” Eva says lamely. “I bet you’ve had a busy day. Have things to do.”

      “Well actually,” Carly says, “it’s just my boobs that are killing me. Gonna go take my bra off and flop on the bed. Maybe get a shoulder massage while I’m at it.”

      I want to laugh—I have never heard a more direct come-on in my life—but I keep quiet, hopeful that maybe the girls won’t notice I’m here, and I can just watch this little seduction scene play out. If they’re okay with it.

      For all the sex we’ve all been having, it’s all been one-on-one. I haven’t actually seen any of my partners with each other. Not that I mind. Like I said, I get a full-flavor pack of potato chips with this setup, a different flavor for every mood, everyone independent, themselves, not forced into anything.

      But now Carly’s kneeling on the bed next to Eva, letting Eva take her bra off, and Eva—she’s not hesitant, not exactly, but she’s checking. Watching me watching her.

      She parts her lips, hesitating for a second before lowering her mouth to Carly’s nipple, sucking soft, then flicking her tongue. Her eyes flick to me.

      She’s waiting for my reaction.

      Carly must notice it, too, because she hums, dragging her nails down Eva’s spine. “Mmm, yeah, baby. Just like that.”

      Eva sucks harder.

      I exhale through my nose, fisting my cock, just taking it in—the contrast of Carly’s soft curves against Eva’s delicate frame, Carly’s ginormous tits against Eva’s perky handfuls. Long wavy hair, short bob. Cookies and cream. Or maybe a caramel swirl.

      Carly’s the one who breaks the moment first, looking over at me like she just remembered I was here.

      “You need some help?” she asks, voice smooth, teasing.

      She turns toward Eva. “Should we help him, baby?”

      Eva’s breath stutters. Her gaze flickers between us, lips parted like she’s about to say something—but instead, she lets her eyes drift down to my cock.

      She bites her lip. Then, slowly, she nods.

      Carly grins. “I thought so.”

      And just like that, I know I’m about to experience something I’ve never had before.

      Carly moves first. Sliding down onto the bed, positioning herself between my legs, easing Eva up with her.

      “Come here, baby,” she murmurs, guiding Eva’s chin toward her. “Let’s take care of our man.”

      Eva’s breath hitches. But when Carly leans in, brushing their lips together, she doesn’t just melt—she angles herself so I can see everything. The way Carly’s tongue slides against hers. The way Eva’s eyes flutter closed for a second, only to flicker open again—to me.

      Jesus Christ.

      I stroke myself slowly, watching them, watching the way Carly kisses Eva—soft at first, then deeper—the way Eva clings to her, thighs squeezing together like she’s aching for more but doesn’t quite know how to ask for it. Or maybe, she’s just waiting for me to tell her.

      Carly’s eyes flick up to mine, dark and knowing.

      “You like watching, don’t you?”

      “Fuck,” I breathe.

      She smirks. Then she grabs my cock.

      I groan, head tipping back as she strokes me, slow and teasing, before guiding Eva’s hand to my length.

      “Together,” Carly murmurs. “Let’s make him feel good together.”

      And then—oh, fuck.

      Two mouths. Two tongues. Licking, sucking, teasing me together.

      Carly licks up one side of my cock while Eva licks up the other, their tongues meeting at the tip, wet and hot and holy fucking hell.

      Eva whimpers, taking me into her mouth first, sinking down, sucking slow and deep. Carly watches her, eyes dark, then leans in to lick at my balls, sucking one into her mouth, her other hand still working my base.

      I am going to die.

      I have to touch them.

      I bury my hands in both of their hair, watching as they trade. Carly takes over, sinking down on me in one smooth glide, while Eva kisses my thigh, her tongue teasing over my skin.

      When they start kissing each other with my cock between them, licking at my tip, sucking me together like I’m a fucking lollipop⁠—

      I almost black out.

      “Jesus Christ.”

      Carly grins up at me, her lips red and slick. “Like that?”

      I can’t even answer. My hips buck, desperate, aching, needing more.

      I stroke myself slowly, watching them, mesmerized. The contrast between Carly and Eva—Carly’s soft, lush curves, the long waves of her hair, her confidence, versus Eva’s delicate frame, petite and eager, like she’s discovering something new—sends a shudder down my spine. It’s like cookies and cream. Or maybe a caramel swirl. Either way, it’s fucking delicious.

      Carly leans in first, brushing her lips against Eva’s, coaxing, teasing. Eva gasps, hesitates for just a second before melting into it, letting Carly guide her. Their mouths part and meet again, slow and exploratory, tongues tangling in a way that makes my cock ache.

      Jesus Christ.

      Carly’s eyes flick up to mine, her lips curling into a smirk. “You like watching, don’t you?”

      “Fuck,” I breathe.

      Carly reaches out, wrapping her hand around my cock, stroking slow and teasing, the heat of her palm making my whole body tense. Then, with a wicked gleam, she guides Eva’s hand to my length, showing her how to move, how to grip me just right.

      “Together,” Carly murmurs, voice honey-smooth. “Let’s make him feel good together.”

      And then—oh, fuck.

      Two mouths. Two tongues. Licking, sucking, teasing me in tandem.

      Carly drags her tongue along one side of my cock while Eva mirrors her on the other, their soft, wet tongues meeting at the tip, swirling together before pulling back, only to do it again. Eva whimpers, taking me into her mouth first, sinking down, sucking slow and deep. Carly watches her, eyes dark and approving, then leans in to lick along my balls, sucking one into her mouth, rolling it over her tongue.

      I have died. I have fucking died and gone to heaven.

      I bury my hands in both of their hair, threading my fingers through soft strands, guiding them, needing to touch them, to feel them. Eva takes more of me, her mouth stretched, her tongue working against the underside, and Carly groans like the sight alone is turning her on.

      “Good girl,” Carly murmurs, stroking Eva’s back, encouraging her. “Just like that.”

      Eva moans around me, the vibration shooting straight up my spine, making my thighs tense. Carly shifts, kissing Eva again with my cock between them, their tongues flicking against my tip, sharing the taste of me as they lick and suck in perfect harmony.

      I groan, body strung tight, as Carly takes her turn, swallowing me down with one smooth glide, her throat working around my length. Eva pulls back to watch, wide-eyed and panting, her fingers still stroking my base. Carly pulls off with a wet pop, a string of spit connecting her lips to my cock, then she turns to Eva and kisses her again, messy and deep.

      I can’t breathe. Can’t think.

      They kiss like they’re savoring me, like they’re savoring each other, and then Eva giggles breathlessly, licking at Carly’s lips before leaning in and pressing a line of kisses down my shaft. Carly follows her lead, kissing along the opposite side, their tongues meeting over the ridge of my head, teasing, flicking, making me fucking insane.

      “You’re killing me,” I rasp, hips jerking involuntarily.

      Carly just grins. “That’s the idea.”

      She wraps her lips around me again, sinking down as Eva presses wet kisses along my thigh, her nails scratching lightly, sending little shocks of pleasure through me. Carly takes me deep, then pulls back slow, letting Eva lean in, her tongue tracing patterns over my slit, lapping up every drop of precum, moaning at the taste.

      I am going to lose my goddamn mind.

      They move together like they’ve done this a hundred times before, licking and sucking, their hands gliding over my thighs, my stomach, keeping me on edge, dragging me closer and closer until I don’t know if I can take it anymore.

      My grip tightens in their hair, my breath ragged. “Fuck—gonna⁠—”

      Carly pulls back just enough to meet my eyes, wicked and knowing. “Not yet,” she purrs.

      Eva whimpers, looking up at me with those big, eager eyes, her lips slick and swollen. “Please, Joe,” she whispers.

      And that’s it. That’s all it takes.

      I lose it, my body locking up, my hips bucking as they both hold me down, licking and sucking me through it, milking every last drop until I’m shaking, until I’m fucking ruined.

      By the time I can breathe again, they’re still watching me, still touching me, still tasting me.

      Carly wipes her mouth with the back of her hand, smirking. “You’re not done yet, are you?”

      And the thing is—I’m not.

      Not even close.

      But in the back of my mind, beneath all the haze of pleasure, that one nagging thought lingers. The one I still haven’t figured out how to solve.

      The money.
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      Stacy’s waiting for me at the front desk, tapping her foot impatiently when I roll up the next morning, both tired and wired from all the sex, and feeling a little guilty that I slipped out of bed early to get the first shower. Didn’t think showing up to Kendrick Realty smelling like a whorehouse was gonna win me any points with Miss Stacy.

      She’s standing there, arms crossed under those perfect, heavy tits, giving me that unimpressed look that gets under my skin more than it should. Tight pencil skirt, blouse stretched just enough to make my brain short-circuit, her thick belly pressing against the fabric, the kind of body you could really sink into. Lips pursed like she’s already decided this morning is a waste of her time.

      I hate how much I like it.

      “Well,” she says, tapping at her phone, “if you’re here, I assume you’ve changed your mind about the places I showed you yesterday. What did you call them… rat traps?”

      She looks at me expectantly, but I don’t say anything, just sip on my coffee, waiting for her to let her mad out.

      “Figure out how to build a better rat trap?” she says, sniggering a little.

      That does it.

      “I have definitely changed my mind,” I say. “About seeing the same old, same old. Want to see something better.”

      She tilts her head, studying me like she’s trying to decide if I’m wasting her time or not. “You do realize ‘better’ costs money, right?”

      Oh, for fuck’s sake.

      I exhale through my nose, trying not to let it get to me. “Yeah, sweetheart. I realize.”

      Her lips twitch like she wants to smirk but won’t let herself. “Alright, handyman. Let’s see what I can do.”

      

      The second tour starts off better than the first.

      Still small houses, still on the cheaper side, but at least these ones don’t look like they’re holding up the past with a few termite-infested beams. I nod along as she talks, letting her ramble about square footage, zoning laws, renovations.

      I barely hear a damn thing she says.

      Because all I can think about is how her blouse strains every time she gestures, how her thick thighs press together when she shifts her weight, the soft curve of her stomach against her skirt. She moves like she knows men look—like she knows I’m looking.

      Her eyes flick over me once, quick but noticeable, before snapping back to her phone.

      I smirk. “See something you like?”

      She snorts, rolling her eyes. “Just wondering how you’ve made it this far in life with a brain like that.”

      House number three—which only has two bedrooms, nice lot but not nearly enough space for me, Eva, Carly, and anyone else who might move in with us—is when I decide to drop the bomb.

      Stacy’s tapping and swiping on her phone again, scrolling through photos when I stop her, tapping my finger on a picture that sure looks a whole heck of a lot like the Heller place.

      “How much does something like that cost?”

      Stacy sputters.

      “Joe, the Heller place is run down, but it’s not that run down.”

      The Heller place is down on Paradise Drive, not that far from our town square but on a whole half-acre lot. Rumor has it, it was the mayor’s mansion for years, but that was already a rumor when I was a kid.

      “My dad used to say the mayor who lived here ran the town like a king,” I murmur, mostly to myself. “People used to throw parties here. Whole town would show up.”

      Stacy huffs. “And now look at it.”

      I quirk my eyebrow at her, waiting.

      “It’s gonna go for half a million, easy,” Stacy says, waving her hand at me. And she has the prettiest hands, plump and shapely, long fingers that I can just imagine looking real good wrapped around something thick⁠—

      “Oh,” I say breezily, “I thought you were going to say a million or two.”

      Stacy looks at me queerly.

      “I came into some money,” I say, slowly.

      Her expression doesn’t change. If anything, she looks even more skeptical. “You came into some money.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Like, a couple grand?”

      I laugh. “Try more.”

      She crosses her arms, eyes locking on mine. “More?”

      “Way more.”

      Her brows lift, but she still doesn’t say anything. Just stares at me like she’s trying to make sense of the guy standing in front of her.

      And that’s when I realize that I gotta sell this.

      I can’t just say I’m rich now and expect her to buy it. I need a story. Something believable.

      “I inherited it,” I say. “From an uncle. A rich one.”

      Stacy narrows her eyes. “Uh-huh. And what did this rich uncle of yours do?”

      Shit.

      “Uhm, funding education,” I say, without thinking, 'cause that’s how I always justified buying a ticket every week, that the money went into the schools, supposedly. “And repaving roads,” I sputter uncontrollably. Jeez, Joe, get a grip.

      Stacy’s staring at me like I’m some kinda fruitcake, like she’s waiting for a real answer.

      But all I can think about is playing the lottery. I’m not ready to say how much I won, and if I say lottery it will be super easy to find out, and besides, I haven’t told Carly yet, and she deserves to know.

      “Balls,” I say, the image of the Powerball machine flashing through my mind. “Balls and—paper.” Me scratching out numbers on a little paper.

      And then I get smart and zip my mouth shut.

      Stacy stares at me for another long second, and I swear to god she’s trying not to laugh.

      She sighs, rubbing a hand over her face. “Jesus, Joe.”

      I grin. “That mean you’ll show me the Heller place?”

      She mutters something under her breath but pulls out her phone and starts tapping away.

      That’s a yes.

      As we drive toward the old mansion, I can’t shake the thought—Carly’s gonna kill me when she finds out.

      

      The Heller place is nice. Big old Victorian mansion, always looked a little run-down on the outside even when I was a kid. These days, the rose bushes out front are completely overgrown. But inside, well, it’s had a little work done on it since then, judging from the age of some of the millwork and the countertops. The kitchen’s probably got a good five years left. Big porches, bay windows, high ceilings. Needs work, but I can see it already—what it could be. A real home. A life.

      And then Stacy, of all people, surprises me.

      We’re standing in the kitchen, and she’s rattling off something about restoration costs when she pauses, looks around, and says, almost to herself, “Shame to see houses like this fall apart.”

      I glance at her. “Yeah?”

      She nods, fingers trailing absently along the old countertop. “Grew up around places like this. My mama cleaned houses for rich folks. Used to take me with her sometimes. Made me wonder what it’d be like to have something like this, you know? A home with history.”

      I watch her, something shifting in my chest.

      I’d figured her for just another hustler, another woman trying to make a buck off people like me. But there’s something in the way she says it—soft, almost wistful—that makes me wonder.

      For the first time since this whole house hunt started, I stop thinking about what I want. And start thinking about what I could do.

      I glance back at Stacy. At the sharp, calculating way she watches me. At the weight in her voice when she talks about her past. And I realize something weird—I don’t just wanna fuck her.

      I respect her.

      And that?

      That might be the most surprising part of all.
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      Carly’s on her back, her head hanging off the edge of the bed, eyes locked on mine.

      “Go slow at first,” she murmurs, voice husky. “Petra said I need to get used to it. Work up to taking it all.”

      She drops her mouth open, wide, tongue darting out to lick her lips, all kitten-like.

      Jesus Christ.

      As many times as I’ve watched throat-fucking porn, and for as long as Carly’s been teasing me about getting pointers from Petra on how to take me deeper—well, I never thought I’d see the day.

      Not that I’m complaining.

      Nope, not at all. What I am doing is whipping out my dick and trying not to come just from looking at Carly, who looks like some kinda fairytale porn goddess, what with her head hanging down, dark blonde waves spread out around her like some kinda halo. Or a rope for me to hang onto. And those big old tits perking up on her chest…

      I squeeze my dick a little harder, rub my cockhead against her lips. Every hair on her arms flutters up, her breath catching, but I don’t give her the taste she’s chasing with her tongue. Want to make this last.

      “Yeah?” I rasp, teasing the tip against her mouth. “That what you want, sweetheart? Hungry for it?”

      Her eyes flash, a challenge as much as an invitation. “Starving.”

      Fuck.

      I press forward, easing in slow, letting myself take in how it all feels, like I’m getting my very first blowjob almost. The heat of her mouth, the wetness. The way her mouth stretches wide around me. The press of her tongue against the bottom of my cock, her nails scraping up my thighs, gripping tighter as I sink deeper. And deeper. And deeper. Her eyes flutter closed, and I lean into the dangerous feeling, the sensation of hitting the back of her throat.

      I can feel her swallowing around me. Feel every twitch, every squeeze.

      It’s almost too much, but what nearly pushes me over the edge is Carly’s reaction—how she’s pulling me in with those nails in my thighs, how her hips are rolling. Like she feels me all the way through her body, like my cock’s buried so deep in her throat it’s reaching her pussy.

      “You like that, huh?” I murmur, voice thick. “Like learning how to be my cockslut?”

      She moans around me, the vibration making my hips jerk involuntarily.

      “Relax your throat, baby,” I murmur, guiding her. “Breathe through your nose. You can take more.”

      And she does.

      Fuck, does she ever.

      Her throat clenches, spit pooling at the corners of her mouth, her eyes flickering open—glazed, eager, fucking beautiful. I growl low in my throat, gripping her tighter, holding her still as I push deeper, testing her limits. I swear I can see my dick bulging in her throat.

      I pull out, let her breathe, and she pulls me back in—and that does it. I fucking lose it, bucking into her, setting a pace that has her moaning around me, eyes rolling back.

      I’m covered in thick ropes of saliva when I finally relent and pull all the way out, giving Carly some air.

      “More,” she breathes, once she’s caught her breath, looking up at me through mascara-smeared bedroom eyes, and who am I to say no to a lady’s request?

      This time, I play with her tits, try to thrust gently, try to lean in and kiss her clit for a moment before giving in again to the clamp of her throat—but it’s a trick, bending over her like that, ‘cause it just makes it that much easier for her to clutch at my ass, to bury her nose in my pubes, to suck it all down when I shoot off, spilling my seed deep in her stomach.

      

      “You really liked that, huh?” I murmur, running a hand down her thigh, watching the way she melts under my touch.

      Carly hums, stretching out like a cat, all soft and smug. “Yeah. I like pushing myself. Feels good to know I can still change. Grow. Even if it’s just a stupid thing like learning a new sex trick, that’s something, right?”

      I smirk, tracing lazy circles over her hip. “You’re already a lot, babe.”

      She laughs, light and easy, flipping onto her side to face me. “Yeah, but why stop here?” She nudges me with her knee, her bare skin warm against mine. “What about you?”

      I grunt. “What about me?”

      “You ever think about changing?” Her fingers trail down my chest, aimless, like she’s not expecting a real answer.

      I consider it. I mean, I’ve been thinking about it a lot lately, haven’t I? But instead of saying all that, I give her a teasing smirk.

      “Gonna be around later?”

      Carly raises an eyebrow. “Allison is coming in late,” she says, meaning the college girl she has working bartender part-time. “Figured after that I’d have a drink with Michelle, maybe actually sleep at my place for once. Water my plants, you know. Be an adult.”

      I grin, shifting to face her fully, my hand settling on her waist. “What would you think about moving your plants somewhere new?”

      Her brows pull together slightly. “Huh?”

      “Thinking about using some of my money and buying a house. Like, for all of us. You, me, Eva…”

      She tilts her head, considering, then gives me a slow, wicked smile. “We could even invite more people.”

      God, I love this woman.

      “Yeah…”

      “At least for a party.” Carly rolls onto her stomach, resting her chin on her hand, eyes glinting with mischief. “Joe, you have the money to buy a sex palace.”

      I chuckle, shaking my head, but damn if she isn’t already painting a picture in my head.

      

      I step into the shop, stretching my arms, feeling loose and satisfied.

      Eva barely looks up from the counter, tapping away at the computer, but I catch the little smirk she’s trying to hide.

      “Have a good lunch?” she asks, waggling her eyebrows.

      I snicker, grabbing a rag. “Yeah, but I think Carly ate more’n me.”

      Eva lets out a breathy little laugh, shaking her head. “Figures.”

      Before I can say anything else, the bell above the door jingles, and Walt steps in, looking like a man with a mission.

      “I swear, Joe, this thing’s got demons,” Walt mutters, shaking his head as he sets it on the counter. “First, it burns everything. Then it won’t toast at all. Just sits there, humming like it’s thinking about it.”

      I snort. “You’re the only man I know who brings in a new busted appliance every week, Walt. You collecting ‘em, or just looking for excuses to come shoot the shit?”

      “Irma send you over to get some company, “ Eva asks, chuckling.

      “Damn right,” Walt grumbles, crossing his arms. “Ain’t nothing to do in this town but watch the buildings rot.”

      That sticks with me.

      I tinker with the toaster, barely listening as Irma and Walt go back and forth, their usual banter filling the shop like it always does. But underneath it—underneath the comfort of their voices—is something sad.

      Something tired.

      Walt isn’t wrong.

      I look out the window, really see Main Street. The boarded-up windows. The cracked sidewalks. The abandoned houses left to rot.

      This town used to be something. Used to be alive.

      And then, just like that—I know what I have to do.

      

      I wipe my hands on a rag, pull out my phone, and scroll to Stacy’s number.

      She picks up on the second ring. “Joe?”

      “Yeah.” I lean against the counter, looking out the window. “You got time today? Need to talk.”

      She’s quiet for a beat, then, “Is this about the house?”

      “More than that.” I exhale, running a hand through my hair.

      “Meet me at the office in an hour.”

      I grin. “See you soon, sweetheart.”

      I hang up, shove my phone back in my pocket, and wipe my hands one last time.

      Time to get to work.
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      “Ready to buy a house?” Stacy asks, looking up at me from her computer. Her expression is as unimpressed as it ever was.

      “Yeah, about that⁠—”

      Stacy rolls her eyes, blowing her bangs out of her face.

      “I knew it,” she says. “All big talk, no money.”

      I start laughing. Laughing.

      “Oh, sweetheart, I’m definitely a lot of talk,” I say, leaning against the edge of her desk, grinning down at her. “But I also definitely got the goods.”

      I maybe shift a little when I say that—not outright grabbing my dick through my jeans, but just enough that I know she notices. And hell, she’s not exactly subtle about giving me a slow once-over right back, her gaze flicking down, lingering.

      I don’t know if it’s the way her blouse stretches across her soft belly, the thickness of her thighs pressing against that chair, or the curve of her hips spilling over the sides—but something about Stacy Kendrick sitting there, plush and powerful, has got my brain spinning.

      I’ve never fucked a fat girl before—not that I ever thought about it like that. Women are women, I like ’em all. Apparently.

      But the idea of Stacy—well, the idea’s taken root, gotten stuck. Hard and fast.

      And actually, maybe I should be taking my time with this conversation. Slowing things down, as it were.

      “I wanna buy two houses.”

      She blinks, surprised. “Two?”

      “Yeah, uh,” I stutter. I’d come up with the idea just an hour ago, and really, I’m still getting used to it. Trying to figure out what it means. “More than that, actually. I wanna buy up the whole damn block.”

      She sets her pen down, straightens up, and gives me her full attention now. “Oh?”

      I nod. “Fix ‘em up. Rent ‘em out. Keep ‘em local. Ain’t interested in flipping. This town’s already got too many empty houses rotting away. I wanna see people living in ‘em again.”

      That stops her.

      She tilts her head, studying me like she’s trying to see something new. Like maybe I’m not just some dumb handyman with a sudden windfall.

      “You’re serious,” she says.

      “Dead serious.”

      She exhales, leaning back, arms crossing under her tits—big, round, bouncing slightly with the movement, and I have to drag my gaze back up to her face before I get completely lost.

      “This is… a bigger deal than I realized,” she admits. “We should talk this through properly.”

      She glances at the clock, then back at me. “You eaten yet?”

      I can barely keep my chuckle inside my mouth—can’t help that Stacy’s words bring to mind what my mouth was doing about 20 minutes ago. All full of Carly. Carly’s mouth full of me⁠—

      “Yeah,” I say, leaning in, “but I can always eat.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The diner is only half full when we get there. We squeeze into a booth on our lonesome until Jennie comes over to take our order, and I take advantage of giving Stacy a longer once-over.

      She’s a big girl, but always perfectly put together. I was surprised when she said she’d grown up poor. I’d never have known it with how polished she always is—manicure, pencil skirt, the works. But maybe that’s why—making damn sure she fits in, looks like she belongs. Like she was never poor.

      She’s a tough cookie, Stacy. Sharp, too. Has to have been to pull herself up.

      But I’m quickly distracted from any deep thoughts about Stacy’s character or personal history by the pleasure of getting to watch her eat.

      Holy hell, does she eat.

      She orders a full plate—chicken fried steak, mashed potatoes, cornbread, extra butter, extra gravy—and she goes to town on it, not picking at her food like some women do when they want to be delicate about it, but actually enjoying herself.

      “How’s that steak?” I ask, smirking.

      She glances up at me mid-bite, eyes narrowing slightly, like she can feel me watching. “Joe, you’re gonna put me to shame, just sitting there with your pie and coffee.”

      I tilt my head, watching her chew. “Nah,” I say, slow and easy. “I’m getting full with my eyes.”

      Stacy rolls her eyes, but I see the way her lips twitch, like she’s fighting a smile.

      I really mean it, though. The way her mouth moves, the way her tongue flicks out to catch a little corner of sauce from the edge of her mouth—it’s got me thinking.

      And not about food.

      “Want a bite?” she asks, holding up a forkful, watching me like she knows exactly what she’s doing.

      I lean forward, taking the bite straight from the fork. Chew slow, savoring.

      It’s good. But the real treat is the way she watches me.

      Her lips curl at the corners, eyes flickering just a little lower, lingering where I’ve adjusted my jeans, where I’m still shifting in my seat.

      “Good, huh?” she murmurs.

      I clear my throat, dragging my coffee cup closer like it’ll do something about the heat creeping under my skin. “Yeah.”

      She pops another bite into her mouth, chewing thoughtfully. I watch the slow press of her tongue against her lip as she swipes up a stray bit of gravy.

      Jesus.

      “Joe?” Stacy’s watching me, a little smirk playing at her lips. “You listening?”

      I blink, shaking myself out of it. “Yeah,” I lie. “You were saying?”

      She gives me a knowing look but doesn’t call me on it. Instead, she leans forward slightly—her tits pressing against the table, her stomach soft and full between us—and says, “I was saying, if you’re serious about this, you’re gonna need a property manager.”

      “Yeah?” I say, taking a long sip of my coffee. “Know anyone?”

      She quirks an eyebrow, lips curving. “You’re looking at her.”

      I let my eyes drag over her again, slow, deliberate. “Yeah?”

      She doesn’t blink. Holds my gaze steady. “Yeah.”

      She’s got the brains to run this better than me. Hell, she’s been runnin’ things in this town long before I had a dime to my name. If anyone can make this work, it’s her.

      I reach out, wiping the little bit of sauce her tongue missed from the edge of her mouth. Then, real slow, I bring my finger to my lips and suck it clean.

      “That might be an idea,” I murmur. “Got any more like that?”

      She watches me, eyes dark, a slow smile spreading across her face.

      Yeah.

      I think this is gonna work out just fine.

      By the time we finish the meal, we’ve got a plan.

      Stacy will manage the properties. She’s got the connections, the know-how, the ability to actually handle all the logistics I don’t wanna deal with.

      And me?

      I’ll fix the damn things. Do some fix-its myself, maybe hire some of the renters to do more. This’ll be my new big project.

      “Let’s go sign, “ She says. She tilts her head, lips quirking. “And then I’ve got an idea for how we can celebrate.”
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        * * *

      

      I don’t remember getting back to her office.

      I don’t remember who started it.

      All I know is that the signing pages are scattered across the floor, the chair’s been shoved back, and Stacy is straddling me—her thick thighs squeezing against my hips, her belly soft and warm, pressing into me—and I am hard as a damn rock.

      She watches me through half-lidded eyes, teasing, rolling her hips slow, making me feel every inch of her weight, every soft curve molding against me.

      Fuck.

      I grip her waist, fingers sinking into plush softness, and groan.

      “Fuck, sweetheart,” I mutter. “You always been this—soft?”

      She laughs, low and husky, pressing in closer, her tits spilling forward, her stomach warm between us. “You just now noticing?”

      I grab a handful of her ass, grinding her down against me harder, feeling the way she gasps, how her breath stutters.

      “Noticing a lot of things,” I say, voice rough.

      She leans in, lips brushing my ear, rolling her hips again, slow and teasing. “You gonna talk about your noticing,” she purrs, “or you gonna do something about it?”

      I don’t talk. I shove the chair back, stand, and set her ass on the desk, her skirt riding up her thighs.

      She’s all curves, all softness, spilling over the edges of the desk, her thick legs squeezing around me. I drag my hands down, pushing her skirt higher, rolling her pantyhose down slow, ignoring her impatient sighs.

      “Joe,” she huffs, tapping her nails on the desk.

      I ignore her, dipping my head between her thighs, inhaling deep before dragging my tongue through her slick heat.

      Fuck. She’s perfect.

      She gasps, her thighs trembling, her body arching up to me. I let myself get lost in her, gripping her thighs, dragging my tongue over her clit until she’s whimpering, grinding against my face.

      Her fingers tangle in my hair, tugging—impatient, demanding.

      “Joe, c’mon,” she huffs.

      I grin against her, then stand, undoing my jeans, barely keeping control.

      She pulls me in, her legs wrapping around my waist, her nails digging into my shoulders, and then I’m inside her, sinking deep, her heat gripping me tight, sucking me in.

      “Jesus,” I hiss, pressing my forehead against hers, trying to hold on.

      She just smirks, rolling her hips, dragging me deeper. “You better not be holding back on me, handyman.”

      Challenge fucking accepted.

      I grip her thighs, brace myself against the desk, and start moving.

      Hard.

      Deep.

      Stacy gasps, clinging to me, her plush body bouncing with every thrust, her thick thighs wrapped tight around me, keeping me locked to her, trapped in her heat.

      It’s messy, frantic, fast—the desk creaking beneath us, the scent of her everywhere, the blinds rattling against the window like the whole damn town could hear us.

      I don’t care.

      I bury my face against her neck, groaning against her skin, losing myself in the way she feels, the way she takes it, the way she fucking owns it.

      She tightens around me, body tensing, her breath catching, and then she’s coming—clenching down on me, dragging me over the edge with her.

      I fuck her through it, hips snapping, holding onto the edge as long as I can before I lose it completely, shaking, gasping, wrecked.

      For a long second, neither of us move, just breathing hard, tangled together, the desk an absolute disaster beneath us.

      Then Stacy laughs, breathless.

      “Well,” she murmurs, dragging her nails down my back, “that’s one way to seal a deal.”

      I groan, pressing a kiss to her shoulder, already feeling my brain struggling to reboot.

      She smirks, nudging me with her knee. “You still with me, handyman?”

      I exhale, dragging a hand through my hair. “Yeah,” I mutter, pulling back, straightening up, looking at the absolute wreck of her desk.

      She follows my gaze and snorts.

      “Well,” she muses, adjusting her blouse, smoothing her skirt. “That’s one way to close a deal.”

      I chuckle, still catching my breath. “Hell of a signing bonus.”

      Stacy smirks, arching an eyebrow. “Think you can handle the workload, handyman?”

      I shake my head, grinning as I tuck myself back into my jeans. “Guess we’ll find out.”

      She hums, tapping at her keyboard like she wasn’t just bent over her desk five seconds ago. “Oh, we will.”
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        * * *

      

      By the time I left Stacy’s office, my head was clear, my pockets were lighter, and my dick? Well. My dick was workin’ overtime. Maybe this whole ‘owning shit’ thing wasn’t so bad after all.

      I barely make it two steps into Carly’s bar before she’s leaning against the counter, arms crossed, that smirk already forming, like she’s caught me red-handed.

      “You had fun with Stacy,” she says. Not a question.

      I blink. “The hell⁠—”

      Carly laughs, slow and syrupy, eyes gleaming. “Oh, baby. You’ve got the look.”

      I glance at myself in the mirror behind the bar. Hair’s still a little messy. My shirt definitely ain’t what you’d call crisp. And I’ve got that loose, easy feeling in my bones that only comes from getting thoroughly fucked.

      Carly tilts her head, stepping in closer, her fingers tracing slow circles on the bar top.

      “So?” she purrs. “You finally got a handful of the jiggle?”

      I must have said more last night than I realized. I scrub a hand over my face. “Christ, Carly⁠—”

      She giggles, loving this, loving that I can’t even get a sentence out.

      I clear my throat, leaning in. “I came to tell you about the house, sweetheart.”

      She raises a brow. “The house.”

      “Yeah.” I smirk. “Y’know, the thing I actually did today besides get my dick wet.”

      Carly snorts, shaking her head as she grabs a glass and starts pulling a beer for one of the guys at the end of the bar. The foam rises thick and high, and I get momentarily distracted, watching the way it spills over the rim just a little, the way she tilts the glass at the last second to keep it from overflowing. A little white trail trickles all the way down the side.

      She wipes it up with her finger.

      Pauses.

      Then—real slow—licks it off, her eyes flicking up to meet mine just as her tongue swipes over the pad of her fingertip.

      “You good over there?” Carly asks, looking away from me and sliding the beer down the counter with practiced ease.

      “Yeah,” I say, shifting on my stool. Who the hell ever invented jeans? Only the most restrictive garment known to mankind. “Just admiring your technique.”

      Carly hums, pulling another glass and pouring a whiskey neat. She swirls the liquid in the glass first, tilts it slightly, then sets it down with a little clink. “Mmhmm. Guessing I’m not the only one with good technique tonight.”

      I shake my head, chuckling, but before I can say anything, she hands the whiskey off, gives the customer a quick nod, and turns right back to me.

      “You gonna make me work for it, or you gonna tell me how she felt?”

      Jesus.

      I shift against the bar, adjusting myself again, and Carly’s grin widens.

      “Yeah,” she breathes. “Thought so.”

      I let the silence stretch. Let her want it.

      Then I lean in, slow and easy, dropping my voice like honey.

      “Soft,” I murmur. “So fucking soft, Carly. Warm. Full.”

      Her breath catches.

      I grin, dragging it out. “You were right about the jiggle.”

      Carly’s breath hitches—just a little—but before I can enjoy it too much, she turns, grabbing another order, her back to me now.

      “Lucky for you,” she tosses over her shoulder, “I love being right.”

      I could let it go.

      I don’t.

      The next time she swings my way I lean in and whisper in her ear.

      “Funny thing is,” I say, like I’m just reminiscing, “it ain’t just the jiggle that got me. It’s the way she moves.” I lift my hand, rolling my wrist lazily, like I’m picturing it all over again. “The way she rides it. Slow at first, teasing—like she knows she’s got you right where she wants you.”

      Carly makes a strangled noise.

      I smirk. Gotcha, sweetheart.

      The bell above the bar jingles, and Allison strides in, tugging off her jacket.

      “Just in time,” Carly says, whipping off her bar towel and throwing it at Allison before she’s even finished hanging up her jacket.

      “What? Whoa, okay,” Allison says, slipping behind the bar as Carly grabs my hand and drags me through the back door.

      The second we’re on the other side, Carly’s on me. No hesitation, no warm-up. Just full-body, desperate heat, like she’s been holding back all night and can’t anymore.

      I raise an eyebrow. “Ain’t you having drinks with Michelle?”

      “Oh, she’s on her way,” Carly breathes. Her hands are already on me, but her eyes flick past my shoulder, fast. I follow the glance, catching the glow of the clock on the wall.

      She’s checking the time.

      That’s when it clicks.

      I barely get a word out before she presses against me, soft curves meeting hard muscle, the scent of her warm skin rising up between us. Her fingers skim up my chest, slow and teasing, but there’s a tremble in her breath.

      “I can’t even think straight,” she mutters. “I need it, Joe.”

      Her hands are fast now, belt buckle clinking, the pop of buttons giving way to rough impatience. Her jeans slide down her hips in one smooth motion, and I don’t even get the chance to appreciate the sight before she’s pushing mine low enough to free me.

      Her hand wraps around my cock, her lips parting like she’s about to drop to her knees—but it’s not about that, not really. She just wants me hard enough to take her, and she knows exactly how to get me there.

      But just as I start to enjoy her touch, leaning into sloppy, hard kisses, Carly’s turning around, shrugging down her jeans, bending over that beat-up old couch, bare-assed.

      She looks over her shoulder, eyes flashing, mouth half-parted.

      “Fuck me, Joe,” she says, demandin’ tone dripping honey.

      I blink. Well, all right then.

      No need to ask me twice. I grip her hips with one hand, line myself up with the other, and sink all the way in.

      Something fun about doing it like this—fly dressed, so fast. Carly’s so wet just from my words. I pull out halfway, ready to start really slammin’ into her—ain’t that the way you’re supposed to fuck, when you and your lady are both fully clothed and she’s so hot for it—when I hear it.

      The soft sound of footsteps.

      Then the door snicks open.

      “Well, well.”

      Michelle’s voice is low, dry. Amused.

      Carly glances over her shoulder, grinning. “Took you long enough.”

      I swear I lose a stroke right there.

      “Hey, Joe,” Michelle says, like it’s every day she sees me balls-deep in Carly, or Carly with another man.

      I grit my teeth. Don’t like that thought.

      “Uh, Michelle—” I start, but Carly backs up against me, bumping her ass into my crotch.

      Oh. She wants me to keep fucking.

      Well, who am I to deny a lady?

      “Yeah,” is all I say, sinking deeper, thrusting into Carly, speeding up as fast as I can, eyes closed.

      When I open them again, Michelle’s standing next to me, tank top off, jeans unbuckled, stroking Carly’s back.

      Carly turns her head just slightly, and Michelle’s fingers drift lower, teasing. They exchange a look—one of those wordless, knowing things women do that I’ll never understand—and Carly bites her lip, like she’s barely holding back a smile.

      Michelle smirks.

      “Gonna save some for me?”

      I’m about to answer when Carly just about purrs, “Joe bought a house.”

      I damn near lose my rhythm.

      “What?”

      Carly giggles, breath hitching as I sink back into her. “Mmm. House, baby. Big ol’ one.”

      I pause for half a second, brain scrambling. What the fuck does that have to do with⁠—

      Carly arches back against me. “C’mon now, sugar, don’t stop.”

      Michelle just shakes her head like I’m a damn fool. “Keep up, Joe.”

      I exhale hard, focusin’ back in. “Carly, you want me to fuck you—make you come—or you wanna chat homeownership?”

      She laughs, voice all lazy tease. “How ‘bout both?”

      I don’t know how they work it, but eventually, I’m sitting on the couch, and Michelle’s in her favorite position with me—riding me reverse cowgirl—while Carly’s standing in front of her, getting fingered and munched.

      And damn, I should be all in right now, but my brain’s got a hitch.

      Last time Michelle and I fucked, she told me next time, I could come inside her.

      And this? This is next time.

      Hell if I haven’t been thinkin’ about that ever since. Especially since I had to wrap up with Stacy earlier. Not that I minded—Stacy’s got rules, and I respect ‘em—but somehow I’m feeling this itch to shoot my load, deep. Plus the way Michelle said it. The way she meant it.

      And now?

      Now, Michelle’s got her hands planted on my thighs, rolling her hips slow and deep, her bare skin tight and hot around me, and it’s damn near killing me.

      She’s thinkin’ about it, too.

      I can feel it in the way she moves, in the way she keeps glancing over her shoulder like she wants to see my face when it happens.

      Carly smirks down at her. “Us, baby.”

      Michelle hums, picking up her pace. “Yeah?”

      “Yeah,” Carly sighs, rocking forward, grinding against Michelle’s tongue. “Think we oughta christen it.”

      Michelle laughs, breathy and low, leaning back against me.

      "You holdin’ back on me, Joe? Thought you were gonna give me what I asked for."

      And that’s it. I feel myself getting close, my grip tightening on Michelle’s hips, the tension curling low in my spine.

      “Gonna let me come inside you this time?” I rasp, voice rough, barely hanging on.

      Michelle tips her head back, eyes dark, mouth parted.

      “Yeah,” she breathes. “Give me that.”

      My head spins.

      Fuck.

      She wants it.

      I groan, hands digging into her waist, trying to hold off just a little longer, just enough to feel every last second of her wrapped around me.

      Later, when Michelle and Carly are leaving for their girls’ night out, Michelle tosses back over her shoulder⁠—

      “This gonna be a sex house, Joe?” She gives me one of those sharp, knowing looks. “Got me a key?”
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      “Welcome home,” Stacy says, dropping the keys into my hand.

      They feel like a million pounds—like one of ’em lead weights, the kind you use for fishing real deep. Where the dead bodies are.

      “Woo-hoo,” Carly says, pushing past me and Stacy and walking into the old Heller place.

      I shake my head. This is real. Not some dream of the dead down with the fishes. This is it. This is my life.

      Pretty good life, actually.

      And this ain’t the old Heller place, not anymore. It’s the new Joe place.

      Carly pops her head back out, looking impatient. “You coming, or you just gonna stand there making moon eyes at your new girlfriend?”

      I snort, shaking my head as I follow her in.

      Inside, the air smells like fresh paint and wood polish, but underneath that—age. In a good way. Like chestnut you can’t cut anymore, chisels that ain’t been used in a hundred years. Elbow grease and echoes of laughter, times gone by.

      I’d had like five minutes where I thought I’d make the house my first big project, do a whole damn renovation before we moved in. But then I reminded myself—just because I had the money didn’t mean I needed to spend it all at once. And besides, the kitchen seems to have gotten redone not that long ago, and the bathrooms—well, I like the pistachio tile, no matter what Petra says.

      None of the bathrooms seem to have been redone since the 1940s or 1950s—maybe some kinda rural electrification / indoor plumbing project. And to my eye? They’re beauts. Ceramic hand-glazed tiles, nickel fixtures. The kind of thing you can’t buy new no matter how much money you’ve got.

      “Fuck, I love these,” Eva murmurs, running her fingers over the Pepto-pink raised pattern tiles in the powder room.

      “Told you.” I grin. “Gonna have to drag Petra here so she can admit I was right.”

      She snorts, shaking her head. She’s right. Petra’s not gonna admit anyone else is right.

      The living room is massive—high ceilings, a crystal-cut chandelier, huge windows pouring in golden afternoon light.

      Carly’s already ordered floor-to-ceiling curtains for the windows and keeps talking about ambiance.

      “Ambiance for what?” I asked her yesterday.

      She just gave me a slow grin and said, “Guess you’ll find out.”

      A double fireplace sits in the center of it all. Gonna get real cozy in here once we drive to Springfield and buy some furniture.

      There’s a library too, and I might actually put some books in it now that I have the space and the money. No silly leather-bound first edition things—my beat-up collection of Larry McMurtry paperbacks will do just fine.

      The kitchen—like I said, it got redone at some point, and it’s got a nice breakfast bar. Yes, I do have ideas for bending one or two or three ladies over it.

      The breakfast nook—bench looks a little narrow for any real action, but we could try it.

      Out back, there’s a deck with a grill, table, and chairs leading into a capacious backyard. (Yeah, that’s the right word—this place is capacious.) Big old fig tree overseeing everything, pool tucked in behind.

      “Pool’s nice,” Michelle says, leaning against the railing. “Could throw a hell of a party out here.”

      Carly hums, tilting her head. “Yeah, I was thinking about that too.”

      I don’t know what exactly she’s thinking, but the way her lips curl makes me real sure it’s not about a casual barbecue.

      The first floor’s also got a den—Carly’s already ordered a sectional for it, and I got my eye on a 60-inch screen we’ll mount. That’s about all that’s gonna fit in there. Then, a dining room, which honestly feels way too formal for any of us, but hell, we’ve got the space.

      Upstairs, four bedrooms, two bathrooms, and then the attic level—another two bedrooms, or a bedroom and dressing room. Plus a little porch tucked up top.

      Big. Spacious. Huge. A masterpiece of old-school craftsmanship.

      And half-empty.

      Carly’s gonna be here full-time—guess she got tired of pretending she wasn’t already spending every night in my bed. She’s ordered a few pieces of furniture and then said she wasn’t no housewife—or an interior decorator.

      Eva’s burned through my credit card like it was an Olympic event—cleaning products, fancy vacuums, home health aide supplies. And no furniture, besides a new bed.

      Michelle’s suggested some tools and things I needed to fix right quick. Won’t commit to moving in, which I guess is her excuse for not ordering any furniture—not that I necessarily want a house full of black leather.

      Damn it, I’m going to have to buy a home design magazine or get some help with the rest of this.

      Not that I wanna go all ornate or anything, but I also don’t wanna sit on cardboard boxes and orange crates for the rest of my life either.

      But first—getting the damn furniture inside.

      I sigh, looking down at the keys still sitting in my palm.

      What the fuck did I just sign up for?

      Behind me, Carly slaps my shoulder. “C’mon, dumbass. Let’s get this shit inside before you start thinking too hard.”

      I groan but follow, pushing the door open wider.

      Welcome home, indeed.

      “Alright,” Michelle calls from the truck. “Whose spicy-time books are these?”

      “All books go in the library,” Carly says.

      I shoot her a look.

      “You’re the one who said we needed to fill the place up,” Carly says.

      Chaos. Pure, unfiltered chaos.

      Michelle has cracked open a beer, leaning against the side of the house like she’s about to give a TED Talk on effective delegation, while Carly goes off on some rant about how heavy the small bedside lamp she’s holding is.

      Eva’s actually moving things, but she’s also tracking every single person like a goddamn triage nurse.

      Someone coughs? She’s checking in.

      Someone winces slightly? She’s touching their arm, asking if they’re okay.

      “Jesus,” I mutter, hauling a box up the steps. “How the hell do I have this much shit?”

      “You don’t,” Michelle says, sipping her beer. “Most of this is Carly’s.”

      Carly huffs. “I like a cozy space.”

      “You brought five boxes of throw pillows.”

      “Cozy.”

      I shake my head and trudge inside, dropping the box in what will eventually be the living room. I barely have time to turn before⁠—

      THUD.

      A yelp.

      A crash.

      “Shit,” Michelle hisses.

      I spin back, already moving. “What the hell⁠—”

      But Eva’s already there.

      Michelle is sitting on the bottom step, foot cradled in her hands, face pinched in pain. A box lies spilled across the floor.

      Before Michelle can even process what happened, Eva is kneeling in front of her, fingers grazing over her ankle, checking for swelling.

      “You okay?”

      I crouch down next to them, but Eva’s already handling it. She’s not just fast, she’s instinctive.

      Michelle winces. “I’m fine. Just—fuck. That box was heavier than I thought.”

      Eva gives her a look. “You need ice?” Her tone is light, but her hands are firm, checking Michelle’s foot like she’s ready to splint it if necessary.

      Michelle flexes her foot, testing it. “Nah, I’ll live.”

      I glance at Eva, watch the way she moves. She’s like a damn first responder. Always taking care of people, smoothing things over, making sure everything’s fine before anyone even realizes there’s a problem.

      But who the hell is making sure she’s okay?

      By noon we’ve gotten to that annoying stage of moving day where you get a revolving door of drop-ins, people stopping by to say “hey” and “can I help” but really to check things out, maybe mooch a snack or a give away.

      Walt brings a toaster and Irma suggests we get a dog. Mike and Mike arrive, move a lamp, expect a beer, because of course.  Sallie Mae shows up and actually unpacks a box of towels, which is more than I can say for Carly who’smoved maybe one more additional lamp

      Stacy swings by, claiming she just wanted to make sure I got my bedroom set up—only to break a nail opening a box. Before she can even swear properly, Eva’s already pulling a fresh acrylic from her bag and fixing it for her. Like it’s just normal to have an emergency nail repair kit in her damn purse.

      Petra pokes her head in through the open door. “Is there space for me, Joe? Should I need to come?”

      I freeze. Not thinking about Petra’s blowjob skills. Not thinking about Petra’s blowjob skills.

      I clear my throat. “But of course, Petra.”

      Eva shakes her head, muttering something under her breath, before smiling at Petra. “Let me get you some more iced tea.”

      Of course she does.

      It’s been a long day all around, and by the time I flop down on my bed at 10 p.m.—boxes out, everything in the right rooms, almost all unpacked, and still five damn empty rooms left—I’m spent. Just looking forward to falling asleep for once.

      No action. No interruptions. Just sleep.

      Of course, Eva has other ideas.

      I’m half-asleep when I hear the door snick open. I lie there, arm over my eyes, trying to see if I can tell who it is just from the pad of their feet across the floorboards—used to know back home—well, this is home now. I’ll have to get used to all the creaks and squeaks in a new way.

      I’m pretty sure it’s Eva by how lightly she lands on the bed, but just for fun, I keep my eyes closed, waiting. Half hoping she’ll think I’m asleep and take off—after all, she’s worked about as hard as anyone today. I’m not really sure how to tell her to take a load off, take a break, without offending her. She seems to get so much juice out of helping people.

      It’s one hand in my waistband and another at my fly, and I grab her hand.

      “Hey now,” I say. “You don’t have to do that.” I try to make my voice as gentle as possible. “It’s been a long day.”

      Eva looks up at me, pouting, and for a minute, I think I’ve really done it wrong—hurt her feelings in exactly the way I didn’t want to.

      “But Joe,” she says. “This is for me. I—I need to relax. I’m tired too.”

      Well, what can I say to that?

      I lean back and just relax into it, losing myself in the soft butterfly kisses she breathes into the coarse hair on my stomach, the silvery trail her tongue lays down on top of my treasure trail.

      She doesn’t rush. Takes her time.

      Breathe into the feel of her mouth, hot and eager, wrapping around me, sinking down slow, so slow, too slow.

      I have a minute where I want to buck in, where I think about all the times she’s put my hands in her hair and asked me to guide her, and I guess I make some move to do the same now—but she swats my hands away, pushes my hips down.

      I groan at that.

      This one’s about her.

      She hums against me, soft and pleased, sinking deeper, taking me slow like she’s savoring every inch. Like she’s enjoying it just as much as I am.

      And I just let my head flop back and enjoy being her tool for once.

      Something about that⁠—

      Something about being her tool for once, about letting her take what she wants⁠—

      Has me groaning. Surrendering.

      I give up the fight. Let her use me.

      Then—

      There’s a sharp inhale, and I cock open one eye and see Carly, leaning in the doorway, watching.

      “Damn, Eva,” she says, voice thick with amusement. “I was gonna ask how today went, but I guess you’re already showing him.”

      Eva doesn’t stop, doesn’t even pause, just flicks her eyes up to Carly, dark, heavy-lidded, wicked. Like—yeah, you like that?

      Carly does. I can see it in the way her body shifts, the slow, lazy lick of her lips. The way her fingers drag against the doorframe like she’s thinking about touching something else.

      It’s all I can do to not pump into Eva right then, hard and rough as I’ve ever been, and of course, she feels it. And picks up her pace.

      Carly leans against the doorframe like she’s settling in, like she’s getting comfortable.

      And of course, that’s what flips me over the top—my tired body, Eva working me over, while she’s rubbing herself too, one hand snaked down her own body, Carly watching the whole thing, heat pooling in her eyes.

      It’s a deep, shuddering, exhausted orgasm, pulling every last bit of tension from me.

      “I think we need to have a blowjob-off or something,” Carly says, smirking.

      Eva pulls off with a pop, licking her lips, smug as hell. “I’d win.”
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        * * *

      

      Getting a blowjob last night was a good idea, I think, fiddling with the coffee maker.

      Made everything feel real.

      I bought a house.

      I own this place.

      The walls, the floors, the land. The ridiculous pistachio-green kitchen tile. The massive library that I actually might put some damn books in just because I can.

      The floors that probably need reinforcing if last night was anything to go by.

      I glance at the keys sitting on the counter, the weight of them heavier than I expected. This isn’t just a place to crash. It’s a home.

      For me. For them. For however the hell long this whole thing lasts.

      I exhale, running a hand through my hair.

      Guess I better make the most of it.

      "So, when’s the party?"

      Carly’s voice pulls me back, and then she’s behind me, slipping her arms around my waist, pressing against my back, voice all syrupy amusement.

      I frown. "What party?"

      She rolls her eyes. "You just bought a house. That means a housewarming."

      Eva pads in, barefoot, looking way too awake for someone who spent all day moving furniture. She grabs a mug, pours herself coffee, and doesn’t even look up. "Like a normal one?"

      I snort. "Yeah, sure. Just a nice little get-together. Potluck, maybe."

      Eva sips her coffee, still not looking at me. "Or a filthy, nasty one?"

      I choke.

      Carly grins like a cat who just found the cream. "Both," she declares.

      I rub my face, already regretting this conversation. "I’m reinforcing the floors first."

      Carly snickers, already scheming. "Yeah, handyman. You’re gonna need it."

      I sigh, but my phone buzzes before I can argue.

      It’s Stacy.

      New message: "Think bigger. Sending some storefronts. Call me when you’re up."

      I stare at the screen.

      Storefronts?

      I glance out the window, looking past the backyard, past the old fence, toward Main Street.

      

      
        
        Can’t stop now, can you?

      

      

      Book 3 turns the heat all the way up. You can pick right up with it, right here. Go on, do it. You know you want to — only, make sure you’ve got some alone time scheduled before diving in. Trust me.
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      “What am I doing here?” I ask myself for maybe the twentieth time, which honestly is a pretty good question.

      Like, what kinda self-respecting 30-year-old guy finds himself hanging out at a furniture showroom at 11:30 on a Wednesday morning?

      Okay, okay, this guy, apparently.

      Who knows? Maybe I’m actually doing what any other formerly blue-collar, living-paycheck-to-paycheck insta-billionaire would be doing. It’s not like I’m some kinda group chat with all the other blue collar insta-billionaires and can hit them up for their details.

      I actually went to college for three whole semesters before I dropped out ‘cause of money and to take care of my Aunt May, and sometimes I think about something one of the characters in one of the books I read there said—that the rich are different from you and I.

      Ain’t that a thing.

      “The rich are different from you and I.”

      I’ve gone from being a “You and I” to being a “Rich,” just like that, and I still haven’t had time to get used to it.

      And it ain’t just the fact that I could afford to stop at a Starbucks this morning. I finally decided to buy a cup there after years of thinking it cost way too much, especially for a guy who some months was counting pennies to pay his power bull. And you know what? The rich can keep their Starbucks— tastes like burnt biscotti as far as I am concerned.

      Nah, it ain’t just the money.

      I do my best not to tell too many folks about it, and if I do have to reveal my newfound Daddy Warbucks status in some way, I always pass it off as some secret stash of Uncle Hank’s bearer bonds in paper and golf balls. That works just fine to settle expectations because really, how much could paper and golf balls be worth? Like, I see it on the face and in the eyes of everyone I try to pass that tale off to, too, like, Ole Joe couldn’t have inherited THAT much money—which suits me just fine, let me tell you.

      Nah, it ain’t just the money.

      Even before I told a soul, the day after I won, my perma-friendzoning BFF Carly dropped to her knees for me after three long years of my pining and dreaming about her perfect tits. And my toolie-in-arms Michelle told me she’d never gotten a guy-orgasm and asked me to do her a favor.

      It was like—I had a green halo or something.

      Yeah, I have been transformed by the money in ways I still don’t understand, which everyone can see but me, and I ain’t got the faintest beginning of an idea of what to do about it.

      Except enjoy it.

      Bought a mansion, got two ladies living with me full-time now, another three hanging out.

      But the funny thing is, for all the sex we’re having—and let me tell you, we are having loads of sex and the good kind, too—it’s like having sex in a gymnasium. The house is so empty and echoey. Michelle says less furniture means more room to fuck, but I cant help wondering when a couch became something to just bend a girl over for railing, and not a place to curl up and snuggle and watch The Office. Not even the good seasons either. Like, late-stage Jim and Pam being weird and sad and you don’t even care, just because someone’s next to you.

      Aunt May’s couch was ugly as sin, corduroy mustard-gold thing with squeaky cushions and little wood feet that always wobbled on the hardwood. But damn if it wasn’t the coziest place in the world.  I’d sink in, and she’d toss this old fleece blanket over my legs, faded from too many washes, smelled like dryer sheets and cinnamon tea.

      It wasn’t fancy. Hell, it wasn’t even clean half the time.  But it felt like home.

      A real couch. Not just a sex bench with extra padding.

      “Can I help you?”

      It’s all I can do not to stare, ‘cause right in front of me is a vision in caramel, like some kinda dessert in motion. Caramel hair, caramel skin, and—oh my—four-inch caramel heels. Like the classy kind, not some trashy stripper thing. You know, not see-through. Nah, wrapped in some kinda fabric, something soft looking, like velvet or suede.  All in all, classy. Not sassy or trashy or any other word  I can think of to rhyme with classy. Classy, but not cold. The kind of woman who'd laugh at a dirty joke. But only if it was clever.

      “I’m Tia,” Miss Caramel says, holding out her hand like she owns the place, bright welcoming smile in place. “Is there something I can help you with today?”

      I’m used to Springfield folks turning up their noses at me, no matter how clean my jeans are or how careful I’ve patched my flannel. Back in Milltown, where I’m from, people treat you like family—even if you aren’t. Folks have known each other for decades. In Milltown, if someone smiles at you, it means they’ve known your dog since it was a puppy. In Springfield, it usually means they’re about to try and upsell you. But this? This is straight-up courtesy. Not what I expected in a city showroom.

      Although honestly, I figure someone classy like her should be working in LA or New York, not Springfield. She looks like she stepped off a red carpet, not out of a break room.

      “I need to furnish a house,” I say. No point beating around the bush.

      “A whole house?”

      She’s giving me a look. A saucy one. Like a young J.Lo, maybe, her lips twitching in the kind of smile that says she’s already having fun.

      “Yeah,” I say, pulling myself together and leaning into the story. “I guess I’m here looking for a couch. Or a rug. Or maybe just not to feel like a ghost in my own damn house.”

      Back at her designer’s stand—or desk, or whatever you call it, a tall, podium-y sort of thing that comes up automatically with the touch of a finger (another thing we don’t have back in Milltown: automatic furniture)—she flips open a thick swatch book, her fingertips skimming over the fabric quickly.

      “So, color palette. Are you more warm tones—rust, otter, terracotta? Or cool—sky, slate, charcoal?”

      No matter how many times I switch my weight from one foot to another, I ain’t gonna look like I fit into a place with something called a swatch book, where brown’s gotten renamed “otter,” no matter how gracious and well mannered Miss Caramel Tia is.

      “Uh…” I stutter, stuck thinking on what the word for pink is in this place (it can’t be pussy, can it?)  “I like rich ones. Creamy ones.”

      Her lips quirk. “You’re talking about furniture, right?”

      “I think so,” I say. “Uhm maybe some wood?” Definitely some wood.

      I can feel a flop sweat gathering in my pits and at my hairline with the mental effort it’s taking me to keep little Joe from turning into my own personal walking stick or plant stand, or whatever fancy wood things they sell in this store, and the smirky smile Tia gives me helps exactly nothing.

      “This one’s beautiful,” she says, holding up a swatch. “It’s called Juniper. Great texture. Works well with walnut wood, aged brass. Bold, but not flashy.”

      It’s velvet—silk velvet, the swatch card says. Soft and plush. All I can think of is that it sort of feels like a lady’s leg—the high on the inside of the thigh part. Not that a lady’s leg is what I should tell Tia it feels like.

      “Nice.”

      Tia watches me, amused. “You like the texture?”

      “It’s—luscious. Perfect. Like it would fix what ails ya,” I say, and I then have the good sense to snap my mouth shut before I say anything stupider.

      You’d think I’d never cracked open a book in my life, seein’ as how my whole vocabulary this morning is somehow just fuckin’ and fixin’.

      Tia laughs, then pulls out another swatch, this one the warm gold color of wildflower honey like you can get at Gertie’s in September.

      “This is a silk blend—more durable than it looks. Good for accent pillows, maybe even an armchair. It’s close to my skin tone, actually.”

      She holds it up to her wrist, and damn if she’s not right. That warm silk really does match her skin. And here I am, once again, left with nothing in my vocabulary but sex and socket wrenches.

      “How’s it feel?” I ask, catching her eye and not looking at the swatch at all.

      She arches an eyebrow at me, and I’m pretty certain she knows exactly what I mean. What I’m thinking about.

      “It’s a swatch, Joe,” she says dryly, handing it over.

      It’s soft but rough, so textured and I really really really have to think about how it’s the color of ice tea, and cold like ice tea and not about how it probably feels like the skin on her forearm.

      “Right. Yep. Totally.”

      I shift my weight a little bit again, adjust my belt. Anything to get a little more room.

      “I really liked the velvet one.”

      “Wait ‘til you see the mohair velvet,” she says.

      She fans out a swatch the color of oxblood, deep-napped. This doesn’t feel like a woman’s arm or even her arm pit. It feels like the inside of a pussy.

      “Okay, what is this. Witchcraft?”  I feel really proud of myself. Witchcraft. As far as I know there is no such sex position, and it ain’t the name of a tool, either.

      “That’s mohair,” she says. “And no, it’s not a sex toy.”

      “Could’ve fooled me.”
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      I stumble into the kitchen, creaking and groaning just exactly like a man who spent all night fucking and forgot to stretch first.

      There’s a banging noise coming from somewhere, some cursing and more banging—and glitter. Glitter everywhere, sticking to my socks like sparkly dog hair from outer space or something.

      On the other side of the island, I find Michelle sitting on the floor, elbow-deep in a box of party supplies. 6:30 a.m. and already fully dressed, ready to take on the world—or at least a disco ball—like she’s the boss and don’t ask any second questions. Basically her usual morning take-charge attitude.

      “What’s going on?” I ask, rubbing my eyes.

      “For the party tonight,” Michelle says, like I’m some kinda dunderhead. Or maybe a guy who’s been spending way too much time fucking and not paying attention to conversations and questions. Probably a pretty accurate take.

      “What party?”

      Sure enough, Michelle makes a face like I just asked her what year it was. “Carly said you ordered furniture. Which means the orgy’s finally happening.”

      I open my mouth. Close it. Open it again. “You’re gonna have to run that by me slower.”

      She shrugs, stepping over a roll of crepe paper. “Carly said you dropped a fortune on furniture for the living room. So we figured we should get the mess out of the way first. You know—before the nice stuff arrives.”

      I lean against the doorframe and try to reboot my brain. I have spent a fortune on furniture—two couches, two occasional chairs (if they are only occasionally chairs, what are they the rest of the time?), a lounger, coffee tables, end tables, sofa tables… so many kinds of tables I didn’t even know existed. Got so worn out from the furniture ordering I just gave the girls my credit card and told them to do their own rooms. Not that they spend much time in their own rooms.

      “Wait, hang on. Did you… did you sleep here last night?”

      Michelle gives me a look. “No, I broke into your kitchen at sunrise just for fun.”

      “I just meant, Eva and Carly were in my bed. And I didn’t," I say, waving my arm around the kitchen like this is where we slept, even though it's not, we slept in my bedroom. Not that we did much sleeping. “I didn’t see you around. ”

      “Slept in Carly’s room. And I had earplugs,” she says. “Though I still heard the part where Carly yelled, ‘Joe, you better not come yet or I’m gonna bite you.’”

      Where Carly gets these sexual Olympics ideas from, I don’t know. Don’t care, really, since I’m the referee for all of them. The referee, the beneficiary, the hamster-ee. Last night she and Eva wanted to see how many times I could go back and forth—pussy to mouth, one to the other and then reversing which pussy, which mouth—without coming. Although I did come. So much come.

      And of course I get a little hard just thinking about last night, even though you’d think there wasn’t that much left in me after all that. I give Michelle a little side eye, just to see where she’s at this morning, but she ignores me so I settle for pushing my dick down, hard, trying to refocus on our conversation. The kitchen. Furniture. Party.

      “You’re… here for the party?”

      She snorts.

      “No, I’m here ‘cause my place is getting tented for termites. I’ve got three days to evacuate and nowhere to go.”

      “Oh.” I’m terrible because I’m immediately thinking about how I’m going to get to fuck all three of them at once—which I haven’t done yet—and really I should be thinking about Michelle and her bug problem. And her living situation. I should be more like Eva, really. Always taking care of people, even if I do think she maybe takes it a little too far sometimes. That’s going to be my next project, after getting this house to feel less like a sex palace and more like a home: help Eva with—well, with finding herself.

      After I help Michelle with her bug problem, that is.

      “You could stay here. I mean, obviously.”

      “Thanks.” Michelle doesn’t look up from untangling a string of lights. “Free rent and non-stop sex. How could I say no?”

      “I’m serious,” I say, a little firmer. “You could move in. I mean, if you want. Not just while your place is being bombed.”

      That gets her attention. She straightens up and sets the lights down.

      “Joe,” she says slowly, “are you asking me as a friend? As Carly’s friend? Or like… what exactly are we doing here?”

      “I—” I wish I had a real answer.

      “I just mean… you’d have your own room. Or not. I don’t know. Whatever makes sense. You belong here, that’s all.”

      Michelle studies me for a second. Then softens.

      “Okay,” she says. “I’ll move in. But only if I get a brand-new bed. No decorators allowed. And no paisley.”

      “Deal.”

      Whatever moment we might have been about to have is interrupted by Carly busting in, holding a roll of butcher paper and looking smug as hell.

      “You tell him yet?” she asks Michelle.

      “Yup,” Michelle says, smirking.

      “Tell me what?”

      “We’re having a party,” Carly says, giving me a hug and stroking my dick, because of course she noticed my stiffy even if Michelle is playing oblivious.

      “A party?”

      Michelle grins. “You heard her. We’re finally having that damned sex party.”

      “An orgy?” I say, because really, ain’t that the proper word for sex party?

      “Figured we’d do it before the furniture gets here. So we don’t get cum all over it,” Carly says, letting go of my dick to trawl through the party supplies.

      “Speaking of which,” she says, “ I have an idea for the basement, wanna run by you.”
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        * * *

      

      Long story short, Carly has a brilliant idea to turn the basement into some kind of sex playroom.

      I have this moment where I feel…debauched by the idea. Like, a whole room just for sex, besides my bedroom? And then another moment where I think: Am I becoming my parents?

      Back before they died and I went to live with Aunt May, we had a front parlor room we never really sat in. No TV, no music. Just the company room. And then a family room, which was where we did all our living. My momma said it wasn’t fittin’ to have a TV in the company room—but I always thought that was like not wearing your Sunday shoes any other day of the week, and then finding out a year later they didn’t fit anymore. And you’d never worn them.

      Senseless.

      But actually, the more I think about it, the more touched I am by Carly’s suggestion.

      After all, it would mean the rest of the house could be a home. Not just a sex palace.

      

      By the time mid-afternoon rolls around, the party prep is full steam ahead. Chaos. Laughter. Music blasting from someone's Bluetooth speaker. Carly is trying to turn a wall of mirrors into a backdrop. Michelle’s rearranging the lube stash like it's one of those damned charcuterie boards Carly’s always drooling over on Tik Tok.

      And then there’s Eva, who seems to be taking turns with who to wait on, hand and foot.

      First she’s blowing me, next thing she’s helping Carly twist her hair into a high ponytail, fastening it high with a clip she runs to find from her room.

      Twenty minutes later she’s bringing me a bottle of water and a banana. “For potassium.”

      Wiping a smudge of grease off the side of Michelle’s face, moving on to lining up towels, wipes, lube, all neat and thoughtful and never looking for a thank you.

      She fluffs the cushions and then she’s kneeling in front of Michelle, hands on her thighs, asking if she wants a little fluffing of her own before the other girls arrive. “Just to get in the mood,” she says, like she’s offering a cup of tea.

      And she means it. All of it.

      It’s not about her—it’s about everyone else. Always.

      I clocked it for a while, how important it is to her to be a giver. But I still haven’t figured out how to give it back to her. Not enough, I don’t think. Or how to help her take a little, when she needs it.
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        * * *

      

      By six-thirty, the lights are low, candles are lit, music’s thumping, and I’ve showered twice. Not because I needed to, but because I’m not sure how else a man’s supposed to prepare to host an orgy.

      Basically, I’m wearing boxer briefs, a smile, and a dirty mind, in roughly that order.

      But still, when Petra knocks on the door at 6:58 I sniff my pits, consider running out the back door, and freeze right in place, letting Carly answer the door instead.

      “Don’t mind Joe,” she says, taking the bottle of wine Petra’s handing over. “He’s nervous.”

      “Of course he is,” Petra says, smoothing down iron-flat ice blond hair, taking a spot on the couch next to me. “He is almost nude. Joe, I do not think the best way for answering the door is to not be wearing any clothing. What if Earl or Sallie Mae should ring the bell?”

      “Invite them to join in?” I say. I think I sound hopeful but really what I’m thinking is God, no, and why did Petra put basically my worst nightmare in my mind? And then, Of course Carly’s right about the sex pit in the basement. Carly’s always right. Even if I do still also want a nice place for Earl to visit too. And why, why amdI thinking about Goog old Earl and carpets and curtains when I’m about to enact what’s basically every single red-blooded man’s lifelong dream?

      And then Stacy rings the bell, and of course she’s in on the “poke at Joe” fun from the get go.

      “Boxer briefs, huh? Aren’t you getting a little ahead of yourself, Joe?”

      “I like to be prepared,” I mutter, and cross my arms over my chest like that’ll hide the fact I’ve already half-chubbed up just watching her walk.

      But by 8:30 p.m., the laugh’s on them. Because we’re all naked now. Not sexy-magazine naked either—real naked. Hair messy, cheeks flushed, mouths already kiss-swollen. The kind of naked where you can’t tell where one person ends and the next begins.

      I’ve got my eyes closed, but I’m pretty sure that’s three different tongues on me: one on my cock, one on my balls, and one back near my asshole, licking gently, confidently, like she knows what she's doing and she’s doing it just for her own pleasure.

      Warm tongues. Rough tongues. Soft tongues.

      And hands. So many hands—stroking my chest, my thighs, my stomach. One’s petting my hair. One’s stroking my inner thigh. One’s cupping my balls with something close to reverence. I’m being pulled open like a prayer.

      It’s heat and scent and motion. Coconut oil and jasmine and the faint sharp sparkle of that lube Michelle loves that smells like grapefruit and champagne. And underneath it, all those candles Carly set out—100 of them, maybe more—flickering shadows across the walls, making the room shimmer like it’s underwater.

      It feels heavenly.

      It feels heavenly, like everything—almost everything—I could ever wish for.

      And when I open my eyes—well, there’s even a feast for my eyes.

      For months now I’ve heard about Michelle fisting Carly but have never gotten to see it live and in action. It’s something I’ve always wondered about. Back when I was pre-million Joe, solo Joe, I’d read a lot of erotica—don’t really have that much time for it anymore, or even the need, given the amount of fucking I have to get up to to keep everyone satisfied—I sort of miss the reading. Some of the books, well, they weren’t worth the paper they weren’t printed on—but some of them—well, they’d have a bit of heart to them. To me, that always makes the heat hotter, if you know what I mean. For a while I was really into lesbian erotica, of all things. Watching two ladies enjoy each other in front of my reading eyes. Although I never could figure out how the fisting stuff would work. A whole fist in an itty-bitty pussy? Although, seeing as how a cock can go in an asshole, I always supposed it was possible.

      But I’ve always wanted to see it, just to be sure.

      Across the room, Michelle’s sitting back on her heels, slowly easing a finger into Eva’s pussy.

      Eva’s got this soft, glazed look on her face when she meets my eyes. Sometimes I get a little concerned that she only seems to come completely alive when I’ve got my dick inside her, like a plug in an electric socket or something, but being watched, for her, is a good close second.

      And I’m pretty sure she and Michelle—and maybe even Carly—lined up the papasan chair just so, to hit my line of sight just like this. An audience of one.

      Her pussy is glistening. Quaking. Michelle eases in a second finger, then a third—slow, steady, patient. And Eva clutches at her hand like it’s the only thing keeping her tethered to earth. Her hips roll forward, then stall, caught in that jagged edge between too much and not enough.

      Across the room, it’s like I’m not just watching this happen, I can feel it in my body, too. The way Eva’s pussy clamps down, desperate to keep Michelle inside. The slick suction of her body, the ache in her thighs, the way she whimpers like she’s empty and full at the same time—it’s flaring a hunger inside of me, zipping up my spine from the pit of my stomach, sets my hips grinding forward like I’m the one trying to draw fingers deeper.

      I reach down blindly, catch a fistful of Carly’s hair. Not to hurt, just to hold. To stay grounded while she takes me deep—deeper—until I feel the soft clench of her throat around the head of my cock.So deep and wet and tight. That’s the nice thing about throats, they are always wet. Very, very, very wet.

      Across the room, Eva moans. At my feet, Carly hums. In my chest, my heart is beating faster, faster, faster, pounding in my ears and all I can do is hold on even tighter, just to keep from flying away.

      For one second, I’m in charge. Claiming Carly’s throat. Owning the gaze Eva gives me. Feeling it all.

      And then Michelle slides a fourth finger into Eva.

      Helpless, I let go. Of Carly’s hair, of any semblance of control and command. I pull Carly up, mouth meeting hers in a frantic, wet kiss, breathing her in, doing anything I can to keep from coming, to stay here,  watching this moment.

      Michelle’s still moving slow, steady, knuckles deep now, and Eva’s head drops back, lashes fluttering. Her legs are shaking. And somewhere in all of it, I realize—I’m trembling too.

      “That’s it, baby girl,” Michelle murmurs. “You’re doing so good. Just breathe. Let me.”

      Eva whimpers. Her fingers curl into the papasan cushion beneath her, clutching like she needs something to hold her in place. Her thighs shake. Her chest rises in shallow bursts. Michelle pulls back slightly—just enough to make Eva chase the loss—and then eases in again, firmer this time.

      I can feel my pulse in my fingertips, in the base of my spine, in the tight grip of the mouth wrapped around my cock—whoever it is now. Soft lips; determined rhythm. Probably Petra, but I can’t tear my eyes away from Eva, just let my head rest against Carly’s soothing hands.

      Michelle withdraws, fingers slick and shining in the candlelight. Eva groans at the loss.

      Then Michelle shifts. Sits back on her heels. And tosses a glance over one shoulder, like she wants to make sure I’m watching. Wants to make sure I see.

      She curls her fingers into a beak-like shape, wrist turned just so⁠—

      “Just breathe, baby girl,” she says—and then she eases five fingers inside.

      A quick flick of her wrist⁠—

      And she’s all the way in.

      Eva cries out. A choked, gasping sound that shudders through her whole body.

      Michelle doesn’t thrust.

      Not yet.

      She just holds. Lets Eva stretch around her. Adjust. Surrender.

      “Good girl,” she whispers, brushing her free hand over Eva’s trembling thigh. “That’s it. You’re okay. You’re perfect.”

      My cock throbs. Whoever’s sucking me now adjusts, deeper, slower, swallowing me whole like she wants to live on the taste of me.

      I dig my fingers into the closest head of hair—don’t even know whose it is—and hold on, not because I need to guide her, but because it’s the only thing anchoring me in my body.

      Michelle starts to move. Small motions. Gentle circles. A slow, hypnotic rhythm. Eva keens. Her hips buck. Her eyes flutter open⁠—

      

      Right to me.

      And that’s it.

      I break.

      My hips jerk uselessly. My whole body clenches and I spill deep into a throat that swallows every drop.

      Eva comes seconds later, sobbing Michelle’s name, face soaked in candlelight and sweat and something that looks almost like peace.
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        * * *

      

      The room smells like sex and candle wax and something warm I can’t name. Maybe comfort. Maybe closeness.

      I’m sprawled on the carpet, legs open, arms heavy, heart trying to catch up to my breath. Carly’s curled up against one side, cheek on my thigh. Someone—I think Michelle—draped a throw blanket over Eva, who’s still half-sprawled in the papasan like she’s floating.

      No one’s talking, but no one needs to. It’s the kind of silence that glows.

      Michelle’s sitting cross-legged now, rubbing slow circles on Eva’s calf, soft and absent like she’s smoothing out clay. Stacy’s lounging against the couch, hair mussed, grinning to herself like she just won something. Petra’s already up and fixing her lipstick in the mirror like she didn’t just ride my mouth like a theme park ride.

      I reach blindly toward the side table and find a bottle of water—uncapped, cold. Eva must’ve left it there. Of course she did.

      And it hits me, not like a thunderbolt, but like a tide.

      This wasn’t just hot. It was… good.

      Warm. Safe.

      Something I didn’t even know I wanted until just now.

      My body’s done, but my chest is full. Not just from the orgasm—but from them.

      From all of it.

      From the way Michelle whispered to Eva like she was tucking her in.

      From the way Carly traced circles on my thigh without even realizing it.

      From how Eva glowed when she was seen.

      This isn’t just sex.

      It’s something else.

      It could be.

      My phone buzzes from the kitchen counter. I blink toward it, but don’t move. Carly pushes up on her elbows and brings it over, nosy as ever.

      “Text from your girlfriend,” she teases.

      “Tia’s not my girlfriend.”

      “She will be.”

      I roll my eyes and read the message:

      Tia: Thinking I’ll come out Sunday. Want me to do a full plan?

      Tia: You’re making real choices. That deserves real design.

      I smile.

      Big.

      Sleepy.

      Happy.

      And a little scared, too.

      Yeah, I text back. Come see it for yourself.

      And I look around the room.

      The bodies. The glow.

      The feeling in my chest that maybe I’ve already got more than I ever expected to find.
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      Eva didn’t say she wanted to be a nurse all at once.

      It started with her helping me fix a leaking toilet tank. Then a busted garbage disposal. Then she was answering phones at the shop and putting together invoices with this shy little smile. Somewhere in there, she started tagging along when I did calls—watching me set bones on busted screen doors and old men alike. I told her she had a knack.  She said, “For fixing things?” and I said, “For care.” “I think I like helping people,” she answered, all soft and surprised, like she didn’t know it was allowed. She’s good at it, too. The kind of good that runs deep. She remembers who likes tea instead of coffee, who can’t kneel ‘cause of bad knees, where the widow keeps her spare house key. I always thought of her as a giver in the bedroom—freeuse, generous, willing—but the truth is, she’s that way with the world. She just never thought it counted for anything.

      So I started telling her it did.

      So here we are. Driving back to Springfield, the city where we met. Her first steps toward maybe going back to school, seeing what credits she still has. A fresh start, again. She’s still my assistant, kind of, but lately she’s been talking like someone with a future—and not just a past to run from.

      She used to say she didn’t want anything for herself. Now she’s saying maybe.

      Which is wild to think about, considering I fucked her about 20 minutes after we first met. She was the girl at the lottery office who handed me my winning check. Told me to meet her around the corner, locked the door on me in the ladies’ room, and bent herself over the counter—just like that. Not much conversation. Just need. Just heat.
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        * * *

      

      I’m not saying I expected to get head again at the rest stop off I-84.

      But I wasn’t not thinking about it, either.

      She said she had to pee, and then texted me “stall 3 ;)” and that was all it took.

      

      Ten minutes later, I’m bracing my hands on a cracked Formica wall,  Eva kneeling between my legs, humming around my cock. Moaning when I tug her hair the dirtier I talk, the harder she sucks. Doesn’t put her hand between her legs until I tell her to, comes quick right after that. Dirty, low-down, perfectly her.

      And jsu like that, 20 minutes later she's snuggled into the passenger seat eating peach rings and scrolling her phone.  Eva’s into sex like that, focusing on giving, being told what to do. Asking for nothing back. And sometimes I love that. Sometimes I need that.

      But I love that I can have it all, too. That I’ve got Carly keeping me grounded. Michelle keeping me in line. Petra demanding my time, Stacy making me earn it.

      But lately it’s a lot of sex. And I’m not complaining. But I want more. Not more fucking—plenty of that.

      More… cuddling, weird as that sounds. More lazy nights in just diddling the girl next to me for no other reason than because I can. Cockwarming instead of skullfucking. That kind of thing.

      I want to feel like a family.

      Like how my house got turned into a home by Tia, I want to turn my fuckbuddy sort-of girlfriends into something that lasts.
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        * * *

      

      We leave the college office with a fat folder of paperwork and a list of prerequisite classes that makes my eyebrows jump.

      “Anatomy?”

      “Well, I am thinking about nursing,” Eva says.

      “Hey,” I reply, “you already passed the hands-on exam.”

      She snorts, then leans over and kisses my cheek. “Thanks for bringing me.”

      “Always,” I say, and mean it.

      “Joe,” she says, slowly. “I’m still thinking of doing school at Milltown, but maybe I should check out the nursing studio here, just for comparison? They’ve got a tour at 3.”

      I look at her for a beat, but I think she really means what she’s saying, that it’s just for comparison.

      “Sure,” I say. “Why not. I could use a stroll around, some fresh air myself.”

      And before I know it I’ve walked the three blocks down to the furniture showroom.

      I don’t even have an excuse ready. Just want to see her.

      Maybe check on the delivery status. Maybe order more curtains.

      Maybe just hear her voice say “walnut” again.

      When I walk in, she’s bent over a design table in the back, a tape measure looped around her neck like a scarf. She’s barefoot. Her heels sit neatly by the door, like even they know this is sacred ground.

      “Joe,” she says, glancing up with a smile that lands somewhere between curious and pleased. “What brings you in?”

      I shrug, sheepish. “Thought I should check if my furniture’s being held hostage.”

      She laughs. “It’s in production. You’ve got great taste, by the way. Even if you did look like you were about to pop a boner over the mohair.”

      “Oh—don’t say that word to me.”

      Tia raises an eyebrow. “Mohair?” she teases, dragging it out slow and wicked as she gives my arm a little tap. “I was thinking of upselling you on a mohair… throw. Or maybe some mohair cushions.”

      “Cushions sound nice,” I say, stepping closer. “You got any in ‘soft like your skin’ or ‘makes a man question all his life choices’?”

      She tsks, but she’s grinning now. “I do have a silk blend that might make you cry.”

      “What color does it come in?” I ask. “Let me guess—Ruin a Man Emotionally, a tasteful shade of gray?”

      Tia snorts. “You here for business or pleasure?”

      “What if I said both?”

      She gives me a once-over, slow and knowing.

      “Then I’d say... watch where you aim your budget.”

      I laugh, because damn, she’s quick.

      “Ever think about opening your own place?”

      “You mean like—a showroom?”

      “Yeah,” I say, running my hand along the edge of her table. “A studio. Storefront. Whatever.”

      She laughs a little, quiet and surprised. “Sure. I’ve thought about it.” Then, more slowly: “A place where I could bring in local makers. Where people could actually touch things, try things, instead of scrolling through screens. Where we make it feel like home the second you step inside.”

      Her voice softens, almost like she’s telling me a secret. “I do some volunteer work, actually. With a housing project—families who were formerly unhoused. I help decorate the units once they move in. Little things. Curtains. Throws. Lamps. Just… dignity. Warmth. That’s what I want to do. Give people that.”

      “You’re good at it,” I say, and I mean it.

      She shrugs, but she’s watching me now. “I don’t have the money. I’m saving. Slowly. Hoping someday, you know?”

      I nod. I let it hang there.

      “Just curious,” I say, stepping back. “You’ve got a good eye. Seems like it oughta have its own place.”
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        * * *

      

      Wednesdays these days are usually the day Stacy and I catch up on business—property tours, tenant check-ins, all that. But this Wednesday, I’m late.

      Usually I’m right on time, was brought up to think it was bad manners to be late. But after eight hours in the car with Eva, plus the time we spent in Springfield, by the time I got home I was wired and tired, in a bad kinda way. Even some nice, slow sex with Carly didn’t help anything; was up half the night tossing and turning, thinking about this whole house-and-home problem 'til I was almost too late to join Carly and Michelle in the shower.

      This morning. That was nice. Sucking on Carly’s tits while Michelle blew me, which was a rare treat, since Michelle’s not really into blow jobs. Of course, I made up for it by turning her around and fucking her from behind, the shower blasting us full throttle while Carly licked her pussy like she meant it.

      So yeah, maybe I’m late 'cause of my first-thing-in-the-morning threeway (could life get any better?). But really, I blame the lateness on my drive to Springfield. And my brain refusing to turn off. And seeing Tia. And my whole buddies-versus-family problem.

      “You look nice,” I say. Saying I was too busy fucking our friends to bother making it to our meeting on time doesn’t really feel like an appropriate excuse.

      Besides, she does look nice. Real nice. And fierce. Fancy slacks, kitten heels, a pretty cardigan. Like she might be on her way to a city council meeting or to politely ruin someone’s life in court.

      She raises an eyebrow. “I always look nice.”

      The first house we stop at has a sagging back porch that needs a new beam before we can rent it out in good conscience. The tenants in house number two are a single dad and a toddler, looking for permission to put in a vegetable patch—maybe some help with planters, looking for some spare lumber.

      Something as simple as helping a guy grow tomatoes for his kid should be easy—but the world’s made it hard. Tariffs, markups, everyone out to squeeze a buck. That’s a nice thing about winning the lottery, makes things like this as easy to solve as snapping your fingers.

      House number three has two young ladies scared out of their wits that they're living with a poltergeist.

      Stacy suspects it might be a family of possums– which is a good guess based on the squeals the girls have recorded but 5 minutes of walking around outside solves the mystery: it’s a malfunctioning  heat pump.

      

      “Want me to get Jimmy on it?”

      “Nah, give me an hour and a ladder. I’ll take care of it when I drive the lumber over for Dave’s planters.”

      “You sure you remember how to turn a wrench, Mr. Millionaire?”

      “Believe it or not, Stace, I actually used one just last week,” I say. “Didn’t even pull a muscle.”

      We loop around to Main Street to check out the storefronts we’ve been helping out. Some of the businesses just need discount rent—or even just a space to rent at all—but a couple of these… well, Stacy and I are what you might call silent investors.

      First up is a pottery studio we’ve backed, a coil of the art students from the college in. A space for them to work, with the deal that they have to offer classes to kids, date night lessons on Fridays and Saturdays. Involve the community.

      It smells—damp. There’s clay and lavender, and when we first step in I like it, but the further back into the room we go, the heavier the smell is.

      “They need a new fan in here,” Stacy says, already scribbling.

      Next up is the bookstore. My soft spot. I tell myself it’s because I’m a reader, because places like this kept me sane when I was younger—but honestly? I just didn’t want to see it go.

      t’s one of those narrow little shotgun spaces, old floors that creak when you shift your weight. Smells like old paper, cedar, and lemony cleaner that hasn’t quite chased off the scent of damp.

      Of course I head straight for the westerns, ignoring whatever conversation Stacy’s having with Tim—the new owner, nephew of the lady who ran the store for years before it went out of business about a decade ago.

      My fingers brush a worn copy of All the Pretty Horses, the spine soft, the edges foxed with age.

      “Still single-handedly keeping this place afloat?” Stacy teases.

      “Somebody has to preserve the legacy of Larry McMurtry,” I say solemnly. “And lesbian erotica.”

      She makes a sound—could be a laugh, could be a snort. “Man of culture.”

      I smile, but something else tugs at me. Books do this—settle me down, remind me who I am. You fill a house with books, it starts to feel like a home. Doesn’t matter if the furniture’s from Craigslist and the kitchen light hums. Books in a corner, books by the bed—boom. Home.

      Of course, the sex palace had been too big for my dinky little collection to work that magic.

      Lucky I met Tia.

      Actually, the designs she came up with for the library—well, they’re gonna give me a good excuse to buy more books. Keep Tim in the black for at least a few more months.

      Figure I’ll just fill it shelf by shelf, try to keep up with the reading, make it real. Not some fake TV-set library.

      Nah. A shelf full of Louis L’Amour, that mohair throw Tia’s been teasing me about… She installed all these reading lights in there. Ordered a damn library ladder. I asked why, and she said I looked like the kind of man who might actually need to reach the top shelf—not that most people did. Was nice to feel seen like that.

      I set the book back and shake it off.

      “Place looks good,” I say, scanning the shelves. “Still doing those author nights?”

      “Once a month,” Tim says. “And the banned books club is still going strong.”

      I nod. Good. That’s good.

      The leather shop is last.

      Run by a quiet queer woman from out of state, the kind of person who minds her own business and expects you to do the same.

      Hand-tooled belts line one wall, rows of work gloves hang from old brass hooks, and a couple of satchels—real beauties—sit under glass like museum pieces.

      It smells like cedar, beeswax, and earth. Not a hint of plastic anywhere. Everything here feels built to last.

      I run a hand over a thick brown strap that could probably tow a truck.

      “You thinking of upgrading your tool belt?” Stacy asks, amused.

      “I was thinking ottoman, actually,” I say. “One of those big leather ones. All tufted and rich-looking.”

      She gives me a skeptical look. “Fancy.”

      I half-murmur it without thinking:

      “Wonder who I’d get to design it…”

      There’s a pause, just long enough for her to catch the shift in my tone.

      Stacy raises a brow. “That decorator got you thinking in textures now?”

      I shrug, playing it off, but yeah. Textures and fabrics, and funny names for colors—and home. And family.

      Outside the leather shop, Stacy pauses, arms crossed, eyes scanning Main like she’s measuring it for a coat that might not fit much longer.

      “You worried?” I ask.

      She nods slowly. “A little. I’ve been thinking about customers. These places—” she gestures vaguely behind us “—they’ve got charm. But charm doesn’t pay the rent.”

      “We’ve got the community college,” I say. “Herman College,” meaning the girls’ school two towns over, “seen them professors wandering around all the time lately.”

      “Yeah, the professors are good,” Stacy says, waving her hand, dismissing them—and honestly, I can sympathize. As much as I like to read—well, the professors can be a bit much. Hoity-toity. Don’t actually spend as much money as they do time. Like, window shopping instead of credit card swiping.”

      “I’m thinking about remote workers,” she says. “Dot com money. Bay Area types. You know the kind. Still working from their laptops, but looking for something quieter. Something real.”

      She shoots me a glance. “WiFi’s good enough out here. That Hellman place you want to fix up? Or the row on Piper Lane? Those are the kind of places they’d go nuts for.”

      I nod. “Coastal taste.”

      “Exactly.”

      We stand there a minute, in the late summer sunshine, watching the cars go by. Not that many of them on Main Street, even with all the work we’ve done. But there are three moms and five kids in the park, and I’m pretty sure I saw a young couple go into the ice cream parlor on the other side of the square—and, well, that’s something too.

      “They’ve got money,” Stacy says, quieter now. “But money’s got gravity.”

      I know what she means. You let too much of it pile up in one place, the shape of things starts to bend. Coffee shops get twee. Trucks disappear. People start using ‘experience’ as a noun.

      “Might change things,” I say, slowly. Not sure what I think about change.

      She doesn’t answer right away. Just watches a couple of kids skateboard past the pottery studio, only one of them wearing a helmet.

      “I don’t know,” she says. “I just want us to be smart about it. Not sell our soul for a few rent checks.”

      “Guess we’ll have to figure out how to keep the soul,” I say. “While still fixing porches and building planters.”

      She huffs a laugh. “You always this optimistic?”

      “Nah,” I say. “Just freshly laid and well caffeinated.”

      That gets a full laugh.

      “Well, if you’re all full up,” Stacy says, drawing a finger across my arm, “then maybe I need to rethink my afternoon plans.”

      “Your afternoon plans?”

      “Was thinking maybe there was a nap for the two of us on the agenda.”

      

      We walk slowly down Main Street, away from the town square and the park and the wholesome moms, to our own little storefront, and into the back room, where we’ve got our desks—and a spare bedroom.

      Stacy grabs a beer from the office fridge and sits down behind her desk, though not in any real hurry. She’s got a lazy, late-afternoon glow about her, like she owns the place but doesn’t need to prove it to anyone. It’s her confidence that always turns me on the most. That and the jiggles and rolls.

      I rub her shoulders a little and kiss her neck, pull her back against me.

      “You trying to say thank you?” she murmurs, not moving away.

      “Maybe.”

      It’s slow, familiar. No rush, no show. Just us, bodies fitting together the way they always have—efficient, a little cocky, but warm underneath. She lets me take my time. Afterwards, we lie there on the bed, tangled and relaxed, sunlight making shadows on the floor.

      “You ever think about moving in?” I ask, casual as I can make it. “With me and the girls. Full time, I mean.”

      She turns her head toward me. Not surprised, exactly, but definitely registering it.

      “I like hanging out with you,” she says. “And the girls. I really do. It’s fun. It’s easy. But…”

      “But,” I echo.

      She shrugs one shoulder, eyes on the ceiling. “I need my own space, Joe. My own quiet. Always have. You know that. As much fun as it is to visit a 24/7 porn shoot–  I can’t live like that.”

      “Yeah,” I say. “I understand.”  And I do. I really do. “Doesn’t mean I can’t ask.”

      “No hard feelings?”

      “None at all.” I grin. “You’re still welcome to raid the fridge and boss me around.”

      She snorts. “Good. I was worried I might lose access to the orgies and girl talk.”

      “Never,” I say. “You’ve got lifetime membership.”
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      I know I’m in trouble the minute Michelle shows up with a stopwatch.

      “I’m just here to referee,” she says, snapping a headband on like she’s about to coach a decathlon and pouring some fancy electrolyte powder into a mason jar of water. We’re in the basement, technically—but it doesn’t look like any basement I ever grew up with. Thick rugs. Mood lighting. A padded bench. A mirror wall. The yoga mats are rolled up in the corner, replaced by mattresses and a low, wide couch that’s already seen some things.

      By the time I cotton to what, exactly, I’m in for, Carly, Petra, and Eva are lined up in front of the couch like some kind of Olympic opening ceremony.

      Carly’s wearing a cute little lingerie set with one of my old flannels open over it like a robe. Petra’s in a see-through red lace number, lips painted to match, thick mascara and smoky eyes. And Eva? Braids. Sweet, smug, and dangerous.

      Whew, boy.

      I sometimes wonder if it makes me a lesser man, how hard I fall for the details. But a mess of mascara on a girl’s face from taking a cock too deep? That used to be one of my go-to porn searches before the lottery glow-up. That and red lipstick blowjobs. So yeah, Petra’s got me cornered.

      As for Eva’s braids? Well. I once confessed to Carly how much I liked holding on when things got heated—something about the handle, the tension, the sense of being taken. Wondered if ears were designed as secondary grip points. She laughed. Then let me test the theory.

      Carly’s hair is pulled into a high ponytail tonight, and that particular bra she has on always makes me think about tit-fucking. First time we got together, she pressed her tits together and let me thrust through that perfect channel, licking my head every time it came close. Yeah. That was a night.

      “You’re going to stand in front of each of them for exactly two minutes,” Michelle says, voice clear and coach-like. “Hands behind your back. No thrusting. No cheating. No coming until the end.”

      “I’m gonna need some fluffing,” I say. “Sorry, ladies.”

      In truth? Oral’s always been my thing. This whole setup has Little Joe halfway ready before the stopwatch even clicks.

      “Way ahead of you,” Michelle says, and flips on the wall-mounted TV.

      The room fills with sound. A deep male groan. Wet, rhythmic sucking. The screen shows a young woman on her knees, lips stretched around a thick cock, tears running down her cheeks as he holds her head and uses her mouth like it’s nothing but a wet hole. It cuts to another: hands tied behind her back, eyes closed, the man fucking her face slowly, tenderly almost, but still with power. Soft black and white, the light hitting her spit-slick lips just right.

      Then a short one—some POV scene of a guy splayed on a couch, lazily guiding a woman’s mouth with one hand, her head bobbing up and down as he smiles and sips his drink.

      It’s… goddamn beautiful.

      My cock pulses just watching. The porn isn’t dirty, not really. It’s devotional. Hungry. Confident. Like they all know what they’re there for.

      I feel every inch of it.

      “I’m not sure how this is going to work,” I say, throat dry. “But lord, do I want to try. How about I sit here—” I drop onto the couch— “and all y’all take turns?”

      “Disqualified,” Petra sniffs.

      “Lady,” I say, “I’m an equal opportunity lover, not a goddamn endurance athlete.”

      Carly starts first. Soft, lazy licks. Warm mouth, slow suction. She moans like she’s tasting chocolate cake. One hand wraps around the base of my cock, the other pressing flat against my hip like stay. I close my eyes, trying to focus on the ticking of Michelle’s timer.

      Two minutes feel like twenty.

      “Next!” Michelle barks.

      Petra’s all business. Deep. Wet. Messy. No tease. She opens her throat like it’s a dare, swallowing again and again, gripping my thighs like she’s holding onto the edge of the earth. I see stars. Have to stare at the mirror behind her just to stay grounded.

      “Two minutes!”

      Eva comes at me like a purring cat. She nuzzles my hip, licks up the length of me in one slow, deliberate stroke, and then sucks—sharp and clever, her tongue flicking in rhythm with the timer.

      “No thrusting,” Michelle reminds without looking up.

      Which I take as permission to do anything else to survive. I reach out, grab Eva’s braids—because who could resist—and hold on.

      “Disqualified!” Petra yells.

      I give up. Flop back on the couch like a man defeated.

      “I’m done. I’m finished. You win.”

      Michelle raises a brow. “Who wins?”

      I shake my head, breathing hard. “Nope. Can’t pick. I love you all equally. I’m a socialist.”

      “You’re a coward,” Petra says, climbing into my lap.

      “A man of principle,” Carly counters, straddling my thigh and grinding herself against me, slow and dirty.

      Somewhere underneath both of them, I feel Eva latch on again—bless her—and I just give in. Lay my head back. Let them love on me.

      We’re all winners here.
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        * * *

      

      “You know,” Stacy says, “I used to think I was the ambitious one in this operation. But then I heard about the oral triathlon happening downstairs.”

      “Michelle told you?” I ask, trying to wrap my head around getting a glass of iced tea from the fridge, shaking off my sex hangover, and figuring out why Stacy’s at my back door—all at the same time. Which, frankly, is taxing on my poor sex-sated brain.

      “Michelle’s got a clipboard, Joe,” she says dryly, setting down her own clipboard and handing me a stapled thirty-page report of—something.

      “But that’s not why I’m here. I have a… different kind of competition in mind.”

      For a second I’m both excited and terrified. Competition? Is this about who rides me best? But Stacy, ever the buzzkill-slash-visionary, pulls my mind straight out of the gutter.

      “A business competition,” she says.

      “You ever think,” she adds, “that if we’re gonna have this many people hanging around, we might as well put ’em to work?”

      I raise a brow. “You trying to unionize my harem?”

      She doesn’t laugh. Not really. “I’m serious, Joe. I’ve been thinking about how to scale the town up. Smartly. Sustainably.”

      Now I’m listening.

      She sets her phone down. “We create a challenge. A competition, kind of. Invite new businesses to set up shop here—real ones. Not just more pottery and tarot. Think repair shops. Bookbinders. Designers. Stuff that makes a town run.”

      “And how do we get them to come?”

      “We offer seed money. Rent-free space for a year. Infrastructure help.”

      “From who?”

      She nods at me. “Us. A fund. And here’s the kicker—we tie it to new residents too. Dot-comers. They want to move here? Great. But they have to buy into the soul of the place. Reinvest. Twenty percent of their bonus, stock, whatever. Or they mentor a business. Host a workshop. Something with teeth. I wanna recruit them but we gotta make community integration a requirement.”

      I chew that over. “So we’re not just bringing in money. We’re building...”

      “Community,” she says. “But with standards.”

      “Take it you’re not calling it the Blowjob Investment Fund,” I say drily.

      “Jesus, Joe.”

      I grin. But part of me is quiet now. Not in a bad way. Just... still.

      The girls are probably still tangled up on the couch downstairs, or in someone’s bed, flushed and satisfied. And I’m grateful. I am. This house—these people—it’s a kind of heaven I never imagined I’d get to live inside. But the buzz fades quick. The heat doesn’t always translate. I love them. All of them. But after the moans and the mess, I keep wondering who’s gonna stay. Who’s really home.

      Maybe it’s just Stacy being here, not staying, the way she always dips in and out. Close but never claiming space. Maybe it’s the way she said community with standards, and my brain latched onto the word standards like it meant someone who’d help me build something and stick around to see it grow.

      “I’ll match the first three grants,” I say, surprising both of us. “Call it a jumpstart.”

      She blinks. Then nods. “Great,” she says, smart enough to take yes for an answer.

      “Great,” I say, my mind already somewhere else,, thinking about turning how turning  run down ole’Milltown into a real thriving community is sort of like turning a house into a home, about what it will take to turn my harem into a family.
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        * * *

      

      Post-orgy bliss, filled with civic pride and the kind of glow you get from helping other people—sharing the wealth instead of saving all your pennies for a rainy day—I offer to give Carly a night off from the bar. Any day of the week.

      Carly loves her job, and her bar really is one of the actual cornerstones of our little community—as funny as it is to think of a bar as a community builder.

      Milltown’s got a small community college, a VFW; two towns over we’ve got a women’s college, and in between there’s some kind of fancy mail-order flower farm that tends to attract younger folks for a year or two. Then there are people who’ve lived hereabouts for generations—like me—and the ones who bought houses nearby because we’re thirty minutes from a major interstate, have an okay school, and offer far cheaper property taxes than you’d get in Springfield or—going the other way—Luxor. I don’t understand how people do those two-, three-, four-hour long-haul commutes, but I don’t have to. It works for them.

      And what works for all these different people is a cold beer at Carly’s. Seems like before I started investing, it was just about the only place in town to hang—and even now that I’ve got some of these little businesses going? Carly’s is still the one place everyone agrees on.

      Carly’s different than Eva. A no-nonsense kind of gal, even if she’s also a good-time girl. Perfect person to own and run a bar, if you ask me. But lord, it’s a lot of work. I figure that’s part of why she’s so into the sex—besides just liking it—it takes the pressure off.

      But really, I think she just also likes sex. Carly’s got a dirtier mind than me, and I love that kind of unclean honesty. Never thought cuckqueaning was a real thing until she and I hooked up, and boy does she like hearing about me fucking other ladies. Almost as much as she likes getting cucked herself, I think.

      But even Carly has a breaking point. Lately she’s been looking tireder, and maybe a little snappy with me too.

      So anyway, I offered to take on bar management duties for a night—not expecting she’d pick Friday (always her busiest night)—but kind of grateful she did. That she took some time for herself.

      I’m feeling pretty proud of myself for getting to the bar an hour early, but Allison’s already there. Waiting on me, leaning against the glass and sucking on a lollipop.

      “You’re early,” I say, not looking at the lollipop.

      “So are you,” she replies, and I am definitely not watching the lollipop.

      Really, I should have known what was going to happen.

      Because for as long as I’ve known Allison, she’s been the sweet, shy, innocent college co-ed. Virginal even, if you can be a sorority girl working in a bar and still count as virginal.

      Long brown hair. Strawberry shortcake type. Always in pastel tank tops and denim short-shorts.

      Not really my type. Definitely someone’s type—just not mine.

      “Joe,” she says once we’re behind the bar, looking down as she ties on her apron, “you like helping people, right?”

      “Yeah. Sure.”

      “Carly’s been telling me.”

      She looks… nervous. Not scared. Hopeful. Biting the inside of her cheek, lips shiny from that damn balm. Hair in a low ponytail, skin dewy, freckles across her chest. She looks like summer. And trouble.

      “I want to learn,” she says. “How to give a blowjob.”

      “What?”

      She tucks a strand of hair behind her ear. “Carly told me about the Olympics. About how all of you share. And... I thought maybe you’d be up for helping me.”

      No sarcasm. No games. Just that wide-eyed earnestness that makes her look even younger than she already does. Barely old enough to drink, but not stupid. Not manipulative. Just honest.

      “My ex,” she adds quickly, “he told me I was bad at it. Said I was too slow. That I didn’t know what I was doing. But I like doing it. I do. I want to be good.”

      Before I can say anything else, she drops to her knees in front of me, looking up like she’s praying or begging or something, and who am I to say no to a lady’s request?

      God help me.

      Her hands are warm on my thighs as she fumbles with my jeans. I’m not really sure what to do, so I just let her go at her pace, gently tucking a strand of hair behind her ear as she unzips me.

      She touches my cock like it’s something new. Like she’s learning me. I stroke her cheek, waiting. Then she teases her tongue out, gives me one slow, appraising lick—and it’s all I can do not to jump out of my boots.

      “Jesus,” I breathe.

      “You like that?” she asks, hesitant but hopeful.

      “Yeah,” I say. “You okay to keep going?”

      She nods, wide-eyed. “Can I… Can I try something?”

      “Course, baby girl,” I say, stroking my thumb across her cheekbone. I tap the side of her jaw, and she opens wide. I flop my cock onto her tongue so she can get a feel for the weight of it.

      She looks up at me then—so sweet, so into it—and for a second I wonder if this is some kind of setup. Because no boyfriend would’ve said no to this.

      She runs her tongue along the underside of my cock like she’s mapping me, taking her time, lavishing every inch with attention before finally sucking me in.

      And Jesus.

      She starts slow. Lips forming a seal. Tongue deliberate. No teeth. No panic. Just rhythm. She breathes through her nose, one hand stroking what she can’t reach.

      I feel like I’m floating—until I see a flicker of movement out of the corner of my eye. Through the blinds. Out on the street.

      Shit. I didn’t close the blinds.

      I spot Mike and Matt across the way, leaning against a truck, eyeing the bar like they’re waiting for it to open.

      And I’m pretty sure neither of us locked the door.

      I should stop her. Pull her off. Be the responsible adult here. But the way she juggles my balls and hums while she does it?

      I can’t. I won’t.

      “Allison,” I say, breath catching. “This feels amazing.”

      She blushes and hums again.

      “Feels so good I don’t think I can hold back much longer,” I say. “You mind if I pick up the pace? That’s something worth learning too.”

      She pulls off, panting. “Yeah,” she whispers.

      Then she opens her mouth all the way, sticks out her tongue, kitten-like—waiting.

      God, the thrill of it.

      That anyone could walk in.

      That someone might already be watching.

      I grab my cock, guide it back into her mouth, and gently hold the side of her head. I thrust—slow and steady, then faster. Just enough to get myself there without scaring her. Without hurting her. All while watching the window. Watching the door.

      “Allison—fuck—I⁠—”

      The handle clicks.

      A beat. A breath.

      The door opens.

      Light pours in from outside⁠—

      —and I come. Hard. A swallowed groan. Allison swallowing beneath me, unseen. A goddamn champ.

      “…Hi.”
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        * * *

      

      It’s late into the night when I get back but, Carly’s up, hanging out on the porch. Barefoot, legs curled up under her, kindle in hand. She’s sipping on some Sun Tea, condensation running down the glass. Her hair’s up in one of those messy twists; her shirt’s falling off one shoulder like it gave up trying to keep up with her hours ago.

      I pour myself a glass of tea from the pitcher in front of her and sit down next to her, both of us looking out at nothing in particular. The yard, the trees, the stars.

      She doesn’t say anything, just takes another sip.

      After a beat, I ask, “You think we’re just one big walking porn shoot?”

      She snorts, doesn’t even look up. “I think some of us walk, and some of us crawl.”

      That gets a laugh out of me. A real one, from deep down.

      But the silence that follows is heavier.

      “I want more,” I say finally. “I think I want something... that lasts.”

      Carly doesn’t say anything right away. Just sets her kindle down, turns to me. Puts a warm hand on my knee—steady, grounding.

      “Then stop acting like you don’t.”

      It lands.

      Soft, but true. Not judgmental. Just Carly, cutting through the fog like she always does.

      I nod, slow. Take a sip. Watch the light shift on the grass.
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        * * *

      

      I stare at my phone for longer than I want to admit. Thumb hovering over her name.

      Tia.

      Haven’t called her since she left.

      Haven’t stopped thinking about it, either.

      I tell myself it’s about the business. About Stacy’s idea. About the future we’re building here. But that’s not all of it. Not even most.

      I hit Call before I can talk myself out of it.

      It rings once. Twice.

      She answers on the third.

      “Joe.”

      Just my name. No warmth, but no ice either. I’ll take it.

      “Hey,” I say, rubbing the back of my neck. “Hope I’m not catching you at a bad time.”

      There’s a pause. “I’m guessing this isn’t a social call.”

      “Not entirely,” I say. “I’ve got something I want to run by you. Business, kind of. Community, really.”

      She doesn’t respond, but I hear her exhale. So I keep going.

      “We’re starting something here. Stacy’s putting together this... challenge, or initiative, or whatever you want to call it. Bringing in new businesses. Offering seed money, space, support. But only if they commit to reinvesting. Into the town. The people.”

      “Sounds ambitious,” she says.

      “It is. And it needs someone who knows how to design for the long haul. Someone who gets function and feeling. I thought of you.”

      Another pause. Longer this time.

      “You offering me a job, Joe?”

      I smile, even though she can’t see it. “I’m offering you a spot at the table. Could be a project. Could be more.”

      She’s quiet again. I let the silence stretch.

      Then she says, “Send me the details.”

      And she hangs up.
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      The front door swings open and there she is.

      Tia.

      Hair pinned up with a pencil, sunglasses pushed to the top of her head. Simple linen blouse. High-waisted pants that make her look like a 1960s Italian film star—one of the serious ones, the kind who never breaks a sweat even while breaking hearts.

      She takes one step inside and stops cold, eyes wide, lips parted.

      “Oh,” she says.

      I watch her take it in. The light. The furniture. The quiet hum of a home that wasn’t really a home until she sketched it on a pad and said, this wall needs to breathe.

      “It’s different seeing it like this,” she says, stepping further in. “A little lived in.”

      She touches the doorframe. Runs her fingers along the edge of the entry bench. Every movement deliberate, like she’s letting her body catalog it all.

      “It’s so… alive,” she says. “It’s all been loved into place.”

      She takes her time with the tour. Living room first. Sun spilling over the rug she picked out herself. The curved bookshelf I had custom-built to match her sketch. The brass reading lamp we argued about for a week and a half.

      “Library’s my favorite,” I admit, opening the double glass doors like I’m revealing a secret.

      She walks in and stops. The light is golden in here, the leather chair exactly where she placed it on the floor plan. She spins in a slow circle, smiling.

      “You kept the ladder.”

      “Figured I’d need it,” I say. “You told me I had top-shelf energy.”

      She snorts, biting back a smile, and moves on.

      Dining room. Kitchen. She takes it all in—soft wood, matte tile, vintage brass.

      And then I swing the door open to the powder room.

      She gasps.

      “You kept the pistachio green,” she says, almost whispering it like it’s sacred.

      “Of course I kept the pistachio green. You bullied me into it.”

      “I guided you,” she corrects. “Relentlessly. For your own good.”

      She’s grinning now, loose and radiant. The kind of grin you can’t fake. The kind that makes a man think I want to see that every day.

      She glances down the hallway, eyes catching on the stairs behind the kitchen.

      “What’s down there?” she asks.

      “Later,” I say. “We haven’t had dinner yet.”
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        * * *

      

      It’s just the two of us, seated at the big wooden table she helped me choose.

      The lights are dimmed, some early days Willie playing on the stereo, so low I can’t really hear the lyrics. Not that I’m listening for them anyway, more like I’m listening to the scrape of Tia’s fork on her plate.

      Watching the fork, I mean.

      Watching where the fork goes, lifting a tiny cherry tomato to her lips, her tongue darting out to cradle it so gently. Tongue like a kitten’s, all long and pink. Her thumb to the corner of her lips to catch a glisten of olive oil, sucking on her thumb, licking it clean.

      I do my best to focus. Try to remember that I invited her here to talk about community planning.

      But every time I open my mouth, she takes another bite. Another sip. Another slow swirl of her wine glass like she’s measuring time in something thicker than seconds.

      She looks at me once and just smiles—like she knows exactly what I’m thinking.

      And that’s when it hits me.

      I’m being seduced.

      Methodically.

      Patiently.

      With bread, and oil, and the way she’s sitting with one foot tucked up under her like she owns this house already.

      And I am so goddamn okay with that.

      She picks up a strawberry from the little bowl between us. Runs her thumb over the skin like she’s checking for ripeness. Then dips it into a ramekin of honey I’d left out with the bread.

      She doesn’t eat it.

      Not yet.

      Instead, she leans back in her chair, strawberry between her fingers, and says, “If I came back, I’d want to do it right.”

      That gets my full attention. “Define right.”

      “I’d hire local for the build crews. Keep sourcing within the county if I can. There’s that guy who does woodwork out past the flower farm—he’s slow, but good.”

      She licks a thin trail of honey that’s started to slide down the strawberry. Her tongue is precise. Patient.

      “I’d need at least one assistant. Someone I could train. Maybe someone young, out of Herman. Or someone older who’s been doing this kind of work their whole life but never got a title for it.”

      “You thinking permanent?” I ask, trying not to stare as she finally lifts the berry to her mouth.

      She takes a bite. Chews slowly. Eyes locked on mine.

      “I’m thinking maybe,” she says. “Depends what’s on the table.”

      Goddamn. If I could bottle this moment, I would never be cold again.

      She slides the rest of the strawberry into her mouth, then reaches for another. This one she dips in chocolate—dark, glossy, barely warm—and doesn’t eat it. Just holds it up between us like a question.

      I feel like I’m vibrating out of my chair.

      “You’d have your pick of projects,” I say, voice low. “Storefronts. Residential. Public spaces, even. We’ve got people with money, but no taste. And people with taste, but no money. You could make both kinds of spaces matter.”

      She hums, considering, then smears a little chocolate onto the inside of her wrist.

      “Let’s test something,” she says. “Design with intention.”

      She holds her wrist out to me.

      “Tell me where it should go instead.”

      My mouth goes dry.

      “Tia—”

      She arches a brow. “You wanted to talk about community engagement, Joe. I’m engaging.”

      I lean forward, take her wrist in my hand, and lick the chocolate off—slow and clean.

      She watches me like she’s studying how I work. Like I’m the project now.

      And I think, not for the first time, that I’d let her rebuild me from the foundation up if she asked.

      “You’re playing dirty,” I murmur.

      She picks up an ice cube from her water glass, rolls it between her fingers, then presses it against her collarbone. A little hiss escapes her lips.

      “Always did like contrast,” she says. “Heat and chill. Light and shadow. Give them both, and people feel everything more.”

      “Come work with me,” I say, softer now. “Build something here. With me.”

      She looks at me. Really looks at me.

      Then she takes the last strawberry, dips it in honey and chocolate—both—and sets it gently on my plate.

      “Maybe I already am.”

      “I—I—” As much as I want to reach out and touch her, I can’t. Not yet. My brain’s short-circuiting somewhere between her wrist and her mouth.

      “Listen, Tia, there’s something I gotta tell you,” I say, slowly.

      “Yeah?” she says, still calm, still cool, like she’s got all night and she knows she’s winning.

      “It’s about the stairs,” I start.

      She tilts her head, amused.

      “You know that Carly and Eva live here, right? And Michelle—I don’t know if you met her?”

      “Briefly,” Tia says. She takes a sip of wine and I swear to God she’s trying not to laugh.

      “So yeah, here’s the thing... they live here live here.”

      Tia raises an eyebrow. “Is this like like like like, back when we were in fifth grade?”

      “Huh?” I blink. Not sure how many ‘likes’ she just said or what I’m supposed to do with them.

      She takes mercy on me.

      “Joe,” she says, slow and sweet, “are you trying to tell me that you have—an arrangement? That you and Eva and Carly—and Michelle, who I clearly need to get to know better—are all living here like... like you’re all together?”

      “Well,” I say, and then I just go for it. “Yeah. We’re in a relationship together. I guess you could call them my harem. Not sure Michelle would love that word, but Carly and Eva—yeah, for sure.”

      I sit there. Waiting. Braced.

      Tia lifts her eyebrows and leans back in her chair, considering. Then, with a small, thoughtful nod:

      “Honestly? That sounds kind of... relaxing.” She grins. “Also dirty, but in a good way. I figured something like that is going on.”

      I blink. “Wait, really?”

      She sips again. “Joe, I grew up on telenovelas and Architectural Digest. You think I haven’t imagined being in a sprawling emotional drama with good lighting and a rotating cast of lovers?”

      I exhale. Laugh. “I don’t even know what to say to that.”

      “You don’t have to,” she says. “Just... show me what’s downstairs.”
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        * * *

      

      The last stop on the tour is my bedroom.

      Tia steps in first, pausing in the doorway like she’s crossing a threshold into something sacred.

      I watch her take it in—low lighting, dark walls, the oxblood leather chair in the corner, the deep green mohair throw across the foot of the bed. She touches the wall sconce by the door, runs her fingers along the velvet edge of the headboard.

      “You did it,” she murmurs.

      I lean against the doorframe, arms crossed. “Did what?”

      “You let it be masculine. Not performative. Not cheap. Just… grown.”

      She says it like a compliment. Like she means it.

      The room’s warm with her in it. The kind of warm that makes you forget you ever lived with cold. She steps forward, touching the dresser I refinished myself, the rug we picked together off that obscure Scandinavian website.

      She’s in profile now, looking at the painting over my bed—one she found in a thrift store and insisted we frame.

      I step behind her.

      Not close enough to touch yet. Just close enough to breathe her in.

      Then I reach up and brush her hair aside. Press my lips to the nape of her neck.

      She doesn’t move.

      Not away.

      Not closer.

      But I feel the shift in her breath. The yes of it.

      My hands slide around her waist. She leans back into me, one of her hands covering mine.

      The kiss deepens. Her head tips. I turn her slowly. She kisses like she’s making a point. Like there’s an argument she’s been waiting to win with her mouth.

      I let her.

      I guide her to the bed. Lay her back on the soft mohair before I crawl over her, like a goodman pilgrim on my knees, here to worship my new queen.

      I push her skirt up, slowly pull her black lace panties down to reveal my prize.

      My after dinner delight.

      She’s got a little triangle of dark curls—neat, trimmed, the same combination of wild and polished as the rest of her. Fuck. My mouth actually waters.

      “Caramel,” I breathe, because that’s what she smells like, just like  I thought she would, like  sweet caramel.

      She laughs low, head tipping back, and then she says it:

      “Entonces cómeme, papi. Eat me.”

      Goddamn. Don’t need to be told twice.  I dive in, tongue first, hands on her hips to hold her steady while I taste her like I’ve been starving. She’s salt and sugar and slick heat, and I swear I could live here. She moans, hips rolling, fingers twisting in my hair, and I groan right back into her—because this? This is the best goddamn thing I’ve ever won.

      Her thighs tense, then relax, like she’s remembering how to breathe. I lap her up slow at first, letting the tip of my tongue trace the slick edge of her, savoring every soft, swollen curve. She tastes like heat and honey, a little salty, a little wild—like something that’s been simmering all day just for me.

      I kiss the inside of her thigh, then drag my mouth right back where she wants me. “Goddamn, you taste like heaven dipped in butter,” I murmur against her, and feel her clench around nothing, already close. “Sweetest little snack I’ve ever had.”

      She gasps, half-laughing, half-moan, and grabs my hair harder. “Joe,” she pants. “Shit.”

      I grin into her. “You like that, mi reina? Like being my dessert?”

      Her hips buck, and I slide two fingers into her, curling them just so while I suck on her clit, nice and slow. Her whole body arches like she’s caught in a wave, and I ride it with her, steady, patient, fucking devoted.

      “Fucking caramel center,” I growl. “Can’t believe you’ve been walking around with this sweet little pussy just waiting to melt for me.”

      She whimpers—whimpers—and then says something fast in Spanish I don’t catch, but I know it’s dirty by the way her voice cracks.

      “Say it again,” I tell her, lips brushing against her, teasing.

      “Estás tan rico, papi,” she gasps. “So good—don’t stop, don’t stop⁠—”

      I don’t. Not till she’s shaking, thighs clamped around my head like a halo, back arching off the bed. I hold her through it, fingers working slow, tongue easing up only when she goes slack, breathing hard like I just wrecked her—in the best way.

      I lift my head, wipe my mouth with the back of my hand, and look up at her. Her eyes are glassy, lips parted, hair wild against the mohair.

      “Still hungry,” I say, voice low and hoarse. “Might need seconds.”

      She’s still catching her breath when I crawl back up her body, kiss her belly, the curve of her ribs, the underside of her breast. I take my time, sliding the thin straps of her tank top down, kissing each inch of skin I uncover like I’m unwrapping something sacred. Her bra’s black lace too, tiny and delicate, and when I undo the clasp, her breasts spill into my hands like they’ve been waiting for me.

      “Jesus,” I whisper, thumbing one nipple, then bending to take it into my mouth. She arches again, fingers threading through my hair, but slower now. Softer.

      I pull back, look down at her—bare now, except for her skirt bunched around her waist and the panties I peeled off and tossed somewhere behind me.

      She’s fucking gorgeous. Golden skin, flushed and glowing, like I’ve already put her through something. And maybe I have. But I’m not done.

      I shift back onto my knees, unzip my jeans and free my cock, hard and slick already, aching for her. But I don’t take anything else off. Not the crisp white shirt I put on for her, not the jeans I pressed just right, not the watch she complimented when I picked her up.

      I don’t know why, but it feels right. Like I like her seeing me like this. Dressed up, decent, solid.

      I lean down, drag the head of my cock through her slick heat, and we both shudder. She’s still so wet, so open, I almost lose it right there. But I grit my teeth, slide in slow, inch by inch, until I’m buried in her, heart hammering like I just jumped off a goddamn cliff.

      She moans, one leg hooking around my waist, her heel pressing into the small of my back.

      “Fuck, Joe,” she whispers, pulling me down for a kiss. “You feel so good—so big. So deep.”

      I kiss her slow and dirty, my shirt brushing her bare skin, the starched cotton catching every little bead of sweat. It’s like I’m two people at once—the man who dressed up to take her out, and the one who’s now balls-deep in her, ruined by how good she feels.

      I pull back just enough to whisper, “You’re the sweetest thing I’ve ever had.”

      She wraps both legs around me now, ankles locked tight behind my back, her body pulling me deeper like she doesn’t want a single part of me left behind. I’m fucking her slow but hard, grinding in deep with every stroke, and she’s meeting me, lifting into it, greedy for every inch. Her hands roam—over my shoulders, my chest, the fabric of my shirt like she’s trying to memorize how I feel dressed like this, inside her like this. She moans into my ear, breath hot.

      “Dentro de mí, papi—please, come inside me.”

      Her voice is pure heat, but her skin—fuck, she really does feel like mohair. Soft and plush and impossible to leave. And maybe that’s the thing. She wants all of me. Not just my cock. Not just the good jeans and the white shirt. All of me. I grip her hips, drive in once more, and let go—groaning loud against her neck as I come, spilling deep inside, holding nothing back.
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        * * *

      

      I wake to the weight of her above me.

      Warmth. Movement. The slow drag of her hips against mine, slick and sure. For a second I think I’m still dreaming—but then I open my eyes, and she’s right there.

      Tia. Naked. Straddling me in the soft morning light, her thighs bracketing my hips, her hands splayed on my chest like she’s grounding herself.

      And fuck, she’s staring. Not just looking—seeing. All of me.

      My shirt’s gone. Jeans too. She must’ve undressed me while I slept, one piece at a time, careful not to wake me. Like she wanted this part quiet. Like she needed to know what it felt like, fucking me skin to skin, no fabric, no barrier. Nothing between us.

      I can feel everything—her heat, her weight, the way she’s already taken me inside her, slow and easy, like she had the right.

      She rolls her hips, and my breath catches. “Jesus,” I rasp, hands going to her thighs, the curve of her waist. “Tia⁠—”

      “Shh,” she says, still watching me. Her voice is soft but firm, like she’s not just fucking me now—she’s claiming me. “Let me.”

      I do.

      Because whatever this is—her riding me like I’m something worth savoring, both of us bare—it’s more than sex. It’s her seeing past the good shirt, the cocky charm, the half-finished house. And still choosing to be here. Still wanting this.

      Me.
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        * * *

      

      The sun filters through the linen curtains.

      I wake up with my arm flung across her hip, her back warm against my chest. She’s still asleep—or faking it. Hard to tell with Tia.

      And the first thought in my head?

      That was definitely top ten all-time sex.

      And I didn’t even get a blowjob.

      I smile into her hair.

      Humbled.

      Happy.

      Wrecked.

      And—

      And wondering what the hell I have to do to keep her.

      Not just because of the sex, though yeah—damn.

      It’s the way she fit into this house. The way she saw it. Saw me.

      She didn’t flinch when I told her about the girls. Didn’t blink at the idea of a shared life. She asked the right questions, teased just enough, and somehow made it all feel possible.

      Not like a new chapter.

      Like a missing paragraph sliding into place.

      I can picture it already—her in the kitchen with Carly, both of them pretending not to be competitive about who makes the better sandwich.

      Tia walking Eva through textile samples like it’s a therapy session.

      Michelle… probably suspicious as hell at first. But eventually folding her in the way she always does—quiet, blunt, loyal as gravity.

      Tia won’t need to fight for space. She is space. She’ll just expand the whole damn house.

      And me?

      I think I want that.

      I want her.

      Now I just have to figure out how to let the others know.

      And see if she wants to stay.
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        * * *

      

      The table’s set with mismatched plates, linen napkins, and way too many candles—Eva’s idea, of course. Carly made the bread from scratch. There’s roasted chicken, a salad with grilled peaches, big bowls of lemony potatoes. The wine’s open. Michelle even set her phone aside, which is about as close to festive as she gets.

      It’s not just dinner.

      It’s a welcome.

      Carly’s in one of those gauzy sundresses that never manages to stay on for long. Eva’s barefoot, a daisy tucked behind her ear. Michelle’s in jeans and a black tee, but she’s wearing lipstick, which means she’s trying. I’ve got on a white button-down and jeans—no idea if I look presentable or like a man trying way too hard.

      When Tia walks in, the whole damn room holds its breath.

      She’s in black. Long, wide skirt; cropped top, gold hoops swinging from her ears. Hair up, lips soft, something unreadable in her eyes.

      She looks around. Takes in the candles, the food, the people.

      “This is… a lot,” she says.

      “You’re a lot,” Carly says, already halfway across the room to hug her. “And we’re glad.”

      That makes Tia smile, and I finally exhale.

      She slides into the seat next to me like she belongs there. Wine gets passed around. Eva tells some ridiculous story about trying to rescue a turtle and ends up talking about a goose instead. Michelle rolls her eyes. Carly feeds me a bite of peach off her fork and then eats the next one herself, grinning.

      It’s good. Easy. Almost normal.

      Halfway through the meal, Carly taps her fork on her glass and stands.

      “To Tia,” she says. “For making our house not just sexy, but beautiful.”

      “To Tia,” Eva echoes. “For choosing us.”

      Michelle lifts her glass too. “God help her.”

      Everyone laughs, even Tia.

      Then she stands, slow and graceful, lifts her glass, and says, “To the kind of home you don’t have to leave. And the kind of people who make it worth staying.”

      Glasses clink.

      I look at her.

      She looks at me.

      Yeah. She’s staying. At least for tonight.

      The food doesn’t go cold, but it slows.

      Conversation gets quieter. Slower. Everyone’s eating like they’re already a little drunk on more than wine.

      Tia’s still next to me, her leg brushing mine under the table now and then—like an accident she doesn’t bother to correct. She’s licking olive oil from her thumb after a bite of bread, and it’s all I can do not to drop my fork.

      Across the table, Eva dips her finger into the honey bowl and runs it along Carly’s collarbone. Carly startles, then laughs—low, wicked. Doesn’t even pretend to stop her. Just tips her chin up so Eva can lick it off.

      I feel Tia glance at me.

      Not surprised.

      Not shocked.

      Just… curious.

      She picks up a strawberry from her plate, dips it in the honey, then leans forward and presses it gently to my lips. I part them without thinking. She feeds it to me, watching every second.

      “You’re a good host,” she murmurs.

      “I try.”

      Her fingers linger at the corner of my mouth, swiping a bit of juice. She licks it off her thumb.

      Carly’s in my lap before I even realize she’s moved—kissing my neck, grinding slow. Eva comes around the other side, sliding her hand up Tia’s arm.

      Eva’s the one who says it.

      “Are you staying for good?” she asks Tia, voice soft but steady. Not teasing. Not tentative.

      Tia doesn’t hesitate. “Yes.”

      No flinch. No caveat. Just the word. Yes.

      Carly lets out this warm little sound and leans across the table to kiss her. Eva follows. Then Michelle, standing behind Tia, places a kiss right at the crown of her head—like a benediction.

      I’m still in my seat, watching it unfold, feeling something in my chest split open and bloom.

      Then Tia turns to me. And kisses me.

      Not the light kind. Not playful. A deep, slow-melting kiss that catches behind my ribs and rolls down through every nerve ending I’ve got.

      Carly’s behind me, kneading my shoulders, her fingers digging in just right. I let my eyes fall closed, melt under both of them—Tia’s kiss and Carly’s touch, like two hands on the same thread.

      I reach down without thinking, find Eva’s braid, wrap it around my hand once, gently. Guide her under the table.

      Her mouth is hot, eager. She hums around me like she’s never been happier. Like this—this warmth, this giving—is what she was built for.

      I let it happen. Let myself have it. The kiss, the massage, the wet, perfect heat of Eva’s mouth.

      And then⁠—

      Later, when Michelle’s riding my cock and Tia’s riding my mouth, I look across the sprawl of limbs and candlelight and reach out a hand to Carly.

      She’s already turning away—toward Eva, who’s gasping, legs open, thighs trembling. Carly kisses her inner thigh, then leans in like she’s offering up something holy.

      I squeeze Carly’s hand. She squeezes back.

      Tia rocks against my face like she’s drawing something out of me—not just my tongue but my attention, my devotion.

      Michelle’s bent over me, fingers in my hair, whispering something about how good I am, how hard she’s going to come.

      I want to answer but I can’t—not with my mouth full of Tia, slick and sacred and goddamn proud.

      This isn’t chaos.

      This is order.

      This is what we look like when we belong.
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        * * *

      

      Wouldja believe that wasn’t even the end of the evening? Turns out my little orgy story ran long—too long for the book, but way too good to cut entirely. I know you wanna know what Eva really meant when she said she likes to be used and for sure you want to see more of Miss Tia in action— so go on, grab the bonus scene. Don’t be shy— just make sure you’re alone.
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      Carly’s smells like fryer oil, old varnish, and whatever lavender-scented crap she’s been spraying lately to make the place “more inviting.” Probably got it from Petra. It’s not working, whatever it is. I mean, the bar still smells like the same old bar smell. But hey, the lights are on, the cooler’s humming, and I’m here like the dependable boyfriend I am, covering her Saturday lunch shift so she can finally get a damn pedicure.

      And okay, I thought I flipped the CLOSED sign. I meant to. Might’ve even done it. But maybe I got a little too distracted by how Allison was stroking her lollipop with her tongue, all kitten-like, when she showed up about 20 momentous minutes ago to “help.”

      “Thought you weren’t on til 5 p.m.? If you think I’m splitting whatever measly tips I earn with you—well, think again.” I was joking, of course. One thing winning the lottery’s been good for is not needing to scrape by on other people’s tips anymore.

      “Thought I’d help,” she’d said, licking on her lollipop. Which was certainly something, not sure I’d call it helping. Although Little Joe definitely would, stood right up at attention then.

      Come to think of it—maybe it was Allison who flipped the sign over. Being helpful and all.

      Yeah, real helpful.

      So helpful that right about now, Mike and Other Mike settled in front of me for their usual 4 p.m. special, I’m clinging onto the edge of the bar for dear life, praying that they won’t notice that I’m completely frozen in place, doing my best to get even stiller’n that.

      “Mike,” I say, biting the side of my cheek like maybe that’ll keep me from squeaking my voice too high, “you wanna make that shot a boilermaker?”

      Figure if I can drop the shot into the beer glass—well, then it can all be a one-handed thing. And I can use my spare hand for other things. Like grabbing a glass or a rag or making a lot of noise to cover up noises. Or providing guidance, if necessary.

      “Aw, Joe,” Mike says, “that’s a mighty fine idea. Haven’t had one in a month of Sundays, I reckon.”

      “Yeah,” says Other Mike. “Joe, make mine a boilermaker too.” He slides his mostly empty pint glass back toward me.

      I move on from biting the inside of my cheek to biting my lip—whatever it takes to not groan out loud—but of course it slips out anyway.

      Other Mike looks at me, startled. “I mean… if you’re still serving, you don’t got somewhere to be, do ya?”

      “Mayor Fix-It,” says Mike. “Always on the go.”

      “Our Joe,” says Other Mike, nodding, as I draw the two beers, drop the shots in, and quietly—very quietly—come in Allison’s mouth, down there where she’s hidden underneath the bar, on her knees for me like the good girl she is, always helping.

      

      “Allison, you know I enjoy our time together,” I say once we’re in Carly’s office, Carly having finally shown up from the world’s longest manicure. Did a little do-si-do with me so Allison could crawl out on all fours and sneak into the back without Mike and Other Mike ever realizing she was there.

      “It’s just not—not—appropriate,” I tell Allison. “Mike and Other Mike didn’t consent to a live-action sex show. As much as I’ve been enjoying it.”

      It’s been a thing. Allison showing up at the odd moments when Carly’s gone off for a doctor’s appointment or a manicure or lunch and munch with Michille. Last time Carly was having her little bisexual hangout with Michelle, Allison’d even said that was her motivation—why should Carly have all the fun, she’d asked, before dropping to her knees.

      Yeah, you could say Miss Allison has something of an oral fixation, although I suppose you could say that about me too. As in, I’m fixated on her oral.

      I still can’t believe that jackass ex-boyfriend of hers told her she couldn’t give a good blowjob. She was plenty fine the first day she went down on me. She’s got this move, just a little twist of her wrist and a hum deep in her throat, that makes me holler louder than a preacher at a revival meeting. And I grew up Pentecostal, so that’s saying something. Not that that’s stopped me from enjoying these training sessions. Getting her real good at getting it sloppy, taking it deep, coaching her on when to tease the frenulum, how to milk my balls. You know, all the important stuff.

      “No,” Allison says now, licking her damn lollipop and looking up at me through her lashes.

      She looks like a damn college brochure fantasy—long, shiny brown hair, cutoff denim shorts, lips glossy from whatever cherry-flavored sin is currently on a stick. Sweet as sugar, with those big innocent eyes and that soft little voice, like she’s just here to ask about the syllabus.

      Only, she’s doing all this in the middle of Carly’s office, which looks like it’s been through a bar fight and lost. Desk’s buried in paperwork and takeout containers. There’s a duct-taped leather couch I’ve definitely fucked Carly on one too many times, and the carpet has a stain I really hope is from coffee.

      It’s a hell of a contrast. Fresh-faced Allison, all lollipop and sunshine, surrounded by the grungy leftovers of my questionable decisions.

      

      “No?”

      “No, I’m not gonna stop.”

      “Aww, c’mon, Allison,” I say. “Think about poor Mike and Other Mike.”

      “I bet they’d like it.”

      “I bet they would too. But that’s not the point. If we get caught, it could cost Carly her liquor license. Then you’re out of a job. This is for your own good.”

      She just twirls her hair, unbothered.

      Allison is Carly’s assistant bartender, in between interning as my unofficial blowjob assistant. Not that Carly’s been complaining—not about the blowjob stuff. Actually, I’m pretty sure the idea of me and Allison getting caught turns her on, too, but Carly’s smart enough to think with her big head about this stuff.

      Last night, she threatened to withhold titty sex if Allison and I kept up with the ongoing exhibitionist exhibition in her bar. Of course, she said that while I was already sliding my cock back and forth between those perfect, perky tits of hers—God bless whatever physics keeps those things riding high on her ribcage. And God bless whatever perversion made her stretch her tongue out to lick the tip as I fucked them.

      Sometimes I think the real miracle in my life isn’t the lottery win. It’s Carly—best friend, music junkie, tit-fuck genius, and queen of the open relationship.

      And here’s Allison: barely old enough to drink, shiny-lipped, freckled, flipping her glossy ponytail like she knows exactly what she’s doing to me.

      I press a palm down against my dick through my jeans, adjusting how I’m half-sitting on the edge of Carly’s desk. Try not to watch Allison’s tongue on that lollipop. Try not to imagine what she’ll ask me for next.

      “I won’t give you any more lessons,” I start, just as she says:

      “I’ll stop blowing you at the bar if you give me real lessons.”

      We both blink.

      I cross my arms. “What kind of lessons are we talking about?”

      She shrugs, tilting her head. “More than blowjobs. More than hands. The other stuff. I want to feel comfortable. Confident.”

      “You trying to get laid?”

      “No,” she says. “That’s exactly it. I’m not trying to get laid. But I want to stop freaking out about it.”

      I raise a brow.

      She fidgets with the wrapper from her lollipop. “I’ve had chances. With people I liked. But every time it gets close, I panic. I don’t know what to do with my hands, or what face I’m making, or what sounds I’m supposed to make. So I bail.”

      “And with me?” I ask.

      “You let me try stuff. You said what felt good. You didn’t rush me. It was fun. I want more of that. So that when it’s finally someone I want to be with for real—I’ll know how to enjoy it.”

      I blink again.

      “I want to feel powerful,” she adds. “Not nervous.”

      “…Okay,” I say slowly. “That actually makes a weird kind of sense. But you don’t have to learn how to perform for some guy. You do it for your own pleasure. If a man’s lucky enough to be with you, he oughta be the one asking for your lessons.”

      She smiles sweetly.

      “And this doesn’t count as cheating, by the way,” she says.

      “Jesus, Allison.”

      “It’s research.”

      “…You have a boyfriend?”

      “Kind of,” she says. “But he doesn’t know what he’s doing either. This is… a prep course.”

      “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but what exactly do you want to learn, then?”

      “Oh, everything,” she says cheerfully. “Oral. Toys. Restraints. Positions. Dirty talk. How to tease.”

      “And penetration?” I ask, half-dreading the answer.

      She shakes her head, totally matter-of-fact.

      “Oh no,” she says. “I want to stay a virgin. In my pussy. But we can do anal. That’s fine.”

      I stare at her.

      God help me.
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        * * *

      

      As intrigued as I am by Allison’s offer—okay, “intrigued” is the most polite word I can come up with for horny as hell and drooling like a damn fool—I don’t say yes right away.

      For one thing, I actually do get one of those Mayor Fix-It calls, almost as soon as she finishes her little speech.

      I won the lottery a few months ago, and overnight went from a hand-to-mouth fix-it guy to a multimillionaire. It’s not something I’ve told a lot of people—probably because I don’t have to. Folks figured something was up when I stopped charging for repairs. Which, naturally, made me busier than ever.

      I’ve been buying property with Stacy, doing real work on it, funding some downtown redevelopment stuff. But the funny thing about the fix-it work is—well, it’s not just faucets and washing machines anymore. It’s, like… whole lives.

      Like today. I’m headed over to see Petra—who, once again, has a busted faucet. Which probably means, once again, I’ll get primo A-plus deep-throat action. Petra’s a goddamn artist with that mouth. I wouldn’t dare tell Carly, but truth is… Petra’s the best.

      A few months ago, though, I helped Petra leave her husband. Just showed up to fix the sink, ended up helping her pack her shit and walk out the door. She stayed at the mansion for a few weeks while she figured things out. Now she’s got her own place. Real nice one. Back deck. Lavender in the front yard.

      She looks different these days. Brighter. Straighter spine. More comfortable in her own skin.

      I notice it as soon as she opens the door.

      "Joe!" she says, grinning. Her hair’s up in a knot, and she’s wearing a soft-looking dress that clings just right.

      "Petra," I say, trying not to stare. "You glowing, or is that just the faucet pressure?"

      She laughs, then pulls me in for a hug—not a sexy one, just warm. Familiar. Friendly.

      “I think it’s the job,” she says. “I’ve got a friend staying with me this week—Natalie. She’s helping me with some of the business stuff. Grant writing, branding, all that.”

      I glance past her into the living room, where a tall Black woman is sitting cross-legged on the rug, laptop open, glasses perched on her nose. She looks up and gives me a polite smile. Doesn’t even bat an eye. No flirt. No flash. Just a nod.

      I nod back. Friendly, but—okay, yeah. A little disappointed.

      No blowjob today.

      But Petra’s happy. And honestly? That hits me in the chest in a different kind of way. Makes me think maybe the whole Mayor Fix-It thing isn’t just a joke after all.

      “I’ll grab my wrench,” I say.

      Petra beams. “Of course you will.”
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        * * *

      

      We come apart with a wet sound, like the kind of sound a peach makes when you’ve left it to ripen on the counter for too long and then you go to pick it up and it—squelches in your hand. Like that. Gross, I know. But sticky and sweet and somehow slightly dangerous.

      Just like the best sex.

      I stare at the ceiling fan whirring above us, trying to catch my breath, and after a minute I realize Carly’s sort of laughing at me, one leg flung over me, propped up on her elbow; must have moved while I was still in dreamland about beaches and squelchy sounds and all the good stuff they symbolize.

      I reach over and cup the breast that’s not pressed up against me. Can’t help myself. It’s reflex at this point.

      “Mmm,” she murmurs, stretching like a cat. “You gonna talk to ‘em? Or just keep squeezing ‘em like stress balls?”

      “Multitasking,” I say, thumbing her nipple lazily. It tightens under my hand, like it likes the attention. God knows I do.

      “Let me guess,” she says, voice slow and sticky. “Petra gave you another soul to rescue?”

      I snort. “Nope. Petra had her shit handled. Even had a friend in the living room. No blowjob.”

      Carly mock gasps. “You poor thing. Someone get the boy a medal. Or a mouth.”

      “Thought that was your job,” I murmur.

      She leans in and presses a kiss to my jaw, then flops back onto the pillow.

      “So what is the latest crisis from the people of Joe’s Town?” she asks.

      I hesitate.

      “…Allison.”

      Carly’s eyebrow arches. “Lollipop girl?”

      “That’d be the one.”

      Carly reaches lazily for the sketchbook on her nightstand, flipping it open one-handed like she already knows what page she wants—a half-finished sketch of Allison, close-up on her mouth—complete with lollipop.

      

      The room around us looks like something out of a Victorian fever dream—purple velvet curtains pulled half-closed against the afternoon sun, a carved mahogany dresser littered with rings and lipstick tubes, and a gilt-framed mirror that definitely saw some shit before Tia rescued it from a flea market. Everything’s burgundy and gold and low-lit and vaguely perfumed, like a teenage girl’s imagining of a Parisian artist’s studio. Perfect for Carly.

      Perfect for sketching—blowjobs?

      “Taking up pornography?” I ask. I think she could stand to make my dick a little bigger. Assuming that is my dick she’s sketching.

      “You inspire me,” she says. “What does Allison want, go on.”

      “She asked me for… lessons,” I say.

      Carly grins without looking away from her sketch, shakes her head.

      “On bartending?”

      “Ah. Sex ed.”

      “Blowjob 201 was just the start. Now she wants a whole damn curriculum.”

      “Of course she does.” Carly yawns. “Town handyman and therapist. Fixing pipes and people.”

      She sketches a bunch of pipes with that. Skinnier than my dick, which is nice, even if she hasn’t done anything about making the length more appropriate.

      “Allison is getting out of hand.”

      “Just your hand?”

      “Carly,” I groan.

      She pats my chest. “You should run for mayor.”

      “One job that wouldn’t require a PhD,” I mutter. “Between the ad hoc therapy and the sex lessons I feel like I’ve finally finished college when I wasn’t paying attention.”

      Carly reaches down, grabbing at Little Joe.

      “I don’t think you’d qualify for a shrink job,” she says, tweaking me a little.

      “Then what’s with this picture,” I say, fake dismayed, pointing at her sketchbook.

      “I think maybe you got your proportions wrong, girl. My proportions,” I say.

      She laughs and leans in to kiss me.

      “Wanna show me how wrong I am?”

      “Again?”

      She waggles her eyebrows at me. Who am I to say no, but⁠—

      “You okay with me teaching Allison?”

      “So long as she documents everything,” Carly says, completely deadpan.

      I’m halfway down Carly’s body, back to my happy place—the valley between her boobs—but that gets me.

      “Wait, what?”

      She grins. “I’m just saying—if you’re gonna offer free training, you might as well make it educational. Think of it as a public service. Feminist, even.”

      “You want me to run a nonprofit sex school out of the bar?”

      “You already are.”

      We both burst out laughing.

      I kiss her nipple like it’s the punchline, and she hums, threading her fingers through my hair.

      “You’re ridiculous,” I say.

      God help me.
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      By the time it rolls around for Allison’s first official lesson—Monday, 5PM sharp, my bedroom, and only if Mike and Other Mike can make it through two Happy Hours without commenting on what sex smells like—I am more than ready.

      Ready as in: stiff for half the day, distracted through three faucet replacements, and holding my temper like a hot coal since nine-thirty that morning.

      It all started with Tia.

      Tia, who I like—hell, who I funded, when she pitched me her high-end interior design + home goods fusion pop-up. Tia, who gives great blowjobs and even better back massages. Tia, who showed up at the mansion this morning in a matching loungewear set and a clip board.

      I was sitting on the edge of the couch with her on her knees in front of me, warm mouth wrapped tight around my cock, both of us having a perfectly fine time.

      Then she pulled off with a wet pop, wiped the side of her mouth with her thumb, and said, “Hey, babe, can I redo Stacy’s office?”

      I blinked. “Uh… sure?”

      She smiled and went back down like she was clocking in for overtime.

      

      I didn’t think much of it at the time. In fact, I forgot about it completely. Took a nap. Ate a sandwich. Fucked Carly in the shower. Did a supply run. Spent most of the afternoon fixing a busted lock on Petra’s back gate. Didn't even make it back to the mansion until nearly four.

      So imagine my surprise when I walk past Stacy’s office and find her standing in the middle of it, arms crossed, glaring at a tasteful new rug.

      There’s also a gold lamp where her floor file cabinet used to be. Her whiteboard has been replaced with some kind of artsy cork installation. The shelves are arranged in color-coded stacks.

      Stacy is not pleased.

      “I hate this,” she says flatly.

      I stop mid-step. “What?”

      “This isn’t an office anymore. It’s an influencer set.”

      I blink. “Tia said she wanted to freshen it up.”

      “It looks like a Glossier store in here, Joe.”

      “Yeah, well… it’s not that bad,” I say, scratching the back of my neck. “You still got your desk. The Wi-Fi works. She didn’t throw out your stapler.”

      Stacy turns toward me, her expression unreadable.

      “She took my whiteboard.”

      I glance at the corkboard. “You could pin stuff to that.”

      “I don’t want to pin stuff, Joe. I want to plan stuff. That’s what the whiteboard was for.”

      “Okay,” I say slowly. “So… we get you a new whiteboard?”

      She stares.

      “You’re missing the point.”

      “Honestly,” I mutter, “do you need to get laid or something? Because I sure do, and I’m still being nice about it.”

      Her eyes go wide. Then narrow.

      “Excuse me?”

      I throw up my hands. “I’m just saying, there’s a lot of stress in the room.”

      “Oh, there’s stress,” she snaps. “Because the entire organization I’ve built from scratch is now apparently subject to design changes dictated by whichever woman last had your dick in her mouth.”

      “Jesus, Stacy.”

      She stomps past me, muttering about boundaries and professionalism and how I’m going to “ruin everything by letting it become a fuck palace.”

      And just as the door slams behind her⁠—

      “Hey Joe,” Petra says, walking in from the hallway with a paper bag in one hand and a breezy smile on her face. “I brought cookies.”

      Beside her stands Natalie, tall and cool, in a denim dress and clear-framed glasses. She’s holding a thermos and surveying the scene like she’s already writing a Yelp review.

      “Oh,” she says. “We walk in on something?”
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        * * *

      

      At 5:02, Allison knocks on the screen door like she’s at a job interview.

      She’s wearing a dress I’ve never seen before—white eyelet cotton, the kind that looks like you could tear it with your teeth. Her lips are shiny. She’s got a little pink bow in her hair. She’s trying not to look scared, and not quite pulling it off.

      “Hey,” I say, opening the door. “You’re late.”

      “It’s two minutes.”

      “And I’ve been hard for sixty.”

      She blushes, eyes flicking to the porch floorboards like they might offer her an escape route. I reach past her for the pitcher of lemonade I made mostly to keep my hands busy and wave her toward the wicker chairs.

      “Come sit,” I say. “We’ll start with a drink.”

      She obeys—prim, polite, perky—and takes the glass I hand her with both hands like she’s auditioning for a farm-to-table seltzer ad.

      We sit. Sip. Listen to the cicadas. It’s hot but not sweltering. Breezy. Quiet.

      After a few minutes, she shifts in her seat and says, almost too soft to hear: “Are you mad?”

      I turn toward her. “Why would I be mad?”

      “That I… asked. For this.”

      I shake my head. “Allison, no. I’m glad you asked. I just don’t want you doing it because you think you’re supposed to. That’s how people wind up miserable.”

      She picks at the edge of her dress. “That’s kind of why I asked. I get in my head. I never know what to do. With my hands. Or my hips. Or my face. It’s like, I want it, and then I freeze.”

      I nod, slow. “So let’s take it slow.”

      She looks up, eyes bright. “Can we… go back upstairs?”

      I set my glass down. Stand. Hold out a hand.

      “Absolutely.”

      

      She’s draped across me like she was poured there—bare legs soft against my ribs, belly rising and falling, one foot twitching just a little every time I circle her clit with my tongue.

      I’ve got my hands wrapped around her thighs, and she’s got my cock halfway down her throat, but there’s no urgency. What I like about 69—something so lazy about it. Sensual. Kinda hard to come this way—for either party, I figure, with how distracting the whole setup is.

      Allison’s good at giving. Already was. Focused. Eager. But what she needs to learn is how to receive.

      Not just to lie there, but to notice.

      She shifts a little—barely—but I feel it. The subtle clench of her thighs around my ears, the way her hips angle, like her body’s trying to chase the pressure. Her breath hitches around my cock.

      I smile against her, then nip the inside of her thigh—light, teasing. Not enough to hurt. Just enough to make her flinch and hum around me in surprise.

      That hum goes straight through me.

      “Good girl,” I murmur, lips brushing where she’s slick and aching. “You’re paying attention.”

      Her breath. Her sounds. The way her hips start to chase my mouth when I ease up. These are things I want her to clock. To own.

      She pulls off, panting, and shifts to look back at me. Her chin’s shiny. Her eyes are glassy.

      “Joe,” she says, voice wrecked. “I feel like I’m floating.”

      “That’s good,” I say, licking my lips. “What made you float?”

      She blinks. Thinks.

      “The circles,” she says after a second. “With your tongue. When they slowed down.”

      I smile. “You just learned something.”

      She tries to settle back down to keep blowing me, but I stop her with a gentle hand on her hip.

      “Switch,” I say. “Your turn.”

      She looks surprised, then flops down onto her back, nervous and flushed. I grab a small bullet vibe from the nightstand—nothing crazy, just something basic. She stiffens a little as I flick it on, so I place it in her hand.

      “You hold it,” I say.

      She frowns. “I thought you⁠—”

      “I will,” I say. “But first, I want you to try. Just a little. Let me watch.”

      She hesitates. Then nods.

      She runs it over herself, tentative at first, then more deliberately. Her knees fall open. Her breathing goes shallow. I watch every twitch, every flicker of tension and release. Her hips lift once, then again. Her free hand grips the sheet. Her lip tucks under her teeth.

      She’s right on the edge when I touch her wrist and say, “Pause.”

      She whimpers, blinking up at me. “What?”

      “Take a breath.”

      She does, shuddering.

      I brush her hair back from her face. “What were you feeling?”

      She’s quiet a moment. “Hot. Tight. Like if I moved wrong, I’d lose it.”

      I nod. “Did you like it?”

      “Yes.”

      “Want to go again?”

      She swallows. “Yes.”

      

      I take the vibe from her and slide down between her thighs. Kiss the inside of her knee. Then the other. I take my time.

      When I finally press the toy to her clit again, I do it in bursts—soft pressure, then none. Long swirl, then nothing. Every time she starts to float, I pull her back down.

      She gasps. “Joe⁠—”

      “Shh.”

      Her hips lift. Her heels dig into the bed. Her hands flutter up like she doesn’t know where to put them.

      I run my free hand over her belly, her ribs, up to her breast. Trace circles around her nipple while the toy does the same between her legs. She’s shaking now, thighs trembling.

      Then I take it away again.

      She wails, flinging her arm over her eyes.

      “Why,” she gasps.

      “Because I want you to feel it build. You spend so much time worrying about doing it right—this is what happens when you let go.”

      She pants. “Joe—please—I want to—can I come?”

      I pause.

      Look up.

      “Okay,” I say, setting the vibe aside. “Let’s get something straight.”

      She blinks, chest rising and falling like she just ran a sprint.

      “This ‘asking me if you can come’ stuff?” I say. “It’s for the birds. I’m not your dom. I’m not your boyfriend. You don’t need my permission.”

      Her lips part.

      “If you want to come, then fucking come. Say it like you mean it. Say it because it’s yours.”

      Her breath hitches. “I want to come.”

      “Louder.”

      “I want to come.”

      I press the toy back to her clit and hold her gaze.

      “You’re allowed.”

      Her whole body bows.

      She cries out—half sob, half scream—as she comes, legs locking around my shoulders, sheets twisting beneath her fists. I keep the pressure steady until she’s done twitching, then ease it off and kiss the inside of her thigh.

      When I crawl up beside her, she’s boneless. Glowing. Beautiful.

      I tuck her against me, one hand lazily stroking her hair.

      “That,” I murmur, “was a very successful first lesson.”
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        * * *

      

      Of course by the time I get done edging Allison, I am on edge myself. At least that's my excuse for why I say yes to Carly's idea of Round 2 of Sex Olympics: a poolside handjob-off.

      “Forget mayor,” she says, laughing. “You’re the pleasure czar.”

      

      “So long as I get what’s mine.”

      It all kicks off Saturday morning.

      

      Me on a lounger by the pool, bare as the day I was born, half-hard and covered in coconut-scented oil while Carly makes a show of “warming me up.” Tia’s already out there too, stretched on the lounger next to mine, practically vibrating with anticipation.

      “Room for one more?” she asks, already lubed up and wearing nothing but sunglasses and lip gloss.

      “Always,” Carly says, shifting over so Tia can straddle one of my legs. Carly keeps working my chest. Tia starts on my thighs.

      Then Michelle shows up, looking like she just stepped out of a goddamn pinup calendar with her hair up and a vibrator tucked into the waistband of her bikini bottoms.

      Then Eva, hair still damp from the shower, smelling like honey and salt.

      And then Stacy walks by, muttering something about liability waivers and godlessness.

      “Jesus Christ,” I say, as four women coo over my dick like it’s a prize-winning melon. “Are we filming a thing?”

      “Nope,” Carly chirps. “Just practicing teamwork.”

      They take turns like they’re doing a clinic—Michelle with the grip strength, Eva with the twist, Carly coaching from the sidelines, and Tia just flat-out grinding against my hip.

      Somewhere in the middle of round two, the group vibe tips.

      Tia starts rubbing herself between strokes, moaning softly as Carly kisses Michelle, and Eva starts nibbling at Carly’s neck.

      Tia gasps. “Fuck—okay—okay—I need cock.”

      Michelle lifts her head. “I’ve got the strap.”

      Tia shakes her head. “Not silicone. Cock. I want to feel it.”

      I glance at the clipboard Carly left on the poolside table.

      “Tia,” I say, doing my best to sound serious. “We have a schedule.”

      “I need it,” she says, panting. “Please, Joe—I’ll go crazy.”

      I sigh.

      The things I do for this community.

      Michelle’s already lubed up and mounting Eva with the strap-on, Eva letting out this cute little whimper as she lifts her hips to meet it.

      And me?

      Well.

      Sometimes a man’s just got to scratch an itch.

      I maneuver Tia around so she’s kneeling on the grass, torso bent over the lounger.

      The skin on her ass is glowing a golden tawny brown in the sun, and man, it’s just like—a brown peach. Perfect. I’m a lucky son of a gun. I grab a little lube and lube her ass, just ’cause I can—the ass cheeks, I mean, not her hole. Just long enough to make her whimper a little more, and then I slide in—slow and steady, no ceremony. Just thick and deep and there, like I’m tightening a bolt or filling a damn pothole.

      She gasps and arches back against me, and I wrap a hand around her waist, steadying us both as I start to move.

      “Atta girl,” I murmur. “We’ll get you sorted.”

      “You needed it, huh,” I murmur, thumbing the curve of her ass as I bottom out. “Poor girl.”

      She moans, high and helpless. “Yes—Joe, yes, fuck, thank you⁠—”

      I start to move—long, deep strokes, angled just right to pull that little cry from her every time I push in. Her legs are shaking already. Her tits bounce with every thrust, and I reach forward, palm slick, to squeeze one while the other brushes the towel.

      From the corner of my eye, I catch Michelle. She’s got Eva flat on her back on a towel, her strap-on grinding slow and smooth into Eva’s hips while Eva keens under her, clinging with both arms. Michelle’s focused, precise, her hand on Eva’s hipbone like she’s fine-tuning a machine.

      They do this a lot now.

      Sometimes it’s fingers. Sometimes her fist. Sometimes it’s the strap.

      They never fuck alone—always in front of us, part of the bigger scene. A show. A ritual.

      And every damn time, I feel it—that pull. Watching them is almost as good as fucking. Sometimes better. The way Eva writhes under Michelle, open, undone, eager to be used. It gets me every time.

      Michelle glances up and catches my eye as she pushes deeper into Eva. She smirks. It’s not jealousy—it’s solidarity. She knows I’m watching and she likes it.

      So does Carly, apparently, because she leans in and captures my mouth in a kiss just as I drive deeper into Tia. Her lips are warm, a little citrus-sweet from her drink. She slides her tongue along mine, fingers curling around the back of my neck, and I groan into her mouth.

      Tia’s crying out now, grinding back against me like she’s gone wild, slick thighs quivering. My hands are full: Tia’s ass, Carly’s tit. Eva’s moaning, Michelle’s hips; my brain is melting in the heat.

      Tia chokes out, “I’m gonna come—I’m gonna⁠—”

      “Do it,” I growl, smacking her ass as she clamps down around me.

      She breaks apart with a sharp scream, trembling all over. I follow, coming deep, buried to the hilt, jaw clenched, body tense as hell.

      And even as I soften, I keep watching Michelle and Eva—like I always do.

      I slump back on the lounger like I’ve just run a triathlon with my dick.

      Tia’s curled up next to me, boneless and grinning, while Eva lays sprawled across the other chair, Michelle stroking her hair like a well-fed cat. The sun’s baking us all into a satisfied stupor, and the air smells like coconut oil, chlorine, and come.

      Carly perches on the armrest beside me, one leg draped over mine, idly tracing circles on my chest.

      “Joe,” she says, voice syrupy and smug, “you have so many jobs.”

      I grunt.

      “Handyman,” she says, ticking it off on her fingers. “Sex instructor. Emotional support jackhammer. Pool entertainment director.”

      I groan and cover my face with one arm.

      “Landlord. Masseuse. Cock therapist. Inspirational leader of the Pleasure Olympics.”

      “Stop.”

      “Mayor Fix-It.”

      “You forgot clipboard guy.”

      “Oh right,” she says, mock-serious. “Logistics. Vital.”

      She leans down and presses a kiss to my cheek.

      “You’re really good at all of them, you know.”

      I peek out from under my arm.

      She’s smiling. Not teasing now—just… warm.

      “I mean it,” she says. “You show up. Every time.”

      My throat gets a little tight, but I just nod.

      “I’m gonna nap,” I mutter.

      “Of course you are,” she says, brushing her fingers through my hair. “Take five, Coach. You’ve earned it.”
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        * * *

      

      My office still smells like printer toner and old ambition.

      The A/C’s clanking, the fluorescent light’s flickering, and I’m on my third cup of coffee trying to remember how to spell initiative. My shirt’s sticking to my back. My dick’s been through a war. And there’s a pink handprint on my thigh I can’t explain to anyone outside a porn set.

      So when Petra knocks on the glass and steps inside, I blink like I’m seeing a mirage.

      “Joe,” she says crisply. “Do you have ten minutes?”

      I check the clock. “Sure. I’ve got… I dunno, twenty brain cells left. Use them wisely.”

      She smiles. Small, tart. Dressed like she’s about to lead a wellness seminar, in a sleeveless linen dress and platform sandals. Natalie follows behind her, tall and calm, tablet in hand, highlighter tucked into her ponytail.

      “This is Natalie,” Petra says. “She is my—” she glances back, “—my thinking friend. She has helped shape this.”

      “Nice to meet you,” Natalie says, holding out a hand. Her grip’s firm. Her vibe’s unfazed.

      Petra sits first. Natalie perches beside her. They don’t wait for small talk.

      “We want to create a support service,” Petra says. “For women who are lonely. Who don’t have community. Who don’t know how to leave bad situations. Or who come out of something bad and don’t know what happens next.”

      “Like a shelter?” I ask.

      “No,” Petra says quickly. “That already exists. This is after that. We want to build skills. Belonging. There would be host homes. Training programs. Some counseling. Some… sexual health, too.”

      My eyebrows lift. Natalie picks up smoothly.

      “Hearth Sisterhood,” she says. “That’s the name. A soft place to land, and a path to something more stable. We’ve drafted a proposal for a pilot—five women, three months, three homes.”

      Petra watches me carefully. “We would run it. Not you. But we need startup funds. And permission to use one of the renovation houses as our first location.”

      I lean back in my chair.

      It’s not a bad idea. Hell, it’s a good one. It fits. Threads right through what we’re already doing—housing, health, education, repair. I glance at Petra. She’s sitting very straight. Her hands are folded neatly in her lap.

      “I know you already give us a lot,” she says quietly. “But this—this I think is worth it.”

      There’s no seduction in her voice. No flirt. Just the kind of fierce, bone-deep conviction I’ve come to expect from Petra when something matters.

      I tap my pen against the desk.

      “You run it clean,” I say. “Not a sugar-baby pipeline. Not a halfway house. Something real.”

      Petra nods once. “Of course.”

      I turn to Natalie. “You do the admin?”

      She nods. “Budget, partnerships, brand language. I’ve got a nonprofit background. Petra’s the heart, I’m the calendar.”

      “I can see it now,”I say. “You two are gonna be dangerous.”

      “Dangerous  is for good,” Petra says, smiling.

      I push the folder back toward them. “Let’s do it.”

      Petra blinks. Then leans forward slightly, hands still folded.

      “You are very good man,” she says. “Very good boss. I do not know how you run everything, but I hope you don’t stop.”

      Then she stands. Smooth. Sharp.

      Natalie smiles. “We’ll follow up with paperwork,” she says, and then they’re gone, leaving me staring at the door and wondering how I became the kind of man people look up to.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      I tie her to the bed with soft scarf bindings—her arms stretched above her head, her legs parted and bent, knees supported by rolled towels. Nothing tight. Just enough to keep her still.

      She’s blindfolded. Breathing fast. Her chest rising and falling like she just sprinted a mile in summer heat.

      “This okay?” I ask.

      She nods, hard.

      “Words, Allison.”

      “Yes,” she whispers.

      I trace a finger down her sternum, feel the shiver ripple all the way to her toes.

      Feather first.

      Light as a sigh. Over her nipples, down her stomach, between her legs—never quite touching what she wants. She whimpers, trying to follow it, hips shifting, hands twitching in their bindings.

      Then the ice cube—just one, slow, wet trail down her inner thigh.

      She gasps. Whimpers again.

      “Relax,” I say. “You’re safe. Just feel it.”

      Then comes the honey. Drizzled over her breasts, sticky and slow. I lick it off, tongue wide and flat, sucking each nipple between laps until she’s squirming hard enough to make the bed creak.

      Ice cream next.

      Just a tiny spoonful—cold as sin—dabbed over her belly, just below the navel.

      “Joe—” she gasps.

      “I know.”

      I lower my mouth to her skin, and the contrast nearly breaks me—the shocking chill of cream against the sun-warmed heat of her belly, the way her whole body jumps under me like she’s been branded in reverse. Her skin tastes like summer: a little salt, a little sweat, the faint ghost of sunscreen. The ice cream melts fast, slick and sweet on my tongue, sugar tangled up in the taste of her.

      I lick it off slow, messy. I drag my tongue over the curves of her stomach, chasing every drop as it dribbles down her side, and she shivers—hands fisting the towel beneath her like she’s trying to anchor herself to the earth.

      And Jesus, I am so hard I could split wood.

      This whole setup—her tied up and begging, flushed and slick, body straining against her own arousal—it’s fucking unreal. My cock’s been leaking since I tied the second knot.

      I had sort of second thoughts when Tia showed me her mood board/master plan/whatever you call it for my master bedroom. Antique walnut carved four-poster bed seemed a bit over the top at the time, but of course, Tia was right. It’s perfect for tying a girl or two up.

      It’s nice in here, comfortable. Linen sheets and the floor stained dark, and thinking about the furniture and how nice this whole room is—nice like I never thought my life would be like, a year ago—it’s not working, in terms of taking my mind off my dick.

      No matter how nice the sheets are.

      Allison’s cuffed up in soft cotton ties I rigged myself, and her whole body is open and arching for me, and if I’m being honest, I’m this close to fucking her mouth just to take the edge off.

      But she’s not ready for that.

      She’s not quite there.

      I pull back, hands shaking, breath shallow. I try to focus on the sound of the cicadas humming outside, looking for any kind of way back to “clean thoughts only.”

      Where the hell is Carly?

      Probably at the co-op kitchen, checking on those goddamn turmeric bone broth jars. Michelle’s at the garage, elbow-deep in someone’s transmission. Petra’s probably out sourcing spiritual leaders, since she’s got Natalie handling admin.

      A roll in the back room with Stacy? Maybe. If I want to get yelled at before she lets me bend her over the table.

      A visit to Tia would take too long. She’d want to come twice. Minimum.

      Eva?

      Eva’d let me do whatever I want.

      I look down at Allison—glistening with honey, breathless under the blindfold, legs twitching like she’s trying to fuck the air.

      Jesus.

      If I don’t bury myself in Eva’s ass after this, I’m gonna black out from the sheer unspent tension.

      “Allison,” I say, licking honey off my lower lip, “you still doing okay?”

      She nods. “It’s… a lot.”

      “Good.”

      I drag the feather between her thighs again.

      She gasps so hard it sounds like a sob.

      I smile.

      This is exactly what she signed up for.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      By the time I make it back downstairs, everyone’s already halfway through dinner.

      Long table in the courtyard. Mismatched chairs. Lights strung up like it’s a party even when it isn’t. Carly made some kind of roast chicken thing, Stacy brought wine, and Michelle’s halfway through a story about a client who thought a rattling noise meant “ghosts in the undercarriage.”

      The girls are loud. Laughing. Talking over each other. Petra’s wearing her reading glasses, passing the salad like she’s running a board meeting. Tia’s feeding Eva grilled zucchini off her fork.

      Carly waves me over. “There he is. Our man of the hour.”

      “Please,” I say, collapsing into the empty seat between her and Michelle. “I’m officially out of hours.”

      Petra looks up. “You’re lucky I don’t need you tonight. Zoning board email has ruined my mood.”

      “What now?” Carly asks, pouring me a glass of wine I absolutely did not ask for.

      “They want commercial paperwork,” Petra says, shrugging. “It’s bullshit. They didn’t care until we started having success. Now they are ‘concerned about occupancy.’”

      “It’s a house,” Michelle says. “It’s literally a house.”

      Petra nods. “But not just a house. Not anymore.”

      I let my eyes wander across the table to Eva, sitting quiet at the far end.

      She’s smiling at something Tia said. Laughing a little. Her hand’s resting on Tia’s thigh. Her cheeks are flushed from the wine or the sun or the orgasm she had about an hour ago bent over the bed while I railed her ass like it was a religious calling.

      Carly makes me feel alive. Seen. Challenged.

      Eva makes me feel…

      I don’t know. Safe, maybe. Known.

      She likes what I like. She wants it rough. Hard. Unfiltered. Doesn’t flinch, doesn’t fake. Just opens up and lets me in, over and over, like it’s the easiest thing in the world. Like it’s ours.

      And I love that about her.

      She catches me watching, smiles at me like she knows exactly what I’m remembering.

      Then, like she’s dropping in a weather update, she says:

      “I’m leaving in two weeks, by the way. Just so everyone remembers.”

      The table goes quiet for half a second, just long enough for it to land. Not new information. Not a surprise. But it still hits me like someone dropped a plate.

      I nod. Slowly. Swallow the ache in my throat with a sip of wine.

      She’ll be back, I think.

      I hope she’ll be back.
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        * * *

      

      I pull into the gravel lot out front of the diner and idle a second, just looking at it. The place cleaned up nice. New paint job I slapped on a few weeks ago—soft yellow with crisp white trim, not too precious, just enough to make it look like someone gives a damn. I touch the brim of an imaginary hat to myself. Town might not say it out loud, but they notice.

      Inside, the AC is trying its best and the linoleum’s doing that sticky-squeak thing under my boots. There’s a half-full pie case by the register and Patsy Cline on the radio.

      “Morning, Joe,” says Janine, wiping down a table by the window.

      “Hey, darlin’. You keeping those boys in line?”

      She rolls her eyes and jerks her chin toward the kitchen. “Trying. You want your usual?”

      “Maybe in a bit,” I say, nodding toward the booths.

      I spot Doug Wexler in the back—same thick neck and lopsided smirk from high school, but now softened by politics and small-town PR. He waves me over like we’re still on the football team.

      “Joe,” he says, standing just long enough to clap me on the shoulder. “Damn good to see you.”

      “Wex,” I nod, sliding into the booth. “You still making excuses for your broken tackles?”

      “Only when there’s witnesses,” he chuckles, and sips from a chipped mug.

      The waitress tops me off without asking. We talk about the new sidewalks by the middle school, about the fishing permit initiative, about his kid getting waitlisted at Davis. It’s normal. Friendly.

      And then, casually, he leans in.

      “So… that house you’ve got up on Larkspur,” he says, not looking up. “Getting some attention.”

      I sip. “From who?”

      “Depends. Realtors. Retirees. That group that does family values surveys.”

      I wait.

      “You’ve got a lot of women coming and going. Different vehicles, late hours. Donation requests with no 501(c)(3) on file. Some neighbors are… curious.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “They could just ask.”

      “Sure,” he says, still not looking at me. “But they’re not gonna ask you. They’ll ask each other. Then they’ll ask me.”

      “And what do you tell them?”

      He meets my eyes now.

      “That I remember you as a decent guy. Who built his own carburetor junior year. Who helped my cousin patch his roof for beer and a sandwich.”

      He leans back.

      “But I also tell them that politics is perception. And if you don’t define the story, someone else will.”

      There’s a silence between us. Thick and buzzing.

      “Are you threatening me, Doug?”

      He smiles. “Not at all. I’m offering you the chance to frame your narrative.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “There’s a council meeting next Thursday. Open mic. Five minutes if you sign up early. Might be a good moment to remind folks you’re not running a cult. Just… investing in the community.”

      I stare at him. Think about Petra. About Eva. About the house and everything we’ve built, messy as it is.

      “I’ll speak,” I say.

      Doug nods like it’s a business deal.

      “Good. You always did have a decent voice.”
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      Tuesday morning. Downtown office. Me and Stacy, two coffees deep and surrounded by paperwork.

      She’s in her usual perch by the window, legs crossed, tablet in one hand, highlighter in the other. Hair up, dark glasses on, sandals kicked off. We’ve been reviewing our properties for an hour now—rental timelines, renovation budgets, occupancy permits.

      This is our rhythm. Every week. Our version of pillow talk.

      “So Petra’s getting heat,” I say, flipping through a folder. “Zoning board wants her to reclassify Hearth as commercial.”

      “Of course they do,” Stacy says without looking up. “Because it’s not a strip mall and they don’t know what to do with it.”

      “She’s pissed.”

      “She’s Ukrainian. She’s always pissed.”

      I chuckle. “She’s also right. They’re trying to stall her.”

      “Then don’t let them,” Stacy says. “Buy the damn B&B outright. Put it in a community investment trust.”

      I blink. “Say that again?”

      She shrugs. “Petra’s going to run part of it as a B&B, right? To give the girls real-life work experience? That part, use a structure where you find it and locals buy in. You guarantee a modest return—like three percent, nothing flashy. But it’s their money, invested here. Keeps the influence in-town.”

      She leans back, taps her pen against her thigh.

      “The dot-commers are already circling. You and I sold them houses, Joe. And we made them agree to fund roads, teachers, clean water. But this—this could be bigger. Smarter.”

      I stare at her. “How long have you been sitting on this?”

      “Since Petra pitched Hearth. But I needed you to say she was serious before I burned the match.”

      I nod slowly. “She’s serious.”

      “Then light it.”

      We sit in silence for a moment. Outside, someone’s trimming hedges. A truck rattles by.

      “Vibe’s been weird lately,” Stacy says finally.

      I glance over. “Weird how?”

      “Too much… palace. Not enough purpose.”

      I know what she means. The parties. The sex. The swirl of girls and needs and feelings. It’s not bad—but it’s not the tight ship we started with.

      “I miss the early days,” she adds, almost too quietly.

      “Tia’s business is blowing up,” I offer. “She’s decorating half the hill. Everyone wants her coastal-farmhouse-maximalist-boho bullshit.”

      Stacy snorts. “You hate that style.”

      “I hate the name. It’s working for her.”

      “She’s gorgeous,” Stacy says, not quite smiling. “She walks in a room and everyone adjusts.”

      I let that sit.

      “For a while,” she adds, “I was the only one like me. The only professional woman. You always said you liked that.”

      “I do,” I say. “I like you. You’re sharp. Strategic. Brutal when you need to be.”

      She shrugs. “Maybe. But something’s changed.”

      I want to say no. That it’s still us. That she’s still the one I go to when I need to figure out how to fund a dream without setting it on fire.

      But I don’t.
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        * * *

      

      It’s supposed to just be a pool hang.

      But of course, it’s Carly.

      Which means at some point, the sunscreen turns into lube, the frozen grapes become foreplay props, and the whole thing shifts into “Show Allison How We Take Care of Joe” Day.

      

      It starts slow.

      Carly is the first to pull me over, slick from the pool, beads of water tracking between her breasts. She lays back on a lounge chair, cups her tits together, and grins.

      “Come on, baby,” she says. “Show Allison how you start your day.”

      I drop to my knees without protest. Slide my cock between her tits, already half-hard from the sun and the smell of her skin. She moans, arches a little, flicks her tongue out to tease the head when it pops through the top.

      Allison watches, rapt, legs crossed, arms hugged around her knees. Her mouth slightly open.

      When Carly’s done—pulling me in for a deep, messy kiss—Michelle is next.

      She doesn’t ask.

      She commands.

      “Stand up,” she says, towel knotted around her hips, eyes sharp as her jawline. “Hands behind your back.”

      I obey.

      She walks a slow circle around me, dragging her nails across my chest, my thighs, the small of my back. Then she palms my cock and squeezes—not gentle.

      “Good boys don’t move,” she murmurs. “Let the pressure build.”

      I grunt. She smiles.

      When she finally lets go, I’m leaking and desperate.

      Then it’s Tia’s turn.

      She approaches like she’s seducing a saint—soft touches, sweet praise, slow kisses along my neck. One hand slides into my waistband, the other to my jaw.

      “Joe,” she whispers, “you’re always so good to me.”

      She dips her hand lower. I moan.

      “Which is why,” she adds brightly, “when I wanted him to agree to baby puke green tile for the new powder room at work⁠—”

      “You said it was olive.”

      “You heard what you wanted to hear,” she says, kneeling in front of me. She sticks her tongue out and licks a slow line up the underside of my cock.

      Stacy mutters from behind her sunglasses, “I knew it.”

      Carly cackles. “What, like you’ve never sweet-talked a contractor?”

      “I didn’t say that,” Stacy says tightly.

      “I’m just saying,” Carly adds, “a well-timed charm offensive goes a long way when you need someone to sign off on plumbing.”

      Everyone laughs—except Stacy, who mumbles something about “charm offensive in what language?”

      Eva’s still in the pool, arms cross over the edge. hums, still in the pool, arms draped over the edge. “I just ask Joe nicely,” she says.

      Michelle snorts. “You ask Joe with your ass in the air and a bottle of lube in your hand.”

      “Exactly.”

      I’m drenched in attention, cock twitching, brain barely online.

      Allison looks like she’s watching a baptism. Or a public execution.

      And then, like divine intervention—or punishment—the first fat drops of rain hit the patio.
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        * * *

      

      The rain comes in fast—hot, fat drops splattering the patio like someone upended a bucket.

      Carly shrieks. Tia grabs the sunscreen. Michelle grabs me.

      “Inside, now,” she says, tugging me by the wrist like I’m a misbehaving teenager and not a man currently half-hard and drenched in coconut oil.

      Everyone stumbles in through the sliding glass doors, laughing and dripping and slightly feral.

      Towels hit tile. Wet swimsuits slap the floor. Someone turns on the Bluetooth speaker and something funky and way too rhythmic starts playing.

      “I vote Naked Twister,” Carly announces, already digging the spinner out from a bin by the couch. “We’ve got a new recruit to haze.”

      “Demo mode only,” Stacy says dryly, towel-wrapped and still managing to look like a CEO. “No sprained wrists or broken penises.”

      “Party pooper,” Michelle mutters.

      “Reality check.”

      Tia, already halfway down the hall with a basket of toys, calls over her shoulder, “If we’re doing this, we’re doing it downstairs.”

      Carly beams. “Basement playroom it is. Joe, grab the lube.”

      The rain comes in fast—hot, fat drops splattering the patio like someone upended a bucket.

      Carly shrieks. Tia grabs the sunscreen. Michelle grabs me.

      “Inside, now,” she says, tugging me by the wrist like I’m a misbehaving teenager and not a man currently half-hard and drenched in coconut oil.

      Everyone stumbles in through the sliding glass doors, laughing and dripping and slightly feral.

      Towels hit tile. Wet swimsuits slap the floor. Someone turns on the Bluetooth speaker and something funky and way too rhythmic starts playing.

      “I vote Naked Twister,” Carly announces, already digging the spinner out from a bin by the couch. “We’ve got a new recruit to haze.”

      “Demo mode only,” Stacy says dryly, towel-wrapped and still managing to look like a CEO. “No sprained wrists or broken penises.”

      “Party pooper,” Michelle mutters.

      “Reality check.”

      Tia, already halfway down the hall with a basket of toys, calls over her shoulder, “If we’re doing this, we’re doing it downstairs.”

      Carly beams. “Basement it is. Joe, grab the lube.”

      

      The game starts silly. Naked limbs everywhere. Carly somehow manages to cheat and flash everyone at once. Tia keeps losing because she insists on arching her back every time she bends over, which, frankly, is nobody’s complaint.

      Michelle fakes a leg cramp just to press her tits against Stacy. Eva plays like she’s high and boneless, just smiling and stretching and letting people crawl over her.

      Allison’s right in it—giggling, competitive, brushing bodies without flinching. She’s sweating and flushed and having the time of her life.

      Then she lands on the red circle.

      And something in her stutters. Shoulders tense. Smile flickers, just for a second.

      Carly doesn’t miss it. Tips her head, one hand still braced on the floor, the other sliding slow over Michelle’s thigh.

      “That’s the… advanced placement spot,” she says, voice light but loaded.

      Michelle snorts. “She means anal.”

      Allison goes pink to the ears. “Oh.”

      Carly straightens up, still half-twisted around Michelle’s thigh, and gives her the out like a pro. “Tell you what. Demo mode only tonight. You’re doing amazing, and if that’s too much right now? That’s completely okay.”

      Allison swallows hard. “Okay.”

      She eases out of the game after that. Slips back to the edge of the room with her wineglass, wraps a towel around herself like she’s cold, even though her cheeks are burning.

      Still smiling. Still nodding along. But now she’s watching—intensely.

      And I’m watching her.

      She’s perched on the arm of the couch, pretending to sip wine, but her thighs are pressed tight together, and every now and then she shifts like she’s trying to get some relief without moving too much. I see the way her breath catches when Carly straddles Michelle and grinds slow, moaning into her mouth like they’ve done this a hundred times. See the way Allison’s tongue peeks out to wet her bottom lip when Eva rolls her hips against the floor like she’s riding someone invisible.

      Stacy leans back, legs spread, fingers absentminded between her thighs while Tia licks salt off her collarbone—long, slow, deliberate.

      Allison’s wine sloshes just a little. She doesn’t blink.

      She doesn’t leave. Doesn’t look away.

      But she’s buzzing. Flushed, squirming, practically vibrating with need.

      And I’m so hard it hurts.
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        * * *

      

      Allison’s in my bed, curled on her side, wearing one of my old T-shirts and nothing else. Her hair’s still damp from the shower, sticking to her cheek. She hasn’t said much since the party ended.

      I slide in behind her, slow and careful.

      “You good?” I ask.

      She nods. Then pauses.

      “That was… a lot.”

      “Too much?”

      She shakes her head against the pillow. “Not in a bad way.”

      I wait.

      She rolls onto her back, stares up at the ceiling. “I didn’t know it could feel like that.”

      “Like what?”

      “Fun. Hot. But… safe.” She looks over at me. “Even the part that scared me. I was still… okay.”

      There’s a long beat.

      I watch her thighs shift under the sheet. She’s still turned on. Been squirming all night. But she hasn’t asked for anything. Not yet.

      “You don’t have to do anything you’re not ready for,” I say.

      “I know,” she says. Her voice is quieter now. “But I want to. I just…”

      She trails off. Chews her bottom lip.

      “…I want to be ready,” she finishes.

      I nod, reaching over to brush her hair back from her face. She leans into it, eyes closing just for a second.

      “We’ll wait,” I say. “And when you are? We’ll take it slow. I’ll talk you through it. We’ll make it good.”

      She opens her eyes again. There’s something molten behind them. Soft. Hungry. Scared. Curious.

      I feel her knee brush mine under the blanket. Feel the warmth radiating off her skin.

      I’m half-hard already.

      But I don’t move.

      Because tonight wasn’t about taking. It was about showing. And she got it. All of it. Every look, every laugh, every moan. She drank it in like she was starving.

      I can wait.

      Barely.
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        * * *

      

      As crazy as the week was, it ends on the best note ever: handing Petra the keys to one of the properties Stacy and I bought up this spring.

      “Haven’t found an owner for it yet,” I say to Petra. “Thinking this can be a B&B. Run by you.”

      “With profits divided between your new nonprofit,” Stacy says, “and Joe’s new community fund.”

      Petra looks so startled I think I could knock her over with a feather.

      “Tia’s agreed to do a remodel, oversee everything—I’ll pay for that part too,” I say, thinking this might be a worry.

      “I don’t know what to say,” Petra says, finally.

      “Just say yes,” I say. “Also, figured this kind of outright ownership and cross-integration makes the whole community have a stake. And it puts some pressure on the town council over the zoning. Makes it harder to say no. Which is what I’ll tell them tonight at the meeting.”
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      Didn’t wear a suit.

      Didn’t seem honest.

      Just clean jeans, boots, and the button-down Carly says makes me look “like I own property but still change my own oil.”

      The meeting’s in the old council chambers, the one that smells like dust and dried glue, with folding chairs that squeak and a mic that buzzes like a pissed-off hornet.

      I wait through two dog park complaints and one guy angry about garbage pickup. Then they call my name.

      I stand. Step up. Clear my throat.

      “My name’s Joe,” I say into the mic. “Some of you know me as the guy who fixes stuff. Some of you probably know me as the guy who owns the old mansion on Larkspur. The one people are talking about.”

      Pause.

      “I’m here to tell you what we’re doing. And what we’re not.”

      I grip the sides of the podium. Not tight. Just steady.

      “We’re not running a business. We’re not running a cult. We’re not hurting anybody. What we are doing is building something better.”

      “There’s a woman—Petra—some of you know her. She left a bad situation. She had nowhere to go. Now she’s running a pilot program out of a property I just gave her the keys to. It’s called Hearth Sisterhood. It’s a place where women who’ve lost their footing can land, and learn, and start again.They’ll be doing that by running a B&B. Tia, another local businesswoman, is redesigning it herself. You might’ve seen her work on half the houses in the hills.”

      “There’s a community investment trust funding it. Meaning you—this town—owns part of it. It’s not charity. It’s training. For the women involved, for the town investors, for me. It’s people learning to hold each other up and keep the receipts.”

      I take a breath.

      “This is not just about zoning. This is about neighbors. And if what makes people uncomfortable is that I live with women who take care of me and who I take care of in return—emotionally, sexually, logistically—then I invite you to ask yourselves why that makes you so mad. Especially when we’re also fixing roofs and filling potholes and building businesses and keeping each other safe.”

      Another breath.

      “This is a new kind of family. And it’s working. For all of us. So let private be private. And let good work be good work.”

      I nod once, step back, and return to my seat.

      Carly squeezes my hand.

      Michelle mutters, “Fucking nailed it.”

      And I think, for once, that maybe I did.
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        * * *

      

      I park outside her sorority house like a fucking creep.

      Engine idling, windows cracked, truck clean—Carly made me wipe the dash and everything, said I wasn’t allowed to pick up a girl this young with gum wrappers on the floor.

      She’s not that young. Twenty-one. Maybe twenty-two. But still—Stacy’s voice is ringing in my ears.

      Too much fuck palace. Not enough purpose.

      Allison jogs down the steps, denim skirt, tight white T-shirt, hair up in a high ponytail like she’s trying to cosplay her own porn search terms.

      She opens the passenger door, hops in, and gives me a smile so bright I forget how to drive for a second.

      “Hey,” she says. “You cleaned your truck.”

      I grunt. “Carly made me.”

      She laughs. “Smart woman.”

      We pull away, windows down, heat still clinging to the pavement. I head out toward the bluffs, no music, just wind and gravel and the sound of her bare legs sticking slightly to the seat.

      “You nervous?” I ask.

      “A little.”

      “Me too.”

      She looks over. “Really?”

      “I don’t want to fuck this up.”

      “You won’t.”

      I glance at her. She’s fidgeting with her hands, thumb sliding over the knuckle of her opposite index finger like she’s rehearsing something.

      She looks young, yeah. But not helpless. Not passive. She wants this. Has asked for this over and over in her own way. And now she’s showing up.

      I pull off at the lookout. Park. Turn toward her fully.

      “If you’re not ready,” I say, “we can just hang out. I’ll take you to get fries and we’ll talk about terrible exes.”

      “I’m ready,” she says, almost before I finish.

      And then, softer: “I want it to be with you. I mean, in my ass. Just there.”
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        * * *

      

      Back at my place, I let her walk in first.

      She pauses in the entryway, looking around like she’s never really seen it before. The walls. The light. The bed.

      I give her space. Head to the kitchen. Pour us both a glass of water, set one by the nightstand.

      When I come back, she’s sitting on the edge of the bed, knees together, fingers clenched in her lap.

      “Allison,” I say gently. “Come here.”

      She looks up and stands. Walks to me in three small steps.

      I lift my hand and slide it into her ponytail. Tilt her face up. Kiss her slow.

      She opens for me right away—soft, warm, eager. Her hands stay at her sides until I guide them to my waist. Then she holds on.

      When I pull back, her lips are shiny. Her eyes are glassy.

      “You sure?” I ask.

      She nods. “Yes. I’ve thought about this for weeks.”

      “Then we do it right,” I say. “No rush. Just us.”

      I start with her shirt. Slide it up, over her head, and kiss the top of each shoulder. She shivers. I unhook her bra. Trail kisses down her chest. Suck one nipple into my mouth, then the other, while she gasps and clutches my shoulders.

      She’s trembling already. Not from fear—from focus.

      “Lie down,” I murmur.

      She climbs onto the bed, watching me the whole time.

      I strip slowly—shirt first, then jeans, then boxers. She stares at my cock like it’s a test she’s been studying for. I smile and kneel beside her, pulling a bottle of lube from the drawer.

      “Breathe,” I say. “We’re going to go slow. You tell me everything you feel.”

      She nods.

      I start with kisses.

      Her mouth, her neck, the hollow of her throat. Her belly. Her hips. I run my hands up her thighs, open her gently, and lick her slowly until she’s writhing under me, whispering “ohmygod” like a prayer.

      Then I loop my arm around one thigh and lick lower.

      She stiffens.

      I glance up. “Still okay?”

      “Yes,” she says. Breathless.

      I go back in. Slow, teasing, licking just around her asshole before pressing the tip of my tongue to the center. She moans, high and startled, then bucks up into me. Her hands claw at the sheets.

      “Jesus,” she whispers. “I didn’t know that would feel that good.”

      “Good,” I murmur. “Let’s make it better.”

      I slick up my fingers with lube and tease one inside. Just the tip. I watch her face the whole time.

      “You okay?”

      “Yes,” she breathes. “I want it.”

      “Tell me if anything hurts. Tell me if anything doesn’t feel amazing.”

      She nods. “Okay.”

      I work her open slow—one finger, then two. Gentle twisting, soft strokes inside. Her ass clenches around me and I murmur praise into her skin, kissing her thigh as she moans and writhes.

      “Joe,” she says finally, “I’m ready.”

      “Joe,” she says again, eyes wide, voice trembling. “I’m ready.”

      I don’t rush.

      I kiss her first—soft and deep—while I lube my cock. She watches, flushed and open, legs splayed, breath catching when I stroke myself slow and steady, getting slick, getting sure.

      Then I nudge her thighs wider. Help her turn to her side—one leg bent up, the other long, so I can control the angle. So I can see her.

      “This way’s easier,” I murmur, mouth at her ear. “You can push back when you want more. Pull away if you need a break.”

      She nods, fingers curling in the sheets.

      I guide the head of my cock to her ass. Let it rest there. Just a moment. Let her feel the heat of it, the weight.

      Then I press—slow, controlled, just the tip.

      She makes a sound. Gasp. Groan. Halfway between panic and ecstasy.

      “Breathe,” I say. “You’re doing so good, baby. Just like that.”

      Another inch.

      Her whole body shivers.

      “Ohmygod,” she whispers.

      “You okay?”

      “Yes—yes—don’t stop⁠—”

      I keep going, pausing between each push, letting her stretch around me. Letting her want it.

      And fuck, the visual is unreal—my cock disappearing into her tiny hole, the way she opens around me like a raspberry splitting open in the sun. Plush and swollen and pink. The dark chocolate heat of her just underneath—slick and trembling and mine.

      She’s so fucking tight it’s like I’m being squeezed by a fist made of velvet. My fingers dig into her hip just to keep from losing it. I can see everything—the slow stretch, the way her body fights it and takes it all the same, the little flutter of her rim around the base of my cock when I pause just inside.

      “You feel incredible,” I rasp. “So fucking tight. You’re taking it like a champ.”

      She whimpers. Presses back against me, giving me more. Letting me in.

      And then—I’m buried.

      All the way in.

      My vision whites out. There’s a roaring in my ears. I have to bite my own tongue not to come from the goddamn intensity of it. From the way she holds me, squeezes me, like her body was built for this exact moment.

      

      “You okay?” I whisper, kissing her neck.

      She nods. Breathless. “It’s a lot. But I want it. I like it.”

      “Tell me when you want more.”

      “Now,” she says, hips tilting.

      I start to move.

      Slow, grinding strokes—inch out, press back in. Just enough to feel the drag, the tight squeeze all along my cock as she clenches around me. She moans every time. Soft and open and messy, like the sound’s being pulled right out of her.

      Her hand slips between her legs. She rubs herself while I fuck her, low and deep and steady, hips rolling to meet mine like she can’t get enough.

      “Yeah, baby,” I murmur, breath hot against her shoulder. “Touch yourself. I want you to come just like this—full of me.”

      I reach around and join her—two fingers on her clit, circling, guiding. She’s so wet it’s obscene, the kind of slick that makes your fingers glide and stick all at once.

      She chokes on a moan. Her whole body locks up—every muscle taut—and then she unravels. Comes with a sob, thighs trembling, hand clutching my wrist like I’m her anchor in a goddamn storm.

      But I’m not done.

      She’s still fluttering around me, still sensitive and soaked, and I fuck her through it—slow but relentless. Stroke after stroke, drawing out the aftershocks. My cock’s so deep she gasps, twitching with every thrust, moaning into the pillow like she doesn’t know if she wants more or mercy.

      Her ass clenches around me, greedy and perfect, and I can’t hold it back any longer.

      I let go with a groan, burying myself to the root as I spill inside her, heart thudding in my throat, the kind of orgasm that blanks everything out except her body and the heat between us.

      We stay like that.

      Panting. Pressed together. Sweat-slick and half-conscious.

      I stroke her back. She kisses my forearm.

      And for a minute, the whole world goes still.

      

      “That,” she says finally, voice hoarse, “was so much better than I thought it would be.”

      I smile into her shoulder. “You did good.”

      She rolls onto her back and looks at me—eyes wide, dazed, like she’s not quite sure what planet she’s on now. Her lips part like she might say something else, then close again.

      She’s glowing.

      Spread out across my bed, one thigh hitched over the blanket, hair everywhere, flushed and wrecked in the prettiest way. She looks like she just stumbled out of a dream and isn’t sure if she’s supposed to wake up yet.

      I hand her a glass of water. She takes it with both hands, sips slow like she’s been through something holy.

      “You okay?” I ask, brushing a thumb over the inside of her knee.

      She nods. “I feel amazing. Like, religious-level amazing. Like I should start a cult.”

      I laugh. “One girl ass cult?”

      She shrugs, grinning—loose-limbed and flushed, glowing like she’s been rewired from the inside out.

      “Be right back,” I murmur.

      I make my way to the bathroom, legs a little unsteady. My ears are still ringing—like there’s static in the air, or maybe I just haven’t come down yet. I turn on the tap, let the water run cold, and grab a washcloth from the shelf. Soak it. Wring it out. Do something with my hands while I try to breathe like a normal person.

      Then I catch sight of myself in the mirror.

      Jesus.

      Hair a mess. Bite marks on my shoulder. Eyes wild. I look like I barely survived something—which is about right.

      I shake my head. Press the cold cloth to the back of my neck, then my face. Try to reset. Try to get a grip. She’s new. I’m supposed to be in control. Supposed to be the one leading, anchoring. Not the one staggering around the bathroom like I got possessed by the Holy Spirit and fucked it out of myself.

      I take a breath. Then another.

      Okay.

      Back in the bedroom, she’s curled up on her side, sheets tangled around her waist, face soft and open.

      I slide in next to her, pressing the damp towel between her legs, softly, gently.  She nestles against me, legs akimbo, breath soft.

      “Thank you,” she says, quieter now.

      I press a kiss to the top of her head.

      “You’re welcome,” I murmur.  “You were perfect.”

      “Thanks,” she says again. “I can’t wait to do it again.”

      I grin. “Yeah?”

      She props her chin on my chest, beaming. “Totally. But don’t get any ideas about my vagina.”

      I blink. “Noted.”

      “I’m saving that for Bobby.”

      I freeze. “Bobby.”

      She nods, all earnest.

      “My boyfriend. I told you.”

      “No,” I say slowly, “I don’t think you did.”

      Well, maybe she did—but not in a way that I understood her to mean boyfriend boyfriend. What kind of boyfriend can it be if she’s over here sticking her ass in the air for me?

      “Oh,” she says brightly. “Well, anyway. He’s not a bad guy—Bobby, I mean. Just… kind of perfect? Like the kind of guy you don’t want to mess things up with. My ex said I was too stiff, so I figured… if I got more confident, more experienced, then maybe this time it would go better.”

      She pauses, then tacks on, almost like it’ll make it better:

      “This isn’t about you or anything. You’ve just been—really helpful.”

      I stare at the ceiling for a long moment.

      She kisses my chest. “You’re such a good teacher, Joe.”

      “Glad to be of service,” I say, trying not to die.

      She yawns. “I’m gonna nap.”

      “Sure. Great.”

      She’s asleep in sixty seconds.

      I lie there, wide awake, one hand on her hip, brain short-circuiting.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 6

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      The espresso machine hisses like it’s personally offended by me.

      Tia had it installed last week—some Italian monstrosity that costs more than my first truck and apparently requires either a master’s in mechanical engineering or the blessing of a Tuscan grandmother to operate.

      I’ve taken it apart twice already this morning.

      Nothing’s wrong.

      Except everything.

      I jab the chrome button again. It sputters. Beeps. Makes a noise like it’s about to launch.

      “Make the damn coffee,” I mutter. “That’s your one job.”

      It wheezes—and finally, miraculously, starts to pour. Thick, rich crema. Liquid proof that persistence sometimes counts.

      I lean on the counter, palms flat on the cool stone.

      The kitchen’s quiet. Everyone’s out or upstairs. Sun slanting through the glass like we live in a better version of the world.

      And then my eye catches the calendar on the fridge.

      Big black X. Two days from now.

      Eva Leaving.

      I stare at it longer than I mean to.

      It’s not a surprise. She told us. Twice. Maybe three times. She even packed early—quietly, neatly—like she didn’t want to make it a thing.

      Still. It’s not fun to read those words, tajes the air right o tof my lungs.

      This room—it’s great, this kitchen. It feels like a family palace, with all of Carly’s pots and Michelle’s random rolls and hats that always end up in there. The family calendar. The beautiful white marble Tia ordered especially. The five of us are a family, and I don’t know what’s going to happen when Eva’s not here. Are we still going to be a family, then?

      I grab the espresso and head back to the stairs, deep in thought—not that I could tell you what I was thinking except sad. Sort of… dislocated. Not like my bones (well, okay, maybe my dick is feeling a little dislocated this morning, but lately, that’s every morning)—but like something’s out of place.

      At the top of the landing I stop and take another sip of coffee. It’s good. Real good. Probably some long con on Tia’s part to jerry-rig the house with fancy machines that make us all happy but take all of my time to keep up to snuff. Like that damn rabbit thingamajig always needing new batteries.

      I’m about to take another sip of my coffee when I realize that my bedroom door is open a little, and I know I closed it when I went downstairs—just a habit I have from when I was a little kid and we had a cat that liked to eat socks and underwear (yes, really—you would not believe the vet bills).

      Inside my bedroom, in the middle of the room, kneeling on the floor⁠—

      Is Eva.

      Naked and blindfolded, arms tied to her sides in some kind of complicated shibari-type setup.

      She’s all aligned on the rug, although I’m figuring the girls must have set this up—but it’s quiet here. And honestly, I don’t think about anyone else but me and Eva after a split second.

      The silk is beautiful, the way it’s wrapped around her. Light and symmetrical. Her knees are spread just enough that when I bend down real close I can smell her excitement. Can see her slick.

      God.

      Like she’s excited about being on offer to me this way.

      Wow.

      Being with Eva—it really never gets old.

      I trail my fingers over her shoulder, down the curve of her spine, stopping when I hit the plug that’s nestled in the crease of her ass.

      “You look perfect,” I say quietly.

      A tremor runs through her.

      I don’t know where to start, but she starts it for me, opening her mouth and letting her tongue loll out like a kitten’s, and I know an invitation when I see one. So I move around to her face and lay my cock on her tongue, watch her lap at it, hands free for a few moments. Like a little cat, drinking cream. God, she is so delicious.

      Eva’s a light little thing so it’s easy enough to pick her up after that, and put her on my bed. Wrassling her around for a few minutes until I have her positioned just perfect, knees bent but her torso down low on the bed, legs spread, dying for me.

      I palm her cheeks. Spread her open. Smack her a few times ’cause I know how much she likes it. And I like it too—watching how her ass turns pink, watching how her ass backs up to my hand, how she chases air trying to get more contact. I smack her pussy, too. Just lightly.

      “Gonna take you now,” I say.

      She whimpers, and that’s all I need, lining myself up and easing in.

      For a minute I go slow, soft. But then I remind myself—this is Eva. And that’s not what she came for.

      And then I just go hard.

      Clutching her ass for dear life, railing into her for—I don’t know how long—but it’s not enough. And eventually I pull the little L-plug that’s there, waiting for me, teasing me, and pull myself out of her, pausing for only the barest of moments of lube before I thrust myself into the tiniest hole, the most perfect hole, becoming as much one with Eva as I possibly can. Joined.

      “You okay?”

      “Yes. Yes—don’t stop⁠—”

      I keep going. Pausing between each thrust. Letting her stretch around me. Letting her want it.

      She’s tight. Obscene. The heat of her wraps around me like velvet pulled taut.

      Her fingers dig into the rug. Her spine arches.

      She starts pushing back—slow at first, then harder. Desperate for more.

      “Harder,” she begs. “Please, harder.”

      I groan—low and broken. I can’t take it.

      I pull out just enough to see her gape open, the slick stretch of her hole clinging to me.

      “Good girl,” I growl.

      I slam back in.

      She screams.

      It’s half a cry, half a prayer. Her thighs shake. Her pussy clenches like she’s coming just from that.

      I fuck her hard. Deep. Unrelenting.

      Her hips slap the rug with every thrust. Her breath breaks apart into sobs.

      She’s gripping the rug like it’s the only thing tethering her to earth.

      And I am losing it.

      “Mine,” I grunt.

      She nods, frantic. “Yours. I’m yours. Please don’t stop⁠—”

      I don’t.

      Not until her arms give out and she collapses forward, ass still up, gasping.

      And even then⁠—

      I stay buried.

      Grinding slow, milking it. Holding her open with one hand on her hip, the other tangled in her hair.

      I don’t pull out until I come—loud, guttural, pulsing deep inside her while she moans through the aftershocks.

      Afterward, I ease her down onto her side.

      Untie the blindfold.

      Wipe her face.

      Press a kiss to her temple.

      She blinks at me—slow and dazed—and smiles like she’s never been more at peace.
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        * * *

      

      I’m on my back.

      Blanket kicked down. Arm flopped across my eyes. Body still humming like I just walked away from a controlled burn.

      The sheets smell like sex and lavender detergent. My thighs are shaking. I’m half-hard again, which seems medically implausible.

      Carly slides her hand up my stomach.

      Then her mouth follows.

      She doesn’t ask.

      She never does when it’s like this.

      Just takes me in—slow, warm, familiar. Like a ritual. Like she’s resetting me with her tongue.

      I groan. She hums.

      I slide my hand into her hair, not to guide her. Just to touch. To anchor.

      She pulls off for a second, kisses the inside of my thigh.

      “Mayor Fix-It,” she says casually, like she’s offering a second helping of dessert. “Has a ring to it.”

      I groan again. Not from the blowjob this time.

      “That’s not a no,” she adds, stroking me now, slow and steady.

      “I didn’t say yes.”

      “You didn’t say no.”

      I lift the edge of the pillow off my face. Look down at her.

      She’s grinning like a menace, hair falling in her eyes, mouth shiny, hand still moving.

      “You’re gonna need a campaign manager,” she says.

      “I’m not running.”

      “Sure you’re not.”

      She leans down. Sucks me back in.

      And I let her.

      Because honestly?

      It’s not a no.
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      Okaying Tia dressing up this extra living room as a library-slash-gentleman’s home office for me just might’ve been one of the best ideas I ever had. I mean—besides deciding to play the lottery, picking the right numbers, not throwing out the ticket, and actually paying attention when the numbers got called.

      Yeah, it’s good to be a sort-of-secret accidental blue-collar billionaire. Even if right now, I’m having to do everything I can to think about literally anything except what color Natalie’s skin might be in all the places I can’t see.

      Trying not to think about money isn’t helping that much. Focusing on the mohair velvet Tia used to upholster the chair I’m sitting on—well, that’s not helping either. Mohair velvet feels like the soft skin in between a woman’s thighs, you know what I’m talking about, that little stretch between the end of her thigh and the beginning of her pussy region, and that is absolutely not what I need to be thinking about right now.

      Not when I’m alone in an office with Natalie.

      An office with a perfect-height desk. And something Tia called a fainting couch—she told me Victorian ladies used to be expected to faint if they were enjoying sex. Which means the couch is for sex. And yeah, there I go again. Thinking about sex. And not about running for mayor.

      Which is, theoretically, why I have Natalie here.

      “I’m running for mayor,” I blurt out, because it’s the only way to stop my brain from saying the wrong thing.

      “You’re what,” she says, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear.

      God, I love her hair like this. All silk-press smooth and swingy. I like it when she cuts it short too, lets it go wild and crazy. She looks good in anything and everything—Amazonian strength, unbothered elegance, high cheekbones and no-nonsense eyes. No matter the hairdo.

      “Yeah,” I say, committed now. “I’m running for mayor.”

      I’d thought we’d just talk about it. Toss the idea around. Maybe she’d poke holes in it, and I’d look reasonable just for considering it. But now—watching her, how composed she is, smooth, graceful, in control—all I want is to impress her. Hell, if she runs the campaign, we’ll win. No contest.

      “Joe,” she says—and maybe, just maybe, she looks a little impressed, though I’m not 100% sold yet—“Are you sure? I know Petra floated the idea back when the zoning drama started, but are you really up for taking that on?”

      Not quite impressed enough yet, I don’t think.

      “Yeah. You know me. Always looking for a way to give back. Share the wealth, spread the love, take turns on top—uhm, metaphorically. Milltown’s given me my life. This feels like the next step.”

      She raises one eyebrow. There it is. The skeptical Natalie look that says she’s not buying any of this and also somehow makes my dick twitch.

      “And,” I add, before I can lose my nerve, “I want you at my side. I mean—front. I mean running the whole thing. The campaign. I want you to run my campaign.”

      “What?”

      “Be mine,” I say. “My campaign manager. Be my campaign manager.”

      She doesn’t say anything for a second—just blinks, lips parting slightly. Maybe she’s too thrilled to speak. That’s what I tell myself, anyway.

      “You did all that amazing work with Petra to get the halfway house off the ground. You dealt with contractors and town council and the press⁠—”

      “Joe,” she says, pulling herself together. “You were the contractor. The person I talked to on the town council was your high school BFF. And Stacy gave the editor of the Milltown Press a bj for me.”

      “Exactly,” I say, beaming. “This is gonna turn out great.”

      She snorts and finally stands, walking slowly around the room like she’s casing it for hidden wires. Or exits.

      “This office is ridiculous,” she mutters.

      “It’s a gentleman’s study,” I say. “Tia said so.”

      “It’s a man cave in a three-piece suit.”

      “Thank you,” I say, choosing to take it as a compliment.

      She stops in front of the fainting couch, arms folded, looking over her shoulder at me. “You really think you’re electable?”

      “I think you could make me electable.”

      “Mm.” She walks back over, stops in front of my desk, leans both palms on the glossy wood. “And what exactly do I get out of this?”

      I lean back in my chair and give her my best inappropriate wink. “I make excellent coffee. I know all the zoning loopholes. And I’m very, very grateful when people do me favors.”

      Her eyes narrow. “I’m immune to your charm, you know.”

      “You keep telling yourself that,” I say, grinning.

      She huffs a breath through her nose. “Okay. I’ll think about it. I mean, God help us, but I’ll think about it.”

      “While you’re thinking about it,” I say, “think about it this way— with me as mayor, you and Petra would never have to worry about permitting again. Hearth and Home is open for good.”

      She tilts her head, expression tightening just a fraction. “Okay,” she says, and she’s definitely about to say yes, but then she pulls herself back, like any good negotiator. “I’ll definitely think about it. When do you need an answer by?”

      Close enough to victory that I have to hold myself back from a fist pump. “I knew I could count on you.”

      She snatches my coffee mug and heads for the kitchen. “Don’t make me regret this, Joe.”

      I let my eyes drift down to her legs as she walks away. “Too late.”
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      I grip the sides of the podium and take a breath, trying not to sweat through my shirt. Natalie told me to wear the blue one. Said it makes me look “stable.” I’m also in my nice jeans. The pressed ones. Because I figured if I showed up in a suit like one of those Springfield types, y’all’d start wondering who I was trying to fool.

      Nah. My jeans and my button-down—this is how Milltown knows I’m keeping it real. Even after the mysterious ping pong ball and paper inheritance. (That’s what I tell people about where the money came from. Makes it sound weird enough to shut ‘em up before they start eyeing me for a lottery-sized donation.)

      “Thanks for coming out, y’all,” I say, scanning the crowd. “I know it’s hot. I know most of you probably would’ve rather stayed home and watched Wheel or grilled something or done anything else but listen to me run my mouth for twenty minutes⁠—”

      Polite laughter rolls across the folding chairs and iced tea cups.

      I flip over the index card Natalie gave me. Her handwriting’s real tidy. Slanted, organized, full of authority. Figures.

      “I’m standing here today because I believe in Milltown,” I say. “I believe in our grit. I believe in our potential. And I believe we can take care of our own better than anyone else ever could.”

      A few nods. Somebody in the second row lets out a little “mm-hmm.”

      “Natalie—my campaign manager—told me I should tell you my why.” I glance down. She wrote: Talk about Aunt Mae. Talk about the accident. Talk about how Milltown kept you afloat.

      So I do.

      “Some of you know I didn’t start out here. I came to Milltown when I was six. After my parents died, I moved in with my Auntie May.” I pause, let that settle. “She made peach cobbler every Sunday and told me if I was going to stay, I had to work.”

      A few murmurs—everyone over the age of fifty remembers May.

      “She’s gone now. But she gave me roots. And then y’all gave me the rest.”

      I let that hang. Flip the card again.

      “You didn’t just patch me up when I washed out. You gave me work. You gave me purpose. You gave me a second shot at life. And that’s what I want to do for Milltown. I want to take all the stubbornness, the stories, the weird traditions and the wild ideas, and build something out of them.”

      Now I’m off-script.

      “I don’t want to be a politician. I want to be a builder. A fixer. Someone you call when the sidewalk’s cracked or the grant application’s a mess or the inspector’s giving you the runaround.”

      Now even the people in the back are listening.

      “I’ll show up. I’ll shut up when I need to. I’ll get my hands dirty. And I’ll fight for this town like it fought for me.”

      ...“I’ll show up. I’ll shut up when I need to. I’ll get my hands dirty. And I’ll fight for this town like it fought for me.”

      I pause, just for a second, lek Natalie told me too. “Just let your eyes float on the crowd.” and scan the crowd again.

      There’s Carly—standing next to Mike and Other Mike, her bar regulars. I still can’t tell if they know what Alison gets up to under the bar when it’s slow, or if they’re just really into avoiding eye contact.

      Sallie Mae, over there on the right. She gives me a big, toothy thumbs-up, probably thinking about the new heat-setting rig I installed in the salon. After the fifth time I fixed the old one with duct tape and prayer, it felt like fate wanted me to cough up the cash.

      Stacy’s off to the right, front row, arms crossed but nodding like I’m saying something halfway decent. She’s the closest thing I have to a barometer—if she’s nodding, it means I’m not totally screwing this up.

      And then⁠—

      “Shouldn’t our politicians be married?” a voice shouts from somewhere in the middle. Sharp and smug and just loud enough to kill the mood. “You know—set a family values example?”

      A ripple of discomfort rolls through the square.

      Then someone else yells, “Yeah, married to just one person, too!”

      Laughter from some corners. Murmurs in others.

      I catch Natalie’s head snapping up like a hawk who’s spotted a rabbit. Her sunglasses come off. She’s already moving.

      Behind the podium, I shift my stance. Adjust the mic. Feel the sweat under my collar bloom a little wider.

      “Well,” I say, flashing the kind of smile that usually gets me a slap or a phone number, “I guess I’m not running for Pope.”
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        * * *

      

      By the time I get home, the shirt’s sticking to my back and I’m halfway convinced I have armpit-shaped political enemies. The door’s barely shut when Carly’s voice hits me like a starter pistol.

      “Good God, Joe, what was that line about not being Pope?” she calls from the kitchen.

      “I stand by it,” I say. “Technically accurate. Mildly charming⁠—”

      “Jesus-y,” Stacy cuts in, not looking up from her phone. “You need to stay away from religion unless someone else brings it up first.”

      Somewhere along the line, the kitchen seems to have become campaign headquarters—even though we set up a whole campaign headquarters at me and Stacy’s office downtown.

      Carly’s up on the counter, long legs crossed, holding a beer and a slice of leftover pizza like they’re weapons. Bartender. Artist. Best friend—until one pearl necklace on one crazy night—and my queen ever since. And now? Apparently my spin doctor.

      Stacy’s perched on the arm of one of the kitchen barstools, her curves framed perfectly in a linen wrap dress and chunky heels, thick black glasses pushed up on her nose. She’s tapping away on her phone, no doubt triaging comments, RSVPs—maybe even squashing the first round of gossip from the heckle-happy peanut gallery.

      And then there’s Natalie, neat as a pin, straight-backed in the farmhouse-chic (that’s what Tia called it) kitchen table chair, folders and folders spread out in front of her. Her dark hair’s in a tight bun, and she’s wearing these gold earrings that catch the light every time she glances up. She’s dressed like she might pivot at any moment into a hostile takeover.

      “You did okay,” Natalie says, and for her, that’s high praise. “You hit the personal beats. You made people laugh. You got sentimental without sobbing, which I honestly wasn’t sure about.”

      “I don’t cry,” I say.

      “You sweat cry, baby,” Carly tosses back. “Whole town saw it.”

      Natalie holds up a hand. “This is the job now. Some heckler’s always gonna shout something. The trick is knowing what’s worth responding to and what isn’t. You deflected without getting defensive. That’s a win.”

      I nod like I get it, but really I’m watching the way she’s tucked her foot under her other knee. The smooth line of her calf. The tiny silver anklet glinting with every shift of her leg. Unnecessary. Distracting. Possibly lethal.

      “Joe.” Stacy’s voice cuts in like a scalpel. “Focus. You did well. But now we practice. We tighten your delivery. We cut the rambling. We don’t improvise unless you run it past someone first.”

      “So... no more Pope jokes,” I say.

      “No more anything jokes unless Carly approves them,” Natalie adds, deadpan.

      Carly salutes with her beer. “Don’t worry, babe. I’ll keep you just edgy enough to stay hot and electable.”

      They’re all laughing, razzing me, and it should be humiliating but instead it feels like... grounding. Like I’ve got a team. A real one. Not just women I’ve flirted with or tangled sheets with or tried not to stare at for too long in line at the co-op. People who see me. Who are still here.

      Natalie sets her tablet aside and looks up at me fully.

      “This is just the start,” she says, softer now. “You’re not gonna be perfect out of the gate. It’s like—like anything you’re doing for the first time.”

      She glances at Carly, who smirks and raises one eyebrow.

      “You gotta warm up,” Natalie continues, undeterred. “You’ve gotta prep the room. Set expectations. Stretch it open a little.”

      My brows go up. “Stretch the room open?”

      “Stretch the audience open,” she clarifies, flicking her pen at me. “Lubricate their resistance with charm. Eye contact. A little storytelling foreplay. You’re not just giving a speech, Joe. You’re seducing a town.”

      I lean on the counter, deadpan. “So... foreplay. Stretch ‘em out. Maybe a little rimwork, metaphorically speaking.”

      Carly cackles. “You’re the only man alive who could take civic engagement and make it horny.”

      “I mean,” I say, shrugging, “horny’s kind of my love language.”

      Natalie rolls her eyes but I catch the smile she’s trying to hide.

      “You do need to pace yourself,” Stacy adds. “That’s all she’s saying.”

      “Right. Learn to edge the electorate.”

      That one actually gets a spit-take from Carly. Natalie just picks her pen back up like she regrets everything.
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        * * *

      

      The reason I know so much about all of that first-time stuff isn’t because I’m some kind of connoisseur of virgins—only ever had one of them. P-I-V, dick-in-vagina, I mean. My high school girlfriend. We were both virgins, which went about as well as you might expect. I mean, it was wonderful, life-changing and life-affirming, and over in about five seconds flat.

      On the other hand, ass virginity….well now, that’s something I’ve become a master at. At least, I feel like I could turn this into a side gig.

      About six months ago Carly’s assistant bartender, cute sorority girl called Alison, approached me about blowjob lessons (yes, I know, every man’s dream—including mine). I’m not sure she really thought she needed lessons or if it just seemed like a likely way to approach me—Carly’s bed had been big on organizing some kind of Olympics of blowjobs, Olympics of kissing, titty work, handjobs, and everything else just about every other goddamned weekend back then, when we were still running this mansion we’ve ended up in like it was some sort of sex palace.

      It’s the mansion, probably, that started me on this mayoral path. Was the mayor’s house up until 20–30 years ago, for generations. Was sort of abandoned and overgrown by the time I was a teenager, exploring. Was the only place big enough and comfy enough for me and Carly and Michelle and Eva when I was on the market looking. Which is how I met Stacy; she was my real estate agent.

      Yeah, I bought the mayor’s mansion and now I’m set on becoming the mayor.

      “Joe?”

      It’s Alison, pulling me back from my reverie about how and why I might become mayor into the present tense of my desk in my real office, the one I share with Stacy (who’s become my business partner)—which right about now looks less like a real estate/construction office and more like... a campaign for mayor-office. Lord, how things change.

      “Yeah, sugar?” I wasn’t expecting to see Alison today, but there she is—long, swimming-down hair, Daisy Dukes, lollipop in hand.

      She’s smiling and looks confident, and as much as she’s wearing the same old same old, it’s amazing how different she looks overall from when we first started dating. I guess that’s what anal sex will do for you. Does a body good.

      She approached me about anal after the BJs. Some strange story of wanting to save herself for a real boyfriend—but wanting to get some meanwhile, learn some tricks, I don’t know what. I was sort of stuck between being offended about the real boyfriend angle—and having a hard-on so hard it took everything I had not to turn her over the desk right then, plunging one finger, two, three, stretching her out, lubing her up, spanking her pink and then plunging in, right then and there.

      We took it slow. Only one finger week one, in between me teaching her about the pleasures of food play (let me just say, 9½ Weeks was a formative experience).

      Week two, two fingers, and me eating her out 24/7.

      Week three, telling her she didn’t need to ask me for permission to come, watching her touch herself, offering her all the magic rabbits in the world.

      Week four, well, that was the cherry on top of the whole experience. Yes, I do mean popping cherries. And getting to eat them too. Like cake.

      Lucky for me I had Eva to fuck on demand, and of course my regular date nights with Carly and my bro hangs with Michelle and the occasional BJ from Petra to keep me in working order. Plus being used as a tool for Stacy’s satisfaction whenever she felt like it. But Miss Alison—well, she was ready to pop off, no matter how much she’d been self-pleasuring, it clearly hadn’t hit the spot. Man, taking her anal virginity—that was a night I’ll always remember. How hot and raw she felt. Tight tight tight, so tight. And then how she wanted more, again. For a moment there I thought she was gonna start begging me to gape her.

      It’s been months now, and I have to laugh—she still claims to have a boyfriend, but we’re still doing it in the ass at least once a week. (She says it ain’t cheating unless it’s in the va-jay-jay, which... okay. Whatever you say, Miss Alison, so long as you’re saying it with my dick down your throat. But also, I’m not 100% sure there is actually another man at this point.)

      “Joe,” she says now, drawing herself up, “Joe, I’m ready.”

      “Great,” I say. “Ready for what?”

      “I want you in my pussy.”
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        * * *

      

      I take her to dinner. Figure I should try to slow things down a little no matter that I’d gotten harder than a bat soaked in pine tar during a Little League championship game in July the minute she said “pussy.”

      Nothing fancy: steakhouse, cold beer, booth in the back, both of us a bit shy and awkward and not really eating our steaks.

      “I broke up with him,” she says, a bit nervously, and then she quickly drinks down about half of her strawberry lemonade.

      I blink. “You did?”

      She nods. “Three weeks ago. I just didn’t tell you because... I don’t know. I didn’t want to spook you.”

      “Well,” I say carefully, “you didn’t spook me, but I am trying to do this right. You’re young, Alison. I want to make sure you’re not just... attaching to the first guy who lets you explore your filthy side.”

      Her eyes flash. “Joe, I’m not attaching. I picked. There’s a difference.”

      I shift in my seat. “Picked?”

      She sits up straighter, shakes her hair out, and leans in just far enough that I can smell her lip gloss and shampoo and whatever pheromonal insanity lives in her skin.

      “You think I’ve just been playing? I’ve been watching you. The way you treat Carly, and Stacy, and Eva. You show up. You listen. You don’t bullshit. You give people what they need without making it about you.” She smiles, a little shy now. “That’s hot, by the way.”

      I laugh—awkward, hoarse. “So this is a character recommendation?”

      “This is a declaration,” she says. “You’re the one I want to give my prize to.”

      I cough. Choke. Stare at her.

      “Your what now?”

      She grins, full sunshine and mischief. “My prize. My pussy. My last first. My real first.”

      “Jesus, Alison,” I mutter, dragging a hand down my face, trying to remember I’m a grown man with a campaign to run and not some oversexed frat boy. But my dick? Yeah. He’s got other ideas. Like very hard ideas.

      “I want it to be you,” she says quietly. “I want it to be us. I’m not saving it anymore. I’m offering it. Because I want you to be my person. For real.”

      I stare at her. Her eyes are glassy but certain and she’s got the tiniest smear of ketchup, right there on the edge of her mouth. I reach out quickly to smear it away, to keep myself from thinking about other things that are red, like blood and virginity, and her tongue darts out to meet my finger and I pull my hand away, quickly, trying and failing at controlling my immediate physical response to her touch, which is a full-body shiver.

      I swallow.

      “I don’t know if I deserve that,” I say.

      She leans over, presses her palm to my chest. “Let me decide that.”
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        * * *

      

      By the time we pull up to the house, the sky’s gone dark and the cicadas are screaming loud enough to drown out my thoughts—though they don’t.

      I kill the engine, thumb open the group chat, and shoot off a message:

      
        
          
            
              
        gonna be alone w/ alison tonight

      

      

      

      
        
          
        pls don’t come knocking

      

      

      

      
        
          
        don’t want to murder anyone mid-deflowering

      

      

      

      

      

      The replies come fast.

      
        
          
            
              
        Carly

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        TOO LATE I’M ALREADY HIDING UNDER THE BED

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        don’t forget the lube and the emotional validation [image: face blowing a kiss]

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Michelle

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        just make sure she comes before you do, ya cornfed legend

      

      

      

      
        
          
        also if you ruin her I WILL snip your balls with my sewing shears

      

      

      

      

      

      

      I shove my phone in my pocket before the next photo comes through—Carly once sent me a diagram of a cervix with glitter pen labels, I know how this goes.

      I get out, circle the truck, open her door. She takes my hand like it’s nothing, like it’s normal, and suddenly my palms are sweating again.

      We’ve walked through this door a hundred times before—when she came by for movie nights, when I made her soup that one time she caught the flu, when I taught her how to use power tools and she told me I had "dad hands." And yet I’m nervous now. Nervous like I’m the one doing something new.

      I unlock the door. Step inside. She follows close, our fingers still laced together, warm and sure.

      The house is dark and quiet except for the ticking of the old clock Tia insisted we keep. The bedroom door’s half open. The same bed. The same nightstand. But now it feels like sacred ground.

      I stop just in front of the bed.

      She turns to look at me. Tilts her head.

      And I realize—I don’t know what to do. Not exactly. Not with her. Not like this.

      I want to touch her, but I don’t want to rush. I want to say something meaningful, but my throat is full of cotton. I want to be the man she sees when she calls me hers.

      Instead, I just kiss her.

      Slow. Gentle. One hand cradling her cheek, the other still wrapped around hers like I don’t ever want to let go.

      I pull back after a few moments, resting my forehead to hers.

      “You sure, sugar?” I ask, soft as I can. “We can still call it. Doesn’t have to be tonight. Doesn’t have to be anything.”

      She breathes in, breathes out. Nods.

      “I want it to be tonight. I want it to be you.”

      She nods.

      That’s all I need.

      I bring her hand to my mouth, kiss her knuckles, then let go gently. Start with the button-down she’s tossed over her tank top—soft chambray, easy snaps. I slide it off her shoulders like I’m unwrapping something delicate, watching it fall to the floor with a hush.

      Her tank top clings to her in the dim light, the outline of her nipples visible even before I touch her. I slide it up slowly, careful not to rush, not to yank. She lifts her arms, and I pull it over her head, toss it aside.

      Then I lean in, kissing her collarbone first. She shivers.

      Then the crease of her elbow.

      Then that spot just underneath her ear—the one she likes, the one that makes her hum low in her throat like a cat in the sun.

      She’s already breathing faster when I reach behind her and unhook her bra, letting the straps slide down, baring her to me fully for the first time. Her breasts are perfect, soft and round and warm under my hands. I suck one nipple into my mouth, gently at first, then with more pressure as she gasps. Then the other, tongue flicking lightly, teasing, tasting.

      She’s got her fingers in my hair before I even drop to my knees.

      I unbutton her Daisy Dukes, shimmy them down slow, tracing my fingertips over the skin I uncover—hipbones, thighs, knees, calves—until she steps out of them and stands there in nothing but white cotton panties and goosebumps.

      I kiss my way back up her legs. One kiss on each knee. One on the inside of her thigh. One just above the edge of her underwear, where the fabric curves over her softest skin.

      I mouth over the cotton, slow and steady, pressing my lips and tongue where I know she wants them most, the dampness there already sweet and clean, and her fingers slide deeper into my hair, her hips grinding forward.

      “Joe—” she says, quick and urgent, like it surprised her.

      I look up at her, kiss her one more time through the fabric, and then pull her panties down slow, baring her completely.

      Smooth as silk. Warm. Bare.

      I rub my face against her there, nuzzling in deep, breathing her in.

      Then I stop. Pull back.

      Look up at her from my knees.

      And wait.

      “Joe?” she whispers, her voice caught between confused and desperate.

      I look up at her, breath warm against the inside of her thigh. “Bed,” I say, softly. “It’s time.”

      Before she can ask what I mean, I rise and scoop her into my arms. She lets out the smallest gasp, but her arms go around my neck like instinct.

      I carry her like something sacred. Like an offering to the gods. Or maybe like a bride on her wedding night—something ancient and ceremonial in the way I move, slow and careful, like she’s breakable but also the most powerful thing I’ve ever touched.

      I lay her out on the bed, gentle, centered, limbs loose and glowing in the low light. She watches me, chest rising and falling, bare and beautiful. Every inch of her soft, flushed, waiting.

      I press a kiss to the top of her foot.

      Then her ankle.

      Then the inside of her calf.

      My hands stroke up her legs as I kiss, kneel, rise over her—mouth grazing her hip, then her stomach, her navel, the space just beneath the swell of her breasts. I kiss her under her arms, the inside of her wrist, the side of her neck.

      She reaches for me, trying to pull me up, murmuring, “Please, Joe, I want⁠—”

      “I know,” I say, voice rough. “Let me take care of you first.”

      And then I settle between her knees.

      She opens for me like she was made to. Legs falling apart, body trembling slightly under my hands as I spread her thighs wider and lower my head.

      I kiss her, slow and full, just above where she’s already slick and swollen. Then I drag my tongue through her folds, tasting her. Sweet, clean, already gasping before I’ve done much of anything.

      I don’t rush. I want this to last. Want to memorize every sound she makes, every twitch of her hips, every breath she catches.

      When she starts rocking against my mouth, I slide one finger into her—just one, gentle, shallow.

      Then two.

      Curl them slightly, press up, coaxing that little patch of heaven that makes her whimper like she’s losing her mind. My tongue finds her clit and I circle it in slow, steady strokes, licking, kissing, sucking, while my fingers move inside her, deliberate and slow.

      She starts to shake.

      Her hands clutch at my hair again, but I don’t move. I don’t let up. I hold her open with one hand and fuck her slow and steady with the other while I suck her like she’s my last meal on earth.

      “Joe,” she gasps. “Joe, I⁠—”

      “I’ve got you, sugar,” I murmur into her, not stopping, not until she breaks apart right there, hips bucking, breath gone, fingers buried in my scalp as she comes with a cry that’s half sob, half prayer.

      She’s still trembling when I kiss my way back up her body—her stomach, her ribs, the soft undersides of her breasts. Her eyes are half-lidded, glowing, dazed in the best way. I press a kiss to her mouth and murmur, “Let me grab a condom.” She blinks like she didn’t hear me. Then shakes her head. “I’m on the pill.” I freeze, hovering over her, heart pounding so loud I can hear it in my ears. “Still,” I say. “That’s not— I mean, I didn’t get this old by skipping⁠—”

      “We swapped tests,” she says, sitting up slightly on her elbows. “Last month. Remember?"

      And fuck, I do.

      I remember coming in her mouth for the first time—how soft and eager she was, how she looked up at me like she wanted to swallow everything I had, like it was a gift. I remember thinking, this girl is trouble, but already being in too deep to care. I remember the way her lips parted, the way her eyes fluttered closed right before, like she was bracing for impact. And I remember how careful she was. Thoughtful. Honest. Direct.

      Just like now.

      I’m still here, still hovering, one hand stroking her hip without thinking, trying to get my bearings. Trying to be good. Smart. Grown.

      But she looks up at me like she already knows I’m going to give in.

      “Joe,” she says, voice calm and breathy. “Get my phone. My pill reminder is on there. You can check.”

      That stops me cold. Not because I don’t trust her—but because it’s so damn her. Practical. No drama. No seduction. Just a fact.

      I reach for her phone on the nightstand. Tap it open.

      “TAKE PILL – 3:00 PM”

      Checkmark’s already there.

      I stare at it for a second too long.

      And just like that, I give in to it—the idea of it. The heat. The risk. The need.

      What it will feel like—my dick in her pussy, bare—and I can’t wait anymore.

      I sit back on my heels, reach for the lube in the nightstand drawer.

      She’s dripping already—slick and open from the way I worked her with my mouth—but I don’t want there to be even a second of pain. Not tonight. Not her first time.

      She watches me as I coat myself, slow strokes from base to tip. Her eyes never leave my hand. Her breath hitches when I squeeze a little extra over the head, working it in with my thumb.

      “You good?” I ask.

      She nods, already squirming slightly, legs falling wider open. “Yeah. Please, Joe.”

      I settle between her thighs again, fist myself at the base, and guide the tip to her entrance. Press in just a little.

      It’s hot. And tight. And wet.

      So tight I think maybe I can’t do it—can’t get in without hurting her. I stop. Pull back. Push forward again in short, shallow strokes, teasing her open a little at a time.

      She gasps, hands clutching the sheets, then my arms. Her hips rise to meet me instinctively, and that makes it worse. Better. Everything.

      I keep at it. Just the tip, then a little more. Then out again.

      Her body is fluttering around me—like she wants to pull me in, but also hold me out. She’s writhing now, shifting beneath me, cheeks flushed, eyes wild and glassy, mouth parted, murmuring soft, incoherent things as her thighs try to clamp around me and spread for me all at once.

      I can't help myself.

      I push all the way in, slow but deep, burying myself in her to the hilt.

      And I see stars.

      I hold my breath, hold absolutely fucking still, because if I move—if I so much as breathe—I’m going to come like a goddamn teenager.

      Never in my life have I felt something like this. Not just tight, not just hot. It’s that slick, yielding grip, the way her body takes me in like I belong there. Like I’ve always belonged there.

      It’s possession. It’s power. It’s worship and theft and claiming, all in one, and it’s addictive.

      I start to move. Slow at first. Controlled. Long, deliberate thrusts, watching the way her tits bounce, the way her hands claw at the sheets, the way she tries to bite her own lip and fails. Her eyes flicker open, meet mine, hold me there—and that look, that trust, that need⁠—

      It breaks me open.

      I try to hold back. I do. I slow down, then speed up, then slow again, grinding my pelvis into her clit on every downstroke just to watch her squirm. My arms are trembling from holding myself up. My thighs burn with the effort of restraint.

      And she’s close.

      I see it in the way her back arches. The way her breath starts to stutter. The way her hands find mine and squeeze like she needs something to anchor her.

      “Joe,” she gasps. “Joe, I⁠—”

      “Come for me,” I groan, barely hanging on. “Please.”

      And thank fucking God—she does.

      Her whole body clamps down around me and I give in, shoving deep one last time as I spill inside her, groaning her name into her shoulder, trying not to black out.

      We don’t move.

      For a second—ten seconds—maybe a whole minute, I just stay there. Inside her. Over her. Breathing like I ran a marathon. Heart thudding so hard I can feel it in my ears, my fingertips, my dick.

      Her legs are still wrapped around me. Her hands are in my hair. Her breath brushes the side of my neck, hot and damp.

      Neither of us says a word.

      I finally lift my head. Her eyes are open, soft, shiny. She smiles a little, and I feel it everywhere.

      “Hi,” she whispers.

      “Hi.”

      I kiss her once—slow, deep, just lips, no tongue. Then I ease out of her carefully, murmuring apologies even though she doesn’t wince.

      She makes a little sound, more like a whimper than a word.

      “You okay?” I ask.

      She nods, flushed and glowing. “Yeah. Just... full.”

      I blink. Try not to picture it too literally. Fail.

      “I’ll be right back,” I say, rolling off the bed and padding into the bathroom.

      I grab a warm washcloth, rinse it again, test it on the inside of my wrist like I’ve been trained, then head back to the bed.

      She hasn’t moved. But she looks... soft now. Loose. Wrecked in the best way.

      I clean her up gently, and she lets me. Doesn’t squirm. Just watches me with this little half-smile like I’m the best part of her dream.

      Once I’m done, I toss the cloth in the hamper and climb back into bed, pulling her in against my chest. She fits there like she was always meant to.

      I rest my chin on her head, one hand on her back, the other draped low across her hips.

      “You good?” I ask again, just to be sure.

      “Better than good,” she mumbles. “I think I saw God.”

      I huff a laugh and kiss her temple. “You’ll definitely see stars again when you try to walk tomorrow.”

      She giggles, nuzzles in closer.

      And I lie there, wide awake, still inside the echo of what just happened, wondering how the hell I’m going to keep this girl in my life without screwing it up.
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      The porch swing creaks as I lean back, letting my bare feet stretch out toward the fading light. There’s still enough summer in the air to make you sweat if you move too fast, but the breeze has that early-September sweetness—cut grass and wood smoke, like the world’s starting to think about putting itself to bed.

      Carly hands me a chipped enamel mug. Sweet tea. Cold, strong, full of lemon and judgment.

      “I swear,” she says, “it still weirds me out how quiet it gets when the cicadas die down. Like the whole county’s holdin’ its breath.”

      I nod, sip. “You’d think after all that screamin’, they’d at least leave a note.”

      She snorts. “Same could be said of half my exes.”

      We’re on the front porch, just the two of us. Carly’s braless in cutoffs and a tank top, her boobs doing that magic thing they do—defying gravity and making every sentence sound like a double entendre. Her hair’s up in a messy bun, a pencil stabbed through it like she might sketch something or stab someone, depending on how the conversation goes.

      She leans back, mug balanced on her stomach. “Y’ever wonder how this house felt the first time it had people in it who weren’t the mayor?”

      I don’t say anything.

      She elbows me gently. “That’s us.”

      I glance at her sideways. “You think the house made me do it?”

      She grins. “Little voice in the walls, whisperin’ run for office, Daddy.”

      We both laugh, shoulders shaking the swing in rhythm.

      “I mean,” I say, once we’ve caught our breath, “it would be the first time this town had a mayor with a harem.”

      “You know how you’re gonna handle that yet?”

      I shrug. “We’ve got it easy, really. It’s just you, Tia, and Michelle full-time right now⁠—”

      She cuts me off with a snort. “‘Just.’ You realize that’s not a word most men get to use before listing three live-in girlfriends.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “And you think the town’s figured that out?”

      She tilts her head, thoughtful. “I think the town thinks I’m your girlfriend, Michelle’s your girl-guy-friend who fixes things and cooks like a southern Nana with unresolved gender feelings, and Tia’s the lovely Latina who deigns to grace us with her occasional presence when she’s not jetting off to North Carolina or Milan for furniture inspo.”

      “Something like that,” I mutter.

      Carly hums, sips her tea. “Well, I guess so, Joe. You’ll figure it out.”

      I nod, content to let the cicadas have the next few seconds.

      Then she squints at me. “Did you see my note on the fridge?”

      “Depends. Was it the one next to the cartoon dick you drew next to the grocery list?”

      “Not my best work,” she says without shame. “Anyway, Eva’s comin’ home. Fall break. Think she lands Friday.”

      I make a mental note. “Cool.”

      “She didn’t say much, just asked if she should bring anything... like, I don’t know, the innocent little sundress she wore while blowing you in the pantry?”

      I nearly choke on my tea.

      Carly grins. “Said she’d be happy to help with campaign stuff. Quiet-like. Proper. Helpful. The usual.”

      “She is helpful,” I say, because it’s true and also because I need to say something to survive the mental image of Eva in that damn sundress, kneeling next to a stack of canned tomatoes with my cock in her mouth.

      “She’s a whole public service initiative,” Carly mutters into her tea.

      We swing for a bit longer. The light goes peach-gold, and somewhere down the block, someone’s burning leaves in a barrel.

      Then Carly says, real casual, “So. Did you do it?”

      I glance at her. “You know I did.” I know she means Alison.

      “I meant did you do it right.”

      I don’t  say anything right away and her smile turns.. Sly. Knowing.

      “Come on, Joe. You know I like the details. Give me at least three adjectives and a metaphor.”

      “You are the most dangerous kind of woman,” I say, shaking my head.

      “And you love it.”

      I do.

      She gives me a look, and I almost cave—because usually, her cuckqueanage, her curiosity, her filthy mouth? They turn me on.

      But this?

      This was different.

      Some stuff is private.

      Sacred.

      I sip my tea, stare out at the yard we built together from overgrowth and old bones.

      “It was...” I clear my throat. “It made me feel like a man.”

      Carly goes quiet. Not fake quiet. Not teasing. Real quiet.

      She reaches over, puts her hand on my thigh. “Yeah, baby. That’s the good kind.”

      And just like that, I know I’m doing okay.

      Even if I don’t know what comes next.
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        * * *

      

      Eva arrives Friday, sure enough.

      No deadly sundress this time—but she does bring her nurse trainee uniform. The one that looks mostly regulation from the front, until you notice how high the hem rides when she leans forward. She’s even brought a white coat. And a stethoscope.

      “Dr. Joe,” she says breathlessly, looking up from where she’s kneeling beside the fainting couch, “you must see this pussy!”

      Tia’s stretched out like a patient in an erotic period drama—long legs bare, the top half of her silk wrap gown falling artfully open, one foot propped in a stirrup Carly cobbled together out of an easel and leather belts.

      “What seems to be the matter,” I say, voice pitched low. “Is it a code red stat emergency?” I don’t watch enough hospital shows to really play this right, but Lord, I want to.

      Eva grins, and I smile back at her, forgetting for a moment to wear the stern doctor face she’s requested. I met Eva the day I won the lottery—she was so sad and prim and proper, moving me through the paperwork. Until she suggested we take a break and led me back to the bathroom.

      Bent over the sink and said, in the faintest, most breathless voice I’d ever heard: “Use me.”

      I’d texted Carly on the drive home. Bringing someone. She needs a place to stay.

      Eva’d said something about a bad boyfriend. I asked, once. She didn’t answer. I’ve never pushed. She tells me with her body, in all the ways she opens and offers and serves. She blossoms under pressure—under me, under Michelle’s fist, under anyone who needs her.

      Which is why nursing’s perfect. And why this scene? This is perfect for me.

      I step up beside her, where she’s kneeling beside Tia, one gloved hand braced gently on Tia’s thigh, the other reaching to part her folds with exquisite care.

      “I believe so, doctor,” Eva says. “There’s excessive warmth, significant swelling, and signs of patient agitation.”

      Tia raises an eyebrow. “I could show you agitation.”

      Eva just bites her lip and looks up at me with wide, earnest eyes. “Should I document this?”

      “Yes,” I say, “for the chart.”

      I move between Tia’s legs and take a good look.

      She’s wet. Glossy. Flushed just enough to make it pink where she’s usually golden. Her clit’s peeking out bold and needy, and she does this little hip roll thing that lets me know she’s playing cool, but she’s been waiting.

      “Patient appears... eager,” I narrate. “Outer lips symmetrical. Inner lips... mm, soft and engorged. Clitoral hood slightly drawn back. Notable pulsing. You getting this, Nurse Eva?”

      Eva’s scribbling something down with a pink gel pen in the back of a junk mail envelope. “Yes, doctor. Please continue.”

      I lean in, brush my thumb along Tia’s slick folds, then press a slow kiss right over her clit. She hisses.

      “Does that hurt?” I ask, teasing.

      She lifts her head. “You know damn well it doesn’t.”

      “Confirming sensitivity.” I flick my tongue against her, slowly circling, and Tia groans low and deep.

      Beside me, Eva shifts on her knees.

      “Assist her in remaining still,” I murmur.

      Eva moves immediately, sliding one hand under Tia’s ass to anchor her while the other presses gently to her belly, grounding her. “Deep breaths,” she whispers, “in through the nose, out through the pussy.”

      That earns a laugh from Tia—and a moan when I suck her clit into my mouth and hum low against it.

      “Noting audible response to oral stimulation,” I say between licks. “Prepare for deeper examination.”

      Eva moans softly beside me. Her thighs are pressed together, her eyes glassy.

      “You’ll be next,” I say to her, glancing sideways. “Just stay ready.”

      “Always,” she breathes.

      “Vitals are stable,” I say. “But patient requires internal treatment.”

      Tia lifts her head slightly. “Less talk, more medicine.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      I stand up, unzip, and Eva—dutiful as ever—reaches to help. Her hands are soft and eager, careful as she slides my cock free and strokes me once, twice, coating me with slick from a bottle she’s somehow produced from the pocket of her uniform.

      “Nurse,” I say. “Get her prepped.”

      Eva nods and turns back to Tia, climbing between her legs, mouthing over the slick mess I left behind, tongue tracing the same paths I took moments before. Tia moans louder this time—less cool now, more animal—and her hips flex up into Eva’s face.

      I grip Eva’s shoulders, tugging her gently.

      “I’ll take it from here, nurse.”

      Eva obeys immediately, wiping her mouth delicately and backing away so I can step between Tia’s legs again. Her thighs spread wider for me without needing the ask. Her hand comes up, curls around the back of my neck as I press the head of my cock to her entrance.

      She’s ready. Slick and open, body vibrating with need.

      I sink in slow, thick inch by thick inch, watching Tia’s face the whole time. Her lips part. Her back arches. Her fingers dig into the couch cushion. When I bottom out, she exhales like she’s been holding her breath for a year.

      “Christ, Joe,” she whispers. “That’s it. Just like that.”

      Eva watches from the floor, chin resting on the edge of the couch, eyes huge, hands fidgeting in her lap.

      “Don’t worry,” I murmur, starting to move. “You’ll have your turn soon.”

      Tia takes every thrust like a queen on her throne, opening wider, arching harder, her legs wrapping around my hips to pull me in deeper. Her moans get louder, head thrown back, flushed from chest to hairline. The couch creaks in protest.

      “Nurse,” I say, panting, “position yourself at the head of the couch.”

      She moves to Tia’s face, pausing—even though I know she knows what I want.

      “The patient needs to be silenced,” I say, thrusting harder.

      Tia moans, loudly, and I can see Eva trying not to laugh.

      “I suggest using your physical apparatus to restrain her,” I say.

      And then Eva straddles Tia’s face, gasping as Tia’s tongue touches her, fingers digging into the back of the couch for balance.

      And fuck, the sight of it⁠—

      

      Tia taking me, Eva riding her face, both of them flushed and wet and needy—it almost undoes me right there.

      I speed up, hips snapping harder into Tia, sweat starting to drip down my back. Her moans get drowned out under Eva’s gasping and the slick rhythm of our bodies working in sync.

      Eva’s close. I can see it in the way her thighs start to shake.

      “Hold it,” I tell her. “Don’t come yet.”

      She whimpers, nods, rides Tia’s tongue with frantic grace, face glowing like she’s lit from within.

      I thrust a final time into Tia, hard and deep. She breaks beneath me with a growl, coming hard around my cock, biting Eva’s thigh as she arches.

      I pull out quick, still hard, and grab Eva by the waist.

      “Your turn,” I growl, hauling her off Tia and bending her over the desk without preamble.

      She’s soaking, rivers flowing down her legs already. God, I love how much she loves this stuff.

      Eva makes me feel like a man, too, in a whole nother way from Alison.

      For a minute I pause, thinking how lucky I am, that these ladies are willing to give it all to me, to let me feel my—manliness—in all these different ways.

      Then I slap her ass, once, twice, watching the pink spread.

      “Open for me,” I say, voice rough. “Taking you now.”

      She wriggles a little, spreading her legs wider, and I sink home, fast and hard.

      She moans something that sounds like thank you and rocks back against me, greedy.

      Behind us, Tia’s still catching her breath, one arm flung across her forehead like a woman who’s seen God.

      I grip Eva’s hips and start to move, pounding into her hard enough to shake the desk, her stethoscope swinging wildly around her neck.

      “Assist the patient in resting,” I pant, half-laughing, “when I complete this house call.”

      Eva nods frantically, still grinding back against me, mouth open, tongue out, utterly gone.

      Her thighs are already shaking, her back damp with sweat, her little white nurse uniform bunched around her waist like a crumpled flag of surrender.

      “That's it,” I pant, bending over her back. “Take it all. You’re doing so fucking good, baby.”

      Eva whimpers like she can’t believe it. Her cheek is pressed to the cool wood of the desk, her hands scrabbling for purchase as I fuck her with steady, brutal precision—deep, controlled thrusts that leave her gasping with every stroke. Her whole body clenches each time I bottom out, fluttering around me, slick as hell, gripping like she never wants to let go.

      She’s still trying to stay quiet—always the good girl—but her breath keeps hitching, voice breaking on tiny high-pitched gasps.

      “You don’t have to hold back,” I tell her, cupping her tits from behind, rolling one nipple between my fingers while I stay buried deep. “Let me hear you.”

      That’s all it takes. She cries out, full-throated now, hips pushing back into mine like she’s chasing it—riding the edge. Her head turns just enough for me to see her expression: eyes wide, mouth open, the picture of shock and bliss.

      It feels endless.

      Like I’m pouring every ounce of self-control and reverence and ownership into her.

      When it finally slows, I collapse forward, bracing myself on the desk to keep from crushing her. My breath saws in and out of my chest, my body slick with sweat, spent but vibrating.

      We stay like that for a minute. Just breathing.

      Then I pull out slowly, careful not to jostle her, watching the way she flinches—sensitive now, raw and open. She whines quietly at the loss, blinking like she’s not all the way back in her body.

      I run a hand down her spine. “You okay, baby?”

      She nods. “Just... floating.”

      Tia’s there, leaning in and kissing Eva.  “You were incredible.”

      This house.

      This whole beautiful, ridiculous, sacred mess.
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        * * *

      

      The pan sizzles under the sausages I’ve got braising, and I drop in some chunks of onion and pepper. Just a Thursday. Just my life.

      I’m barefoot, wearing sweats that hang low on my hips and a threadbare T-shirt I got for working my first roofing job, summer after high school. The kitchen smells like lemon, butter, and fresh herbs—bright and warm, full of light and space, the kind of place people naturally gather. It’s my house now in every way that matters, even if Carly thinks there are mayoral ghosts calling the shots.

      Eva’s curled on the window bench in one of the girls’ fluffy robes, legs tucked under her, a book in her lap she hasn’t turned a page in for twenty minutes.

      Across the island, Natalie flips through a legal pad with tabs and scribbles in six colors of ink. She’s in a tank top and slacks, her hair twisted into a knot on top of her head, glasses perched on her nose, expression sharp.

      “You can’t duck the school board question,” she says, tapping a note. “Even if it’s bait. You need a clear answer. Firm but not polarizing.”

      “I can be firm,” I mutter, nudging the fish with my spatula. “I’m firm all the goddamn time.”

      Natalie snorts. “You’re firm in a way that makes people want to climb you like a jungle gym. I mean firm like policy firm. Clarity. You believe in what you believe in, and you’re willing to say so even if it costs you votes.”

      I glance over my shoulder. “Isn’t that your job?”

      “My job is helping you say it in a way that doesn’t get you crucified.”

      Eva shifts on the bench. I hear the soft rustle of her robe and the creak of her joints as she straightens, legs sliding out beneath her like she might get up. But she doesn’t.

      I glance at her. She’s watching us—Natalie and me. Something quiet and unreadable on her face.

      I turn back to the stove.

      Natalie doesn’t notice. She’s in full strategist mode, rifling pages, pushing her glasses up with one finger. “And then there’s the channel six spot. You’ll be live. Three-minute intro, and they’ll try to surprise you with a softball personal question at the end.”

      “Like what?”

      “Favorite song. Last good meal. If you believe in aliens.”

      “I do,” I say, flipping the last piece of fish. “How else do you explain the people who drive PT Cruisers?”

      Natalie grins. “See? That’s gold. You give them that, and then pivot back to infrastructure.”

      “I’d rather pivot to your infrastructure,” I murmur, mostly just to see if I can make her blush.

      Natalie rolls her eyes but it lands. Her ears go pink. “Keep it in your pants, Mayor.”

      Across the room, Eva’s voice cuts in, soft but sure. “He already took it out once today.”

      That gets both our attention. Natalie raises an eyebrow. I whip my head around to look at Eva.

      She’s smiling, just barely. A sleepy, smug little thing. But her eyes stay locked on mine, and there’s something there I haven’t seen before.

      Not mischief.

      Not obedience.

      Not even pride.

      Something closer to... stake.

      She’s watching me banter with Natalie and for the first time in all the time I’ve known her, I wonder if she’s jealous.

      Not in a mean way. Not even possessive, exactly.

      Just... aware.

      Marking territory.

      My territory.

      I set down the spatula, wipe my hands on a towel, and walk over to her. She looks up at me like nothing happened, like she didn’t just drop a grenade into my neatly compartmentalized little world.

      I lean down, kiss the top of her head, and say, “Dinner in five.”

      She nods. “Smells good.”

      “It’ll taste even better.”

      When I turn back, Natalie’s already scribbling a note.
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        * * *

      

      We’re in bed.

      Not fucking. Just... lying there. Sheets tangled around our legs, the AC humming low, moonlight slipping through the sheer curtains and striping the walls in pale gray. I’m half on my side, propped on an elbow, watching Eva trace patterns over my chest with one lazy finger.

      She’s quiet. Has been for a while.

      “Babygirl,” I murmur. “What’s going on in that pretty head of yours?”

      Eva’s the least selfish person I’ve ever met. Never possessive. Never guarded. From day one, she’s welcomed every girl with that same sweet, quiet warmth. Carly with her chaos. Stacy with her spreadsheets. Alison, Natalie—didn’t matter. She made room. Always.

      That’s what gets me. The way she’s been tonight—watching, not reading, drifting around the edges like she’s not sure she belongs.

      She takes a breath.

      “I want you to win, Joe,” she says softly. “I do. I want you to get everything. The mayor’s office. The influence. Your dreams.”

      Her fingers still against my chest.

      “I want to support you the way you support me,” she whispers. “But if you win… won’t you have to choose?”

      I blink. “Choose?”

      “Like…” Her voice hitches. “For appearances. A mayor can’t have a harem. Not officially. Not publicly.”

      I feel that one like a punch to the gut.

      She rolls onto her back, staring up at the ceiling like maybe it’ll give her some kind of answer. “Maybe it’ll be Natalie. Maybe it should be. She’s impressive. Smart. Put-together. The kind of woman people expect to see next to a man with power.”

      There’s no bitterness in her tone. Just... quiet resignation.

      I shift closer, press a kiss to her bare shoulder. “Eva.”

      She doesn’t look at me.

      “You know I don’t care about should. You know that, right?”

      “I know.” She says it too fast.

      I slide a hand over her stomach. “Babygirl. You think I’d trade this—us—for a press photo?”

      Her lips curve, but it’s not quite a smile. “No. But that doesn’t mean it won’t happen.”

      We lie there in silence. She’s not wrong. There are things I haven’t figured out yet. How to win and keep my life intact. How to tell a story the public will buy that doesn’t erase the truth.

      I hate that I don’t have a clean answer for her.

      So I do the only thing I know how to do.

      I roll toward her, slide one leg between hers, kiss her neck, soft and slow.
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      The third question is about storm drainage. The fourth is about the damn pothole on Second Street that’s been there since Clinton was in office. I promise to look into both, even though I know the pothole lady doesn’t vote and never has.

      The fifth question is a doozy.

      “I heard your campaign’s being backed by some group out of Memphis. Is that true?”

      “No, ma’am,” I say, voice even. “We’re entirely grassroots. All donations are public record—feel free to take a look.”

      The sixth is about a public art mural someone’s son wants to paint. It’s half suggestion, half sales pitch, and honestly kind of charming. I tell him to send in a proposal.

      And then it happens.

      The woman in the front row holds up a piece of glossy paper like it’s evidence in a murder trial. Her voice is steady, but her lips are thin and tight. She looks like someone who irons her jeans.

      “You’ve said before you support transparency,” she says, “so are you in a relationship with multiple women or not?”

      The room stills. Even the kids fidgeting with juice boxes stop to listen.

      To my left, one of the moderators clears his throat, fumbling for his microphone. The other one leans toward him and, not nearly quiet enough, mutters, “So that was what Allison was doing under the bar, huh?”

      A smattering of laughter breaks across the center rows. A woman behind me sucks her teeth. I glance at the back corner and catch sight of Carly, arms folded, brows lifted like she’s watching a soap opera come to life. Tia doesn’t even flinch. And Eva’s face is a polite mask—sweet and placid and unreadable unless you know her, which I do. I know what that stillness means.

      Natalie shifts her weight next to the podium, but she doesn’t interrupt. She’s letting me decide.

      The woman’s flyer flutters slightly in the AC breeze. I catch the headline upside down: “WHAT KIND OF MAYOR HAS A HAREM?”

      I stay silent.

      Not because I don’t have something to say. But because I’m thinking about how this town loves gossip more than it loves good roads, and how the real question under her words isn’t about sex or sin, but shame. I won’t give her that. I won’t apologize for something I’m not ashamed of.

      So I look at her, calm as I can be, and wait.

      She blinks, like she expected more fireworks.

      Natalie steps forward, smooth as Tennessee whiskey. “If anyone wants to hear more about Joe’s values—about what honesty and community mean to this campaign—we’ll be live on Town Talk this Sunday morning. No spin. Just truth.”

      There’s a rustle, a few scattered murmurs. I see a man in the third row nudge his wife, whisper something behind his program. She stares at me for a long second. Then she nods.

      And just like that, we move on.

      The seventh question is about school lunch programs.
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        * * *

      

      The house is quiet when I get back, but not for long. As soon as I manage to pour myself 2 fingers of whiskey and take a quick sip—the kind you take when you’re fixing on swallowing the whole thing down, but want to give yourself a minute to think straight before getting on the drunk train—the back door swings open hard enough to make the weathervane rattle. Natalie strides in like she owns the place—or like she’s thinking about whether she wants to.

      She doesn’t say hi. Doesn’t take off her coat. Just slaps a folded flyer onto the counter next to the cutting board.

      I glance down. It’s the same one from the town hall, only this one has a QR code circled in red. Above it, a header in caps: “IS THIS YOUR FUTURE MAYOR?”

      “What is it?” I ask, already knowing I don’t want to know.

      She folds her arms. “Someone posted about you on Reddit. Said you used to run an OnlyFans account. Linked a video.”

      I go still. “Of me?”

      Her brows lift. “Not just you.”

      I set the glass down.

      “Do I want to know which video?”

      She exhales through her nose. “Eva and Michelle. You. A pool float shaped like a flamingo.”

      I wince. “Ah. That one.”

      She takes three steps forward, calm and controlled and very pissed. “You should’ve locked it down. Scrubbed the content. You’re running for mayor, Joe. You can’t afford to have a harem with public archives.”

      “It wasn’t public. That was years ago.”

      “Doesn’t matter,” she says sharply. “It’s out now. You need to manage it.”

      “What if I don’t want to manage it?” I shoot back, louder than I mean to. “What if I don’t want to hide it?”

      Her lips part like she’s about to say something scathing, but she reins it in. “Then maybe you don’t want to win.”

      That lands harder than it should.

      I take a breath. Try again. “Maybe I don’t want to live a lie.”

      She stares at me for a long second. “Nobody’s asking you to lie. But life is tradeoffs, Joe. You don’t always get everything you want.”

      I step toward her. We’re too close. Her breath catches. I smell her perfume—vanilla, citrus, the heat of ambition.

      My voice drops. “Then tell me something.”

      “What?”

      I look her straight in the eye. “What do you want?”

      Her eyes darken. She opens her mouth—but I don’t let her answer.

      I kiss her.

      She tastes like wine and fury and restraint. Her mouth is tense at first, like she wants to stay angry, but then she softens, opens. Her tongue brushes mine and something electric rolls through me.

      I’ve never kissed a Black woman before. I don’t know why that thought pops into my head right now—maybe because I know this isn’t just sex. It’s politics. Power. Heat. History.

      My knee slots between her legs, and she rocks into me without thinking, breath hitching.

      Her hands are on my chest, fisted in my shirt, tugging just enough to make my blood hum. I want her against the wall. I want her on the counter. I want her everywhere.

      But then she pulls back.

      Eyes locked on mine. Cheeks flushed. Lipstick smudged.

      “When the election’s over,” she whispers, voice wrecked. “Win first.”

      She leans in, presses one last kiss to my mouth—soft, deliberate.

      “Then you can have whatever you want.”

      Then she turns and walks out, heels clicking against the tile like a goddamn gavel.
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        * * *

      

      I’ve only managed to take another baby starter sip of my whiskey before the back door bangs open. Again.

      Eva and Alison spill into the kitchen like it’s a party and not a quiet Tuesday night. Eva’s holding two pizza boxes overhead like a trophy, Alison’s got a six-pack swinging from one hand, and neither of them looks remotely concerned about my existential crisis.

      Eva grins. “We brought sustenance and sluts.”

      Alison shoots her a look. “You’re unbelievable.”

      “Unbelievably helpful,” Eva replies sweetly, setting the boxes down.

      I don’t move from where I’m slouched at the counter, tumbler in hand. “Y’all are about three hours late for crisis management.”

      Eva lifts a brow. “Oh, come on. That flyer was kind of iconic. You looked hot in that grainy screengrab.”

      Alison snorts. “It wasn’t even a real OnlyFans. Just a Reddit repost of some dumb cam site clip.”

      I don’t laugh. “Glad y’all are enjoying my public crucifixion.”

      Eva bites her lip. “Sorry, Daddy. Just trying to lighten the mood.”

      There’s a beat of quiet. The kitchen clock ticks.

      Alison takes the whiskey from my fingers, takes a sip, hands it back. “Oh, Joe. You know you’re gonna win anyway. You live a charmed life.”

      Eva’s already kicked off her shoes and is circling me with a considering gaze, like I’m a patient she’s about to take vitals on. “We’d do anything to make it happen,” she murmurs, brushing her fingers lightly across my shoulder as she passes behind me.

      Alison raises an eyebrow, catching the exchange. I take another sip. It burns better this time.

      Eva leans over, whispers something to Alison—just loud enough that I catch “nurse fantasy” and “you still have the glasses?”

      They dissolve into giggles, disappearing down the hall like they’ve got a secret to keep. I stay planted on the stool, watching the swing of Alison’s ass in tiny cutoff shorts that barely count as legal coverage. Her thighs are sun-kissed and strong, and I know for a fact that her pussy is baby-smooth and gets wet the second she feels eyes on her.

      Eva’s in one of those little romper things, loose and silky, sliding off one shoulder. There’s no bra under there. No lines, either, so if she’s wearing anything underneath, it’s for show. Or for me.

      She moves like her joints are made of warm butter—slow and smooth and sinuous. Her hair’s in a braid down her back, and I remember the texture exactly—soft as silk when I’ve got a fist in it, guiding her mouth down over my cock, her eyes big and wet and grateful.

      I know for a fact she’s wearing a plug right now. I know it, even before she turns and gives me a little wink over her shoulder, and I catch that tight, deliberate clench in her walk.

      I take another drink.
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        * * *

      

      We’re in the basement, which Carly and Tia remodeled sometime last year, back when we all finally admitted the whole damn house couldn’t be a sex palace.

      Just one room.

      When did we start caring what other people thought?

      I don’t really know. And maybe it’s not even about that. Maybe it was just practical. Honestly, it’s easier to have all the gear in one place. One giant room, all covered in thick, soft matting—like gym flooring, but upholstered in this microfiber-ish stuff that’s easy to clean and weirdly cozy. Smells faintly like leather and lube and whatever linen spray Carly started using after that one night someone spilled cinnamon oil. There’s ambient lighting, too. Tia insisted. “No one wants to come under fluorescents,” she said. Fair point.

      There’s a spanking bench near the corner. A wall rack with restraints and blindfolds, plugs and paddles. A modified weight bench I turned into a spreader setup, mostly used for oral—what Carly once dubbed “the muff-diving throne.” There’s a sling we don’t use often enough and a couple of locking cabinets, because at some point Michelle said “we should have rules about guests.”

      She’s balls deep in Eva right now, with a strap-on, I mean. Positioned perfectly so I can see Eva’s face—her panting, blissed-over face, writhing on Michelle’s stick, vibing to her every thrust.

      “Like this, Joe?” Michelle asks, tauntingly. “That look on your face’s got me about ready for some cock,” she adds.

      I stroke my cock a little harder.

      “You know this is really for you,” Michelle says, and Eva moans then, pushes back harder on the stick, like maybe it just hit her G-spot—or maybe she really likes what Michelle’s saying.

      I grin. “This is what you do for all the girls.”

      Michelle snorts. “Maybe. But still. I’m definitely getting hungry for some cock.”

      “When?”

      “Soon.”

      “Oh. Like in a few months?”

      She flips me off without missing a beat. “Asshole.”

      Truth is, I think Michelle’s probably gay. She fucks me every now and then—usually when she’s ovulating, or bored. It’s almost always reverse cowgirl. She likes being in charge. It’s fun, playing by her rules like that. Besides, she loves a good creampie—and I love giving it to her. That, too, makes me feel like a man, the fact that I’m the only guy she lets give it to her.

      Carly’s teasing Alison with a vibe—one of the strong, silent ones she calls “the German workhorse.” She’s grinning, crouched between Alison’s thighs, and even though they are on the other side of the room I can see the slick running down Carly’s leg, that’s how turned on she is. Soaked and smiling like she’s in church, grinding on herself like she’s trying to wake her ass up after sitting on a pew for too long.

      She clicks the vibe off suddenly, leans back, and says, “I think you need to learn how to put nipple clamps on me.”

      Alison blinks, dazed. “I—what?”

      I have to bite back a laugh. I should have known that was gonna come next. Carly loves tit torture, and if she doesn’t have a dick in her, that’s where she goes to next—wants them sucked on, hard, like for milking or something, or bitten. Keeps talking about getting them pierced and—I cannot wait. First of all, I want to play with the piercings—have this fantasy about attaching some kind of chain to her belly button piercing or maybe a clamp on her clit and—tugging—but also because I know how much Carly will get off on it, how much she’ll enjoy it. Whenever I clamp her, she gets that high, that wild look in her eyes like she’s flying.

      I stroke myself again, gaze darting back and forth, Michelle fucking Eva, Alison riding Carly’s mouth now, as she tugs the reins she’s hooked up to her tits, hard.

      I stroke again and then tip my head back, close my eyes, let myself get off on the moans and the cries and the squeals.

      What would it be like—if this was it?

      If I just watched and listened.

      If I never touched again.

      If I picked one woman… and all the rest of this stayed behind glass.
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      I’m not fully awake when I feel her.

      The sheets are warm, the light’s soft—gray-blue and muffled, the kind of morning where the world feels padded. There’s a storm coming, I think. Or maybe it passed already. My brain hasn’t quite caught up.

      But my body has.

      Carly’s mouth is around me, slow and wet, like she has all the time in the world.

      I don’t open my eyes. Just lie still and let it happen. Let her do what she does best—what she loves, and what I never, ever get tired of.

      Her lips glide down my length, inch by inch, tongue slick and hot against the underside. She pauses when she gets to the base, like she’s memorizing the way I taste. And then she sucks—firm and steady, not hard, just enough to pull a groan out of me that I try (and fail) to swallow.

      Carly hums around my cock, like she likes the sound.

      I reach down, still half-asleep, and thread my fingers into her hair. She doesn’t stop. Doesn’t speed up. Just moves in that same slow rhythm, deliberate as a metronome. Up, down, twist. Tongue flat, then curled. Hollow cheeks. A flick against the tip that makes my hips jerk.

      She presses my thigh down with her hand.

      Not yet, that hand says. Not your show. Let me.

      So I do. I surrender to it. Let myself feel.

      The drag of her mouth. The heat of her breath. The soft whimper she makes when she deepthroats me fully, like she’s the one overwhelmed.

      Carly likes giving head more than anyone I’ve ever met. It’s not just a skill with her—it’s an act of devotion.

      And today, it’s a ceremony.

      She pulls off for a second—slick lips, flushed cheeks, pupils blown wide—and looks up at me like I’m a king.

      Then she wraps both hands around the base and sinks back down, swallowing me like she missed me overnight. Like she wants to give me everything I need before the chaos starts.

      I feel it building—pressure winding low in my spine, heat coiling in my gut.

      She feels it too.

      Starts to speed up, just a little. Mouth tighter. Sounds wetter. Her fingers trace my balls, my hips twitch, and her other hand presses me back down again. Let me.

      It doesn’t take much after that.

      I come with a low growl, hips stuttering, her name breaking loose from my lips in a half-voiced exhale.

      Carly swallows it all, licks the head clean, kisses my thigh.

      Then she climbs up my body, curls in beside me, presses her mouth to my ear and says, “Happy Election Day, my Mayor.”

      I’m still catching my breath. I turn my head just enough to find her smile.

      “Not yet,” I mutter.
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      8:00 AM

      I’ve barely poured myself a cup of coffee, debating between one sugar or three (it’s Election Day, after all) when Natalie blows in, door slamming. "I think you might just squeak through," she says, dropping a printout on the counter.

      She’s flawless, as usual—stiletto heels, pencil skirt, crisp white blouse. She was made for this shit: campaign manager, politician’s wife, you name it. Me? I’m still trying to decide if I want toast.

      9:30 AM

      I’ve barely walked into my office downtown, aka the campaign HQ, when Stacy pulls me into our little secret back bedroom.

      “Just for good luck,” she says, pushing me onto the bed and settling herself down on my lap, skirt around her waist.

      It’s not even a proper fuck—more of a ceremonial bounce. A half-hearted ride, all adrenaline and gritted teeth. She doesn’t let me finish. “Can’t drain the charm,” she whispers, biting my neck.

      Campaign superstition. Better than baseball.

      10:30 AM

      The minute I think this is my last press interview ever is the minute I start to wonder whether I want it to be my last press interview ever, 'cause it’s only my last one if I don’t win, right? If I win, it’s going to be press and uncomfortable questions for the next 4 years, at the least.

      “What’s the first thing you’ll do if elected?”

      “Probably cry in the shower,” I say. “Then fix the potholes.”

      Michelle’s waiting in the green room bathroom. “Just in case you need a fluffer,” she says, already on her knees before I can close the door.

      I last maybe sixty seconds before she pulls off with a wicked grin. “Save it for the voters, champ.”

      12:15 PM

      The polling place line’s out the door, and half the volunteers look like they’re ready to throw hands.

      Some guy in camo starts heckling me—says Milltown deserves a mayor who isn’t living in sin.

      Natalie steps between us with a clipboard and a killer smile. “That’s an interesting position, sir. Perhaps you should’ve run.”

      Natalie points me toward the bathroom, tells me to get cleaned up before we head out, and of course the minute I latch the door behind me I realize Petra’s there, waiting, dropping to her knees for me, mouth warm and reverent.

      “I prayed on it,” she whispers. “This is what God told me to do.”

      I might come. I might pass out. Honestly, it’s a toss-up.

      2:35 PM

      The backroom of Carly’s bar feels like the place I might actually get a few minutes' peace today, and that’s true for all of five minutes before there’s a knock and I stupidly say, “Come in,” and then there’s Alison.

      “You looked stressed,” she says, dropping to her knees.

      She sucks me down deep, holds it, lets me twitch. Then pulls back and taps the head of my dick like she’s tasting soup.

      “Still too salty,” she grins. “Back to work.”

      I stumble out of the back, still adjusting my belt and trying to walk like a man who hasn’t had the soul sucked out of him by a woman who thinks blowjobs are a wellness practice.

      Mike and Other Mike are already planted at the bar like furniture.

      “I voted for you,” Mike says without looking up from his beer.

      Other Mike nods. “Me too. Say hi to Alison, by the way.”

      I raise a hand.

      3:10 PM

      Across the street, Sallie Mae’s out front waiting for me.

      “I have it on good authority,” she says, poking my chest with one pink-lacquered nail, “that every parent in my grandson’s class voted for you.”

      I open my mouth to thank her, but she keeps going.

      “They really appreciated you pushing through the new playground. Swings and climbing ropes? You’re a visionary.”

      And then the lights go out behind her. Probably the new blow-dryer rig, but I pull out my phone anyway.

      Me: Is this an omen?

      Eva’s always good with things like this, she’ll tell me if it is or isn’t, and what it all means. She replies in seconds.

      Eva: Want to have phone sex?
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      7:02 PM

      I don’t recognize my own living room anymore.

      Tia redid it last month, said it was part of my “branding.” Now it looks like a cigar lounge fucked a Restoration Hardware and they raised a little trust-fund bastard together. Rolled-arm sofas in mohair velvet, soft lighting, a walnut drinks cart I definitely didn’t buy, and a wall-mounted TV the size of a small movie theater screen.

      It’s nice, I guess. A little too curated. But the couch is comfortable, and right now that’s all I care about, because the room is full of people, the polls are closed, and the returns are coming in.

      I’m parked dead center. Michelle is draped over the arm of the sofa like a jungle cat. Carly’s curled up next to me, legs tucked under, stealing sips of my drink. Natalie’s perched on the ottoman with her laptop open, watching four different maps light up in real time. Petra and Alison are sharing a blanket, which is weirdly sweet until Petra reaches over and starts braiding Alison’s hair with this look of total focus, like it's a sacred act. Stacy’s already got her shoes off and is massaging one foot with the other like she’s prepping for a dance-off.

      It smells like takeout, champagne, and very faintly of sex.

      The news guy on TV says, “—a shocking upset in the Fourth District, where turnout seems to have favored the more progressive candidate⁠—”

      “God, what a lazy take,” Natalie mutters, not even glancing up. “That guy can’t read polling crosstabs to save his life.”

      Michelle chuckles. “Jealous you’re not on camera?”

      Natalie shrugs. “Jealous they let him on camera with that tie.”

      Stacy snorts. “I liked the little shout-out to your get-out-the-vote push, though.”

      “Only took two hundred volunteers and a metric ton of pizza,” Carly adds.

      “Speaking of,” Petra says, waving her phone. “Eva wants in.”

      She hits speaker and sets it on the coffee table.

      “Hey, y’all,” Eva’s voice comes through, warm and soft.

      Michelle leans toward the mic. “Hey, exhibitionist.”

      “Hey, muff diver,” Eva shoots back. “Is Joe vibrating through the couch yet?”

      “I’m fine,” I say, lying through my teeth.

      I haven’t come all day. Not since Carly woke me up at six-something with her mouth and a whispered “Happy Election Day, my Mayor.” Every woman in this house—plus at least one on the phone—has edged me like it’s their civic duty. I’m running on caffeine, adrenaline, and one very patient dick.

      The truth is I don’t know if I want to win.

      Losing would mean sleep. Privacy. Maybe even normal sex again. But it would also mean disappointing every single person in this room. Letting the town go back to petty tyrants and backroom deals. Losing would mean⁠—

      “Milltown results incoming,” Natalie says, and suddenly everyone’s quiet.

      The screen updates with a little ding that might as well be a gunshot.

      We watch the number tick over.

      “Holy shit,” Carly whispers. “You’re up.”

      I blink.

      The little blue bar next to my name is longer than the red one. Not by much, but enough.

      Michelle whoops. Petra clasps her hands like she’s just watched a miracle. Alison shouts “SUCK IT, CHAD!” even though I’m pretty sure Chad wasn’t running.

      Eva says, “Well, fuck me gently with a ballot.”

      Natalie just nods. “I told you.”

      They’re all talking now, excited, laughing, pouring champagne. Someone hands me a glass but I don’t drink it. I’m just sitting here, trying to feel like a winner.

      I don’t. Not yet.

      I feel tired. Wrung out. Grateful. Terrified. And hard as a rock under this throw blanket.

      Carly leans in and kisses my cheek. “You did it.”

      “I didn’t do it alone.”

      “No,” she says, smiling. “You didn’t.”

      Michelle flops into my lap, her hair spilling over my chest. “Now can we finally let you come?”

      I look around the room—at all these wild, brilliant, infuriating women who carried me across the finish line, one blowjob and spreadsheet at a time.

      “God, I hope so,” I murmur, and close my eyes just as lightning flashes through the window.
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      Somehow we all make it down to the basement together, with no orgasms in between.

      I flop into a bean bag, stuck in that tired-but-wired place, not totally ready yet to plunge in, just wanting to take in the haze of skin and noise.

      No matter what happens next—I’m letting myself indulge tonight.

      Maybe I’ll cream Michelle first, since she’s so damn antsy for it. Although watching her bite Carly’s tits right now is pretty fucking good.

      Or maybe I’ll go grab Carly’s clamps, stick ’em on her, tug while she writhes and begs like she does when she’s just a little past okay.

      Not sure Alison’s ready for full-on public dick-in-vaginal, but anal could be nice. Slow. Deep. She likes that more than she admits.

      Or I could let Petra hoover me straight down her throat. Fuck her face until I’m groaning and empty in her stomach like some kind of offering.

      I stroke myself once, slow. Just once.

      And that’s when I realize she’s there.

      Natalie. Right in front of me.

      Hair a little mussed, breath coming shallow, wide-eyed—probably from watching the girls go at it—but there’s steel in her spine, purpose in her walk.

      “Ready for me to make good on my promise?” she asks.

      I meet her gaze, heart kicking up, cock twitching in my hand.

      “Yeah,” I say. “I’m ready.”

      Ready for everything that comes next.
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      Wanna know what finds next? I gotchu
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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.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      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.
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      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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      I say 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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