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				Chapter One
			

			
				 When I first arrived here, I wanted to stake my claim, make some cash, and build something I could be proud of. In the end, I mostly ended up ripping people off. I was glad I came to this realization and my only regret was that it took me the better part of a decade to figure it all out.
			

			
				 I quit my job and packed the bare essentials into a rented Ford Transit-350 Cargo van then took off at sixty miles per hour on I-95 South, the NYC skyline a fading echo in the driver’s side mirror. 
			

			
				 I pushed south and didn’t stop for ten hours. I slept in the back of the van on a foldout cot, about as comfortable as sleeping on plywood, yet I slumbered with a smile, my dreams brimming with freedom. 
			

			
				 On I went, down through New Jersey then cutting into PA before blowing a hole through Delaware and continuing on to rural Maryland. I slowed down for a time, spent a few nights sipping six-packs at a camping ground, then resumed my trek, not sure where I was going nor what I was looking for. 
			

			
				 Days later, Florida reared its head but I slammed on the brakes and threw the van into reverse the moment I saw the Miami skyline. The stink of money and greed and bad tans and silicone-injected romance turned me away at once, sending me back north. 
			

			
				 Along the way, my phone kept buzzing. Calls from the firm. Email notifications. Text messages. Schizophrenic voicemails from my ex, ping-ponging from unhinged to aggressive to cruel. 
			

			
				 “Nathan, we’re supposed to be together, you’re my soul mate, I miss you…”
			

			
				 “Nate, I swear to GOD, you will be SO SORRY if you don’t get back to Midtown RIGHT NOW…”
			

			
				 “Go ahead and run, you awkward mess. Yeah, that’s right – You’re still that SAME LOSER you were in college. You made some money, good for you…but you’re still a LOSER and you’ll NEVER do better than me!”
			

			
				 That last one stung. Sometimes I wondered if my life in New York and my ensuing success in finance really had been a way to overcompensate for my old awkwardness, all those years I couldn’t make eye contact with a woman, much less get a date. 
			

			
				 Anyway, I ignored pretty much every call, and resolved to stop checking my ex’s voicemails, venomous as they were.
			

			
				 I only answered when the bank called. 
			

			
				 “I’m calling for Mr. Tucker,” the nervous branch manager said. 
			

			
				 “That’s me,” I answered. “You can call me Nate, though.”
			

			
				 “Nate, then, very well. Sir, I’m calling from the First National Corporate Office in Midtown, we have some questions about the recent activity on your account and –”
			

			
				 “Slow down, bud,” I laughed. “I know those transactions are a bit strange, but yeah, I approve them.”
			

			
				 “Um…all of them, sir?”
			

			
				 “I wasn’t hacked or blackmailed,” I told him as the Ford hummed along the highway, the horror of Miami lingering almost as putrid as the horror of Manhattan. “I was in sound mind, fully oriented, and perfectly sane in every way.”
			

			
				 The branch manager chuckled. “Okay then, Mr. Tucker –”
			

			
				 “Nate,” I corrected him. 
			

			
				 I was damn sick of people referring to me as Mr. Tucker. If I could get through the rest of my life without hearing that again, I’d die a happy man. 
			

			
				 “Nate, yes,” the manager said. “Well then, if you could just confirm some details of your account, we’ll go ahead and finalize those transactions.”
			

			
				 I had to laugh. “No worries, just tell me what you need. I’m sure it’s not every day one of your clients gives away twenty million dollars.”
			

			
				 “Twenty-five million,” the manager corrected me. “And no, Nate, it’s not something we come across often.”
			

			
				*****
			

			
				 I cut west then got off the highway somewhere in semi-rural Ohio. I turned off my GPS days ago and had barely been paying attention to the signs on the highway. I didn’t even know the town’s name but it looked like the kind of place where I’d find a decent place to park the Ford and camp out for a day or two without being harassed. 
			

			
				 I cruised for an hour or so. It was just a little past noon, sunny and bright, not a single cloud in the sky overhead. 
			

			
				 Being the height of summer, the sun was scorching, but as I drove down quiet country roads, the sunlight beamed down on swaying wheat stalks, rows of ripe tomatoes still on their vines. Cows munched grass lazily and, more than once, farmers perched on tractors or harvesters a quarter-mile off the road caught sight of my van and gave me a friendly wave hello. 
			

			
				 The farms were nice, yet the residential areas were just as quaint. Single-homes like snapshots of small-town Americana and three-story Victorians, mom-and-pop grocery stores and rustic diners and roadside saloons where – I swear to God – retired old dudes in flannel shirts played checkers out front in folding chairs (while sipping beers and blasting cigarettes, naturally). 
			

			
				 It was like I’d died and gone thirty years into the past. 
			

			
				 Coasting along a central route through the county, it wasn’t long before I found the college, a large institution that gobbled up a good portion of the land, sprawling academia that nurtured a sizable ‘downtown’ economy. Main Street was bustling even now, in the college off-season. 
			

			
				 There were small fashion outlets and artsy niche stores, high-end restaurants and more casual fare, tattoo parlors and one or two gyms, plus enough bars to foster a robust nightlife scene, ensuring many of the college students remained on campus over the summer. 
			

			
				 The area around the college was cute, somewhat more modern. It had the feel of a mid-sized town, a lively counterbalance to the slower pace back out in the country. 
			

			
				 As I drove along, I found myself smiling. I even considered stopping for a beer on Main Street, and I might have, if it hadn’t been so early in the day. 
			

			
				 Suffice it to say, I was enraptured with the area almost immediately. The quaint small town vibes, the dust-blown rural roads out by the farms, and the vibrancy on Main Street all mashed together felt like a modern, unironic twist on a Norman Rockwell painting. 
			

			
				 After spending ten years in the living hell that was Manhattan, this quiet place felt like a paradise. 
			

			
				 I rapped my fingers along the dashboard as I wheeled past the college. The businesses and foot traffic on Main Street became more disparate, then ended entirely. The Main Street hustle-bustle gave way to that rural quiet in just a mile and a half. 
			

			
				 “I like this place,” I whispered. 
			

			
				 I left behind a career and a stunning Morningside Heights brownstone, not to mention a venomous ex-fiancé. I took off from Manhattan to get my soul back. I wondered if I could find it here, in this quiet little county out in the middle of nowhere. 
			

			
				 Cutting to the west, I meandered along another rural road, my mind wandering, until I saw it, just up ahead. 
			

			
				 It was a comic book shop, a fairly large one.
			

			
				 The signs in the front windows were decorated with cardboard cutouts of comic characters, not just the big-time Marvel and DC heavy hitters but indie ones as well, Scud the Disposable Assassin and Dork Tower and a couple I didn’t recognize. 
			

			
				 A sign in the far window read, ‘MOVIES, NEW AND USED! RETRO VIDEO GAMES! COLLECTIBLES FROM THE 80s, 90s, 2000s, AND MORE!
			

			
				 My heart lit up as soon as I saw it. Quickly, I cut the steering wheel toward the parking lot, weaved through some passing traffic, and pulled in beside a big box delivery truck idling beside the curb. 
			

			
				 God, I hadn’t seen an honest-to-goodness comic book shop like this in years. While there were plenty of comic shops sprinkled around NYC, I never had time to visit one. I’d always been too busy raking in the big bucks and selling my soul. 
			

			
				 Or, maybe, I subconsciously kept myself from those comic shops, from all those things I enjoyed back before I bought my way into high society. Like I’d be in danger of slipping back into my old nerdy self, awkward and stilted. 
			

			
				 A loser, like my ex would say.
			

			
				 Forget her. Forget it all. You’re free now. You’re free to like what you like, to enjoy what you want.
			

			
				 I killed the Ford’s engine and hopped out, grinning from ear to ear. 
			

			
				 “Hey bud, not meaning to burst your bubble, but this place has been closed for a while now,” came a voice behind me. 
			

			
				 It was the driver of that delivery truck. He was sitting in the front cab, his feet up on the dashboard, with what looked to be an artist’s sketchbook balanced on his legs. 
			

			
				 I cursed under my breath. “Closed for the day, you mean, or out of business?”
			

			
				 “Out of business,” the driver answered regretfully. “It’s a shame, too. I used to make deliveries here at least once a week and shopped here just as often. I have a girlfriend who used to shop here as well.”
			

			
				 “What happened?” I asked. 
			

			
				 He shrugged. “Owner got sick and died,” he said. “Cancer. It sucks, he was a cool guy. He had some family, but none close enough to run the place for him. From what I hear, they’re looking to sell it off to the highest bidder.”
			

			
				 “You don’t say,” I grinned, a tiny nugget of an idea forming in the back of my head. 
			

			
				 “The inventory’s all still there, too,” the driver pressed. “Racks of comics, games, DVDs, all that.”
			

			
				 I gestured to the sketchbook on his lap. “You drawing a portrait of the place or something?” 
			

			
				 He chuckled. “Nah. The old owner used to let me hang out in his parking lot at the end of my delivery route,” he said. “I like doodling a little before turning my truck back in at the station. Gives me time to clear my head, I guess.”
			

			
				 “This seems like a pretty decent town,” I said. 
			

			
				 “I’d say so. Been living here for years. I wouldn’t trade it for the world. Why, you moving around here?”
			

			
				 “Dunno yet,” I said. “I might consider it, though I’d have to work a few things out first.”
			

			
				 “If you’re looking for work, the college is always hiring,” he said. He nodded toward my Ford Cargo. “Hell, if you like driving, you can drop at an application over at my company. Union, good benefits.”
			

			
				 “Thanks for the tip,” I said. “But I’ve been thinking about going into business for myself.”
			

			
				 “Well, you couldn’t pick a nicer area,” the driver said. “Anyway, I’m going to get back to this sketch. Take it easy, buddy.”
			

			
				 “You too, man.”
			

			
				*****
			

			
				 Given the wholesome aura of the county, it was easy finding a place to park my van. I offered a farmer two-hundred bucks to let me park the Ford Cargo on his land for the night. He chuckled in my face, told me it wouldn’t cost a dime, even invited me in for supper. 
			

			
				 I hesitated at first – I didn’t want to be a bother, after all – but I gave in when his wife rushed out, begging me to stay awhile. 
			

			
				 Best goddamn meat loaf I had in years, let me tell you. 
			

			
				 Afterward, I crouched in the back of the Ford Cargo, firing off a wi-fi hotspot on my phone to get some internet to my laptop. 
			

			
				 Like I had done for years, I slipped into the world of math, the world of equations, cost effectiveness, ones and zeroes, the world of percentages and human uncertainty. 
			

			
				 The numbers, the math, the calculations, they were all like poetry to me. Like an old warm hoodie I wore on a chilly winter morning. 
			

			
				 Each calculation was pure comfort, pure familiarity. Like I was flexing invisible muscles, playing a game only I could see in my mind’s eye, reflected only partially by the raw data on my laptop screen, the numbers scrawled on pen and paper (I always did my best math longhand) coming to life on Excel spreadsheets, gestalts coalescing into proper ideas in my neural wetwork.
			

			
				 Yeah, I know. I sound like a nerd. I was also starting to sound like my old self, not my ‘nerdy’ old self, but the one I left behind in Manhattan.
			

			
				 Only the difference was, this time, I was using my skills in an attempt to create, rather than destroy. 
			

			
				 Build, rather than tear down. 
			

			
				 Or, if you want to get reductive about it: Good, rather than evil. 
			

			
				 I sat back, grinning at my final calculations after spending hours trawling through digital muck. 
			

			
				 Like a Gold Rush prospector sifting through silt, I’d finally found my glistening golden nugget. 
			

			
				 I cracked my knuckles, leaned back, and found an old beer can rolling around the floor. I cracked it open and took a drink, lukewarm but damn satisfying. 
			

			
				 “Dude, this just might be a lock,” I told myself. 
			

			
				*****
			

			
				 I sat there awhile longer, cross-legged, leaning backward, smiling at the data glowing on my laptop screen. 
			

			
				 Through skill, luck, and force of will, I managed to dominate the world of New York City high finance. 
			

			
				 If I could do that, I could do this.
			

			
				 Only this time, I was working toward something I really wanted. I wasn’t running from my past or trying to create a new personality. 
			

			
				 I wasn’t running scared from who I used to be. 
			

			
				 Now, I vowed to embrace myself as I was, unapologetically. 
			

			
				 You’re free to like what you like, I echoed to myself. You’re free to enjoy what you want. The thing is, do you have the guts to follow through with it?
			

			
				 “Yeah,” I whispered to myself. “I think I do.”
			

			
				


			
				Chapter Two
			

			
				 I pulled over at the first locally owned bank I found, some regional outfit by the name of Meltzer Financial. I knew nothing about the bank, save for it only did business in southeastern Ohio and that was good enough for me. 
			

			
				 I walked inside in a plain black T-shirt and faded khaki shorts and my old beat up Adidas sneakers, not exactly the most professional outfit, but I hadn’t packed anything much fancier so it would have to do. After spending years stuffed into Wall Street-appropriate attire, suffocating myself in Armani and Dior, I promised myself that from here on out, I was dressing for comfort. 
			

			
				 I asked to meet with a loan officer. A pleasant bank teller informed me that I’d need an appointment. 
			

			
				 “What if I also wanted to open up a high-yield savings account?” I asked. 
			

			
				 “That’s fine, sir, but to speak with a representative for a loan, you’ll have to –”
			

			
				 “What if I wanted to immediately deposit two million dollars?” I continued. 
			

			
				 The teller’s face went pale. She chuckled. “You said…two mill…”
			

			
				 “Two million, yup,” I said. 
			

			
				 She coughed into her fist. “Let me speak to the loan officer on duty, sir,” she told me, then scurried into the back. 
			

			
				*****
			

			
				She was younger than me by at least two or three years. Twenty-five, give or take, but no younger than that. She was wound up tight, one ball of strained nerves smoothed out into slim delicacy then slipped inside a form-fitting pencil skirt with an eggshell white cardigan. 
			

			
				 Her hazel eyes seemed ready made for pensive stares, her slim, soft lips forced into a thin line with an efficient slash of cherry red lipstick. Her features were sharp, though not severe, high cheekbones and golden eyebrows to match sunlight-woven hair pulled into bun the size of a clenched fist. 
			

			
				 She crossed her legs, the pencil skirt strained around her firm thighs, her matching blouse buttoned constrictively around her throat, making me wonder how she could even breathe with the collar so tight, yet the outfit fit her well. 
			

			
				 Her eyes shrank down to needlepoints as she looked over my documents. 
			

			
				 She cleared her throat, instinctively pulling at her collar, as if absentmindedly trying to loosen it. “Mr. Tucker…”
			

			
				 Back in New York, when I joined the vultures and started raking in ill-gotten profits hand over fist, I found the confidence to speak with beautiful women, yet that confidence was inexorably tied with being a vulture myself. 
			

			
				 A fake confidence. A sense of confidence I built by tearing down others, busting out business, and wringing out every last penny through mass layoffs.
			

			
				 No more. Now, my confidence came from somewhere else, somewhere good, somewhere inside me. 
			

			
				 Sure, I still felt that old awkwardness. Shadows of my ‘nerdy’ life tugging at my nerves, but for now, I ignored it, as confident as I could manage to be. 
			

			
				 I grinned. “Please, call me Nate.” 
			

			
				 “I’m sorry, I’m just looking over your recent statements from your current bank,” she said, her voice uneasy. “It seems…well…did you really mean to…”
			

			
				 “Give away almost all my money?” I said, my grin still fixed. “Absolutely. I gave away all but two million dollars.”
			

			
				 She looked flustered, redness creeping up her pale throat, threatening to make her blush. “But that’s just so much money…”
			

			
				 “Hey, it wasn’t charity,” I said with confidence. With that, her hazel eyes shot off her laptop screen. I caught her gaze and held it. Her lips almost softened into a smile. 
			

			
				 “Then what was it?” she asked. 
			

			
				 “I’ll spare you the painful details,” I said. “But I had my hands in more than one honey pot back in Manhattan. Private equity, hedge funds, Wall Street, you name it. Shit, I even had a few forays into the wild world of venture capital. I made some –”
			

			
				 “Whoa, hold on there,” she said with an admiring, yet somewhat nervous smile, as if she’d just bumped into her favorite celebrity. “You worked in finance in Manhattan?”
			

			
				 “Worked isn’t the right word for it,” I said, reclining in my chair, one leg kicked over the other. “More like I was a vulture who crunched numbers and squeezed money out of people who actually made things.”
			

			
				 With a subtle shift, she seemed to reel back. Almost like I’d said something to offend her. 
			

			
				 “Anyway, I got tired of my line of work and decided to give some cash back to a couple of folks that I screwed over,” I said with a shrug. “It’s not as dramatic as it sounds.”
			

			
				 Now, her eyes were back on the laptop screen. “Dropping twenty-five million out of your bank account sounds pretty dramatic.”
			

			
				 “I just had a guilty conscience, that’s all.”
			

			
				 She shot me another look. A curious look, with her head tilted slightly to the side, as if I’d just spoken in a foreign language. 
			

			
				 Yeah, I knew her type. Straightlaced, by the book, detail-oriented. The kind that worked almost as much off-the-clock as she did in the office, whether she was getting compensated for her time or not. 
			

			
				 She’d go far in her line of work, I assumed, although I couldn’t help but think about how pretty she’d look if she just let her hair down. 
			

			
				 “But I’m here now, and I need a half-million dollars as fast as you can get it to me,” I said. 
			

			
				 “Your application, yes.” Her eyes darted back to the laptop screen, unease written across those hazel jewels, brownish-green flecked with yellow. She kept reaching for the top button of her blouse, tugging at it, like she just might unfasten the damn thing and let herself breathe a little. “It’s a more-than-modest request, if I’m being honest.”
			

			
				 “Five hundred thousand bucks,” I said, tapping my finger on her desk. “I’ll need some to put a down payment on the property, with the rest going toward general renovations and restocking inventory. I also think –”
			

			
				 “It just seems odd, Mr. Tucker.”
			

			
				 “Nate,” I smiled. 
			

			
				 Again, her lips almost broke into a smile. “Nate,” she echoed. “It’s a big loan, especially considering you’re not an existing customer. You don’t even have an Ohio residence.”
			

			
				 “That’ll change once I own that old comic book shop,” I said. “But in the meantime, I’ve already established a PO Box here in town. That should suffice for a home address.”
			

			
				 “Sure, but…”
			

			
				 “And I think dropping a million bucks into a high-yield savings account with your bank also goes a long way to showing that I’m not here to take the money and run,” I chuckled. 
			

			
				 The redness continued up her throat then into her cheeks, turning her pale skin almost the same color as her lipstick. Again on the verge of smiling, the young loan officer choked down her emotions, like she kept them hidden in a clenched fist, refusing to loosen her grip. 
			

			
				 “Here’s the thing,” she said, flattening her palms on her desk, on either side of her laptop. Her right cardigan sleeve rolled up a bit, revealing a beach-style bracelet, sequined leather and ocean jasper stones. 
			

			
				 “Cool bracelet,” I commented.
			

			
				 She blushed deeper and pulled her sleeve back down to her wrist, hiding the elaborate bracelet once more. “Your financial and professional history – while impressive, believe me – doesn’t quite lend itself to, well…a stable personality.”
			

			
				 “I don’t blame you for thinking that,” I laughed. 
			

			
				 “With your background, why choose to reopen a comic book shop in a semi-rural area?”
			

			
				 “Three reasons. First, I know it can make me a solid living. It might not turn a huge profit, but I’ve turned huge profits. They’re overrated. I’d much rather earn a solid living.”
			

			
				 “Really?”
			

			
				 “It’ll help me sleep better, trust me. Now, the second reason: I love comic books. I love old movies and video games and collectibles. If it’s niche and nerdy, I dig it. I remember growing up, we didn’t have a comic shop in the area, but there was this pharmacy owned by this old Boomer guy and he had a rack of comic books on sale, right by the front entrance. When I was a kid waiting for my mom while she was shopping, I’d thumb through those comics, loving the stories, the art. I even loved the feel of them, the smooth glossy covers, the rougher matte pages inside.” I closed my eyes, breathing deeply, like I could still smell that old pharmacy. “It’s just full-sense ASMR to me, it always has been.”
			

			
				 Little by little, her thin lips were continuing to soften. She still wasn’t smiling, but she looked like she could crack at any moment. 
			

			
				 “And the third reason?” she asked. 
			

			
				 “The most important one,” I said, then leaned forward, my hands folded on her desk. “I’m not talented. I can’t draw and I can’t write. But what I can do is help get good art to people. On my own, I can’t create squat. But I can help creative people get their work out, contribute to their livelihood, and make a solid living for myself in the process. That’s what I’m looking to do, Miss…actually, I never did get your name.”
			

			
				 She didn’t have a name placard on her desk, no degree hanging on her office wall. In fact, this young woman didn’t have any personal effects at all on display. Only that jasper bracelet hinted at her personality, and now that was hidden away beneath the cardigan sleeve. 
			

			
				 “Anya,” she said quietly. 
			

			
				 “Miss Anya, then,” I grinned. 
			

			
				 “Mr. Tucker…I mean, Nate, it just doesn’t make sense. You could have purchased the property outright, but instead, you just gave most of your wealth away.”
			

			
				 I smiled proudly. “That’s right.”
			

			
				 “And, well, you still have two million dollars, liquid. If you’re so confident that you can turn a profit – I mean, make a living --  with this comic shop, you could still buy the property right now, without a loan.”
			

			
				 “All true,” I said. “Except I’ve spent the better part of the last ten years spending money just as quick as I could earn it.” I paused. “Or steal it, depending on your point of view. These days, I’m trying to live within my means.”
			

			
				 “You have two million dollars right now,” she repeated. “You don’t need the loan.”
			

			
				 “Actually, I do,” I said. “Because that two million isn’t just for me.”
			

			
				 “You’re not married,” she said. “You don’t have dependents.”
			

			
				 “I have a mother and a father on a fixed income living back east,” I told her. “And as long as I keep that two million bucks in a high-yield savings account, I’ll be able to support them on the monthly interest for the rest of their lives.”
			

			
				 Now, I could tell she really was suppressing a smile. Almost like she was trying to strangle any feelings of joy before they could rise to the surface and make a ripple on that pretty, yet placid face. 
			

			
				 “You have an interesting story, Nate,” she said. “But I just don’t see this working.”
			

			
				 I pulled my laptop from my backpack and set it on her desk, still confident that I could work this out. I just had to make her see…
			

			
				 “I’ve got lots of data that I could show you,” I said, patting my laptop, still folded shut. “But I get the sense that you’re not going to appreciate my ideas here. If you’d indulge me, I’d like to ask you one little favor.”
			

			
				 She studied me a moment, those thin red lips not budging, but I could catch the faintest hints of mirth, just a little, breaking through her professional veneer. 
			

			
				 “What’s the favor?” she asked, slightly cocking one eyebrow. 
			

			
				 “Meet with me tonight,” I said, unable to hide the enthusiasm in my voice. 
			

			
				 Her lips cracked just then, a brief flash, a smile like a snapshot, there and gone so quickly I almost didn’t catch it. 
			

			
				 “A date?” she asked. 
			

			
				 “Just so I can show you the comic shop,” I said, then fished the key out of my pocket. “I’ve already been in touch with the real estate agent. I sweet-talked him into giving me the key for twenty-four hours.”
			

			
				 “Oh, so you’re a sweet talker, are you?” she asked, and this time, the smile lingered on her lips. Though she’d been fighting her urge to smile for several minutes, she’d entirely given up. 
			

			
				 That, or she just couldn’t help it. 
			

			
				 “Meet me there tonight,” I insisted. “I’ll show you my data, the particulars of my plan, whatever you want. To sweeten the deal, I’ll even order a pizza.”
			

			
				 “No pizza,” she countered briskly. “I’ve got a bad carb addiction. Give me one hit and I’ll spiral.”
			

			
				 “Any other ideas?”
			

			
				 “Wings from Dewey’s,” she said. “The best bar on Main Street.”
			

			
				 “Dewey’s it is,” I said. “Does seven o’clock work for you?”
			

			
				 She looked away bashfully, her professional mask shattered. Now, she actually giggled. “I can’t believe I’m agreeing to this…but yes, seven o’clock works fine.”
			

			
				


			
				Chapter Three
			

			
				 The comic shop smelled like faded ink, like glossy cover pages, like pleasantly musty wall-to-wall carpet and with a slight dash of oil-painted Warhammer miniatures. 
			

			
				 The AC wheezed something fierce but cooled the place down. Overhead, the old fluorescent lights flickered with a faint buzzing sound that managed to soothe, rather than irritate. 
			

			
				 I sat behind the counter with the pages of a local newspaper splayed out and the feast from Dewey’s sitting upon it, garlic wings and hot wings, mild wings, breaded and not, with blue cheese and ranch dressing and honey mustard sauce spread out in two-ounce plastic Solo cups. 
			

			
				 With a cold twelve-pack of light beer, the scene was complete. I only had to wait for Anya to arrive. 
			

			
				 Aside from the overhead buzz from the light fixtures, I quickly tired of the silence. I pulled out my phone, eager to listen to music. I opened Spotify then scrolled through my playlists, mostly pretentious crap that my ex forced me to listen to, Eurotrash club tracks and faux-indie garbage with trust fund kids larping as Bohemian songsters. 
			

			
				 “Oh damn, here we go,” I said. 
			

			
				 It was the playlist my father made for me years ago, back when I was first becoming a true finance thrall, an empty suit with an empty soul. Back then, I couldn’t bear to listen to my dad’s favorite music, not because I didn’t enjoy it, but because I felt like a fraud when I listened to it. 
			

			
				 “Not anymore,” I whispered to myself, then hit PLAY on the playlist titled, ‘OLD FART MUSIC, COURTESY OF YOUR OLD FART FATHER.’
			

			
				 The list opened with a Pearl Jam track, Stone Gossard’s low guitar playing like a smooth buzzsaw before ‘Corduroy’ blasted off with its signature riff followed by Eddie Vedder’s dulcet roar, pure 90’s grunge, the sound of flannel and body odor and authenticity, the sound of rebellious youth thrusting a middle finger into the face of, well…guys like me. 
			

			
				 Or guys like I used to be.
			

			
				 I sang along, surprised that I knew the words until I recalled all the times my mom and dad blasted their old Gen-X grunge tunes nonstop. Our ugly little split-level suburban home would fill with Kurt Cobain’s pained vocals and Hope Sandoval’s ethereal wail. My dad would be trying to fix his hearing aids for the right sound – because you didn’t spend your early-twenties as a Rancid roadie without some consequences, damn it – while me and my mom laughing as he shrieked in pain from the sudden guitar riff feedback threatening to blow out whatever was left of his eardrums. 
			

			
				 I smiled at the memories, at that old life I’d tried so hard to escape when, really, I never realized just how good I had it back then.
			

			
				 The front door swung open. The door chime played a tune, a few beats from the old Superman theme. 
			

			
				 She still wore the same getup from earlier, the pencil skirt with the blouse and cardigan, though as Anya stepped inside I noticed her black leather open-toed heels, straps snaking around her ankles. Her skirt swayed with her steps, showing the thinnest slit up her left thigh, pale hints of soft skin as she walked briskly to the counter. 
			

			
				 Her easy smile put a knot in my belly, a disarming sort of beauty. She’d been pretty enough when she was in all-business mode back at the bank, but freed from the shackles of professionalism, she was downright stunning. 
			

			
				 “Hey,” I said, leaning back on the swivel chair behind the counter. “Welcome to my pipe dream. It doesn’t look like much now and, truth be told, it won’t look much better once I buy it.” I knocked my knuckles against the counter. “I’m digging the worn-down vibes, to tell you the truth.”
			

			
				 She chuckled, put her hands on her hips, and lowered her head, though kept her hazel eyes upturned, regarding me playfully. “Is this your way of selling me on the loan? By telling me you’re going to keep this place looking like a set from a Kevin Smith movie?”
			

			
				 “Ooooh,” I laughed, leaning forward. “You worked so hard to present yourself as this icy businesswoman, but here you are, betraying your nerdy interests. Honestly, you did strike me as the type to go on Jay and Silent Bob deep dives right from the start.”
			

			
				 “Liar,” she said, smirking. 
			

			
				 “I worked in venture capital and private equity up until a few days ago,” I laughed. “I ditched the lies when I ditched that line of work.”
			

			
				 She paused, her smile dimming a touch, going from radiant to merely bright, just the slightest unease. “Lots of people would kill to have the kind of career you left behind.”
			

			
				 I shrugged. “It wouldn’t be so bad if not for all the underhanded bullshit,” I admitted. 
			

			
				 “Making money is automatically underhanded?” she pressed, a little standoffish, though still with a bright smile. 
			

			
				 “Not necessarily,” I answered. “But after almost ten years, I can honestly say that I’m tired of being a vulture.”
			

			
				 She looked away, quickly averting her eyes. She didn’t look offended, not quite, but I caught a hint that something was amiss. 
			

			
				 Before I could press her on it, she nodded toward the feast spread out on the counter. 
			

			
				 “Dewey’s wings,” she said. “At least you held up your end of the bargain.”
			

			
				 I jerked my thumb toward the twelve-pack. “And a few cold ones,” I said. 
			

			
				 “Coors Light?” she asked, an eyebrow raised. “For a guy with your kind of cash, I would have expected something a bit pricier.”
			

			
				 I cracked a bottle open and took a sip. “The price tag doesn’t always matter to me, at least not anymore. Would you like one, by the way?”
			

			
				 She shook her head. “I’m not much of a drinker.”
			

			
				 I laughed. “Neither am I.”
			

			
				 She giggled, that bright smile easing toward radiance once again. “Alright, maybe I’ll have one, but no more than that.”
			

			
				 “Of course,” I said as I cracked open a cold one. “We wouldn’t want to be unprofessional, now would we?”
			

			
				*****
			

			
				 Anya had one hell of an appetite, a motormouth eater, chomping into one wing after another. Yet, no matter how quickly she popped one into her mouth, her lips remained perfectly clean, no grease smears or hot sauce stains, each bite taken with pinpoint precision. 
			

			
				 What little she did get on her fingers, she quickly and pensively wiped away with a wet nap, never leaving so much as a splotch or even the tiniest blemish behind. 
			

			
				 The word fastidious came to mind, but that didn’t describe her, it didn’t quite fit. Unlike her borderline over-the-top professionalism she’d displayed back in her office, her nigh obsessive cleanliness seemed more of a cute personality trait, rather than a compulsion.
			

			
				 I’d pulled out a second swivel chair from the rear supply room then wheeled it over to the front side of the counter. She sat across from me, a pile of chicken bones sitting in a greasy pile between us. 
			

			
				 After a few wings and half a beer, I pulled my laptop open and spun the screen toward her. On it, there were charts and graphs arrayed, bullet points and synthesized data spread out in bite-sized chunks. 
			

			
				 Whereas she was clean and dainty, I was a bit of a slob, leaving grease smears on my keyboard, wiping my fingers clean on the newspaper pages covering the counter. I tilted my beer back, washing down some lingering hot sauce. 
			

			
				 “What am I looking at?” Anya asked, slipping her professional mask back on. 
			

			
				 Without spewing lies or bullshit, I fell back into old strategies, crunching numbers in my head, considering arguments and counter-arguments, pros and cons, acts of God, you name it, I had an answer for it. 
			

			
				 “This is the previous owner’s earnings after expenses,” I said, highlighting one graph. “Just under seventy thousand dollars per year in this location, with this inventory, with limited advertising and no promotions to speak of.”
			

			
				 “Seventy grand?” she repeated, unimpressed.
			

			
				 “That’s pretty damn good for a comic book shop,” I said. “I know, I know, I’m not talking windfall profits here, but remember: My goal in buying this place is to make a solid living, not becoming wealthy.”
			

			
				 “It’s a big loan for a low payout,” she said quietly, her beer bottle lingering in her hand like she’d forgotten she even raised it to her lips as she looked over my data. 
			

			
				 “Yeah, but look at it this way…”
			

			
				 I showed her my projections, my ideas. With a little creative advertising, I figured I could crack one hundred grand in profit by the end of the first year, with an overarching goal of reaching two hundred K annually by the third year. 
			

			
				 “That’s a huge surge in profits considering you’re not upgrading the place,” she said, still harboring doubts. 
			

			
				 “Well, I was fibbing about that,” I said. “But I’ll get to the upgrades momentarily.” I minimized my profit projections and pulled up a map, showing the county, the college, and the surrounding towns, each area highlighted in various shades of red, from almost pink to dark crimson. 
			

			
				 “Once again, what am I looking at?” she asked. 
			

			
				 “Comic book spending,” I laughed. “I calculated it with some creative software I used back when I was in venture capital – don’t ask, it’s barely legal, I got it from a hedge fund guy I met in Hong Kong. Anyway, it shows not just what the locals spent here, in this shop, but what they spend on comic book-related intellectual properties across the board.”
			

			
				 She giggled. “You used a search engine filtered with credit card activity,” she said. 
			

			
				 “More or less.”
			

			
				 “How is this legal?”
			

			
				 “Dunno, but it works,” I pressed. “With a little advertising – mostly search engine optimization and targeted ads on podcast networks – I think I can expand the shop’s reach to…”
			

			
				 After fifteen minutes, she bought into my business plan, but not without quiet apprehension. Though no longer shy with her easy smile, Anya still regarded me cautiously. 
			

			
				 “You really know your stuff,” she said with an admiring tone, finally taking another sip of beer. “Seriously Nate, you’re good at this.”
			

			
				 I shrugged, a bitter smile creeping onto my face. “Yeah, well, I wish I’d have used my skills to build shit, rather than buy out smaller companies and wring every last penny out of them before picking the bones,” I said. 
			

			
				 She paused again, looking away, almost as if I had offended her. “You say that like there’s something inherently wicked about making money.”
			

			
				 “I’m hitting a nerve, ain’t I?” I asked. I cracked open a fresh beer. When I spoke next, I chose my words carefully, not wanting to sound judgmental. “You’ve got bigger dreams than just being a loan officer in a college town.”
			

			
				 “Yeah, so what if I do?” she asked, grinning. 
			

			
				 “Looking at you, judging by the way you carry yourself, I think you’d do well in finance,” I said. “Just do yourself a favor: Don’t trade your soul for a big payday.”
			

			
				 “I’m not interested in losing my soul,” she said. 
			

			
				 “Neither was I,” I grumbled. “Yet…ah forget it.”
			

			
				 “No, c’mon,” she said, reaching for the twelve-pack, plucking out another beer after a moment’s consideration. She cracked it open then slipped her cardigan off, a soft wool-cotton blend. Beneath, I saw that her blouse was sleeveless, revealing slim, pale arms, her skin prickled slightly from the AC’s chill. She leaned forward slightly, exposing a taste of her shoulder blades. I noted bright blue coloring on her right shoulder, possibly a tattoo. Though I couldn’t make out what it was, precisely, the color was a nice match for the jasper stone bracelet, now dangling openly on her right wrist. “Don’t leave me hanging. I want to know how Nathan Tucker sold his soul on Wall Street.”
			

			
				 I peeled the label off my beer bottle, hesitating. 
			

			
				 Anya, shedding a little more of her tightly wound professional mask, tugged at her clenched-fist ponytail, loosening it with one good yank. Her golden hair didn’t fall as much as it cascaded, proving to be much longer than I thought, yellow-spun tumbledown that danced halfway down to her waist. 
			

			
				 She sat upright, her mid-sized breasts bulging slightly against her blouse as she ran her fingers through her hair, straightening it. Without a word, she reached for her collar, that top button clasped tight around her throat, and loosened it. The collar split open, showing the softness of her neck and pale hints of her breastbone. 
			

			
				 She’d been wearing a necklace beneath her collar. A thin strand of silver rested loosely around her tender throat, a matching silver dolphin pendant dangling from the chain. 
			

			
				 “You’ve got a thing for the ocean,” I grinned. 
			

			
				 She blushed, but only briefly. Just as I could slip in and out of business mode, so could she. “I like the beach yeah, but I was asking you a question,” she said, just a little bit sharply, but still with that easy grin.
			

			
				 I finished peeling the label off the beer bottle then tossed it into a nearby waste basket. “There was no dramatic thing that happened,” I answered. “I went to Wall Street looking to invest in the next exciting thing, the coolest gadget, the most dynamic company. Instead, I got caught up with the vultures.”
			

			
				 “Vultures?”
			

			
				 “Guys with no creativity, no will to build anything worth having. Guys who wanted wealth for the sake of wealth. In and of itself, I guess that’s not entirely a bad thing, but the world I left behind is full of guys who made their first million during the foreclosure crisis back in the early 2000s.”
			

			
				 “Creeps,” Anya agreed. 
			

			
				 “To normal people, yeah, they’re creeps,” I said. “But once you get into that world – the vulture world – you find yourself looking up to those assholes.” Now, I blushed, although from shame, rather than flattery. “I know I did. Soon enough, I was chasing the next dollar any way I could. More and more, I found it was easier to rake in the profits by destroying the little guy, rather than by investing in him.”
			

			
				 She stared at me for a quiet moment. Silently, she sipped her beer, her pink lips tight around the bottle. She swallowed, her pale throat shifting, her lips glistening from the beer. She licked the moisture away, drawing my eyes to her bright pink tongue before it vanished back behind her teeth. 
			

			
				 “You don’t seem like the typical Wall Street guy,” she said. “Like, I can’t imagine you were born in some expensive Manhattan high-rise apartment to rich parents.”
			

			
				 I shook my head. “My mom was a part-time dance instructor at a community college and my dad drove a forklift,” I answered proudly. “I didn’t exactly come from money, but you know what?”
			

			
				 She looked at me. 
			

			
				 “My dad used to tell me, ‘Nate, I’m never gonna be wealthy. But I’ll tell you what: Even if I’m only moving pallets of bullshit from one truck to another on some creaking, stinking propane powered forklift, I can sleep well at night knowing I’m earning an honest dollar.’ Back when I was young, I didn’t understand what he meant.”
			

			
				 She raised an eyebrow. “And now?”
			

			
				 “Now I wish I would have listened to him more,” I laughed, then took another pull from the bottle.  
			

			
				


			
				Chapter Four
			

			
				 The wings were done and my pitch was presented. Nothing to do now but cross my fingers and hope. 
			

			
				 We each had held our third beer – neither opened yet – as we walked the aisles, the fluorescent lights flickering softly over our heads. Anya held the beer bottle lightly against her chest, thoughtfully looking over the inventory. 
			

			
				 She walked slightly ahead of me, allowing me to see the tattoo on her right shoulder. A blue dolphin hovering over water, mid-splash. 
			

			
				 That, plus her jasper stone bracelet and the dolphin pendant around her neck, added to her aquamarine aura, a sea lover in the Midwest, a world away from the nearest ocean.
			

			
				 Her long blonde hair swayed back and forth, dancing above her spine, drawing my eye toward her small, but plump ass. The pencil skirt was black, but tight enough for me to make out the faint outlines of panties hiding underneath. 
			

			
				 Here and there she’d pause and look up at the upper shelves, causing the flickering lights to dance in her hazel eyes, swirls of yellow and green and amber.
			

			
				 “I’m planning on highlighting indie creators at least once a month,” I said. “If they’re local, I’ll invite them on the premises.”
			

			
				 “Nice way to expand a customer base,” she said, pausing to look over some empty space in the far corner. There was an old nonfunctional soda machine – knockoff brands, Mountain Splash and Koda Kola – and little else. 
			

			
				 “I want to knock out some of the less popular aisles, then make space for tabletop gaming groups,” I offered, knowing she was about to ask something relevant. 
			

			
				 “Would you charge the players for using your space?” she asked. 
			

			
				 “Of course not,” I scoffed. 
			

			
				 She shot me a slightly standoffish smile. “A half a million dollars is a big loan,” she said. “Maybe you shouldn’t let customers hang out for free.”
			

			
				 “Tabletop gaming sessions can last hours, if not days,” I countered. “Asses in seats mean customers are here more often. Customers that are here more often are more likely to drop cash.”
			

			
				 “So you really have ditched the private equity ‘profit-at-all-costs’ mentality,” she said. 
			

			
				 “I just want to earn a living, like I’ve been saying,” I said. “My days of wringing pennies out of people are over. I want to run a good business and promote creators. I want to hire employees and pay them well.”
			

			
				 “You could get by with part-timers making minimum wage,” she suggested. “That’ll still take a big chunk of your projected hundred-grand-a-year earnings, even more so for your initial run.”
			

			
				 “I’m not interested in paying the bare minimum,” I said. “Paying the bare minimum gets you the bare minimum.”
			

			
				 She stopped on a dime, spinning back toward me. The motion caused the slit in her skirt to open wider, showing me a glimpse of her pale thigh. I was dying to get closer a look, but then she stopped mid-spin, and the slit closed, the skirt flap whipping shut like a curtain. 
			

			
				“You don’t really hear about many Wall Street guys ditching the high life and becoming idealists,” she said. 
			

			
				 “No, I suppose you don’t,” I laughed. “You meet a lot of guys who start out as idealists, though. Most of them become cynics within a few months.”
			

			
				 “What about the rest?” Anya asked as she absentmindedly wiped the perspiration off her beer bottle. 
			

			
				 “If you meet a guy on Wall Street – an investor, a hedge fund ghoul, a venture capital guy, whatever – who claims to be an idealist, keep an eye on your wallet, because that bastard is looking to rob you,” I told her. 
			

			
				 She smiled, stepped closer, her high heels leaving small circular imprints on the carpet. The light fixtures flashed – bright then black then bright again – and the white flash brought out the matte gloss on her lips, making them shine. 
			

			
				 This was as physically close as we’d gotten yet, no more than six inches between us. Close enough that I caught the fruity scent of her perfume, a light mixture of strawberry and pomegranate. Her smile grew tighter – brighter, too – and she tilted her face back slightly, her chin outthrust, the flickering lights bringing her hazel eyes to life. 
			

			
				 “Goddamn,” she said. “You really gave twenty-five million dollars away just on principle. It wasn’t a stunt, not an act. Not some performative bullshit. You’re not funneling the cash through nonprofits or shell companies or offshore accounts for a tax break.”
			

			
				 “Yeah, I really did,” I chuckled. “And you really did your homework this afternoon, going through all those recent transactions on my account.”
			

			
				 “I was thorough,” she said with a shrug, her smile still glistening, but with a bright glint in her eye, quietly challenging. “I might just be a small town loan officer, but I’m not naïve. And I have to say, Mr. Nathan Tucker, I was pleasantly surprised to learn that you really did send that money to legitimate accounts, to actual people.” She raised her beer bottle to her lips, but stopped short of taking a sip. She still hadn’t even opened it yet. “You’re a generous man.”
			

			
				 I stepped just a little closer to Anya, closing the distance between us from six inches to three. “I’m not generous at all,” I insisted. “I was just paying restitution to people who deserved it.” I paused, wincing a little, then added: “To the people I screwed over. A few of them, anyway.”
			

			
				 She watched me for a moment, the gears turning in her head, her thoughts seeming to swirl in those hazel eyes. “I don’t have to tell you that you’re a high-risk individual, but quite an attractive one.”
 I cocked an eyebrow, smirking. 
			

			
				 She blushed hard. “I mean, an attractive candidate for a loan, despite the risks,” she stuttered.
			

			
				 “Sure,” I laughed. I rolled my unopened beer bottle back and forth between my hands, the cool touch of the glass a jarring contrast with the subdued heat that I realized was building between the two of us. 
			

			
				 I looked away, feeling the heat creep up the back of my neck. 
			

			
				 I should probably tread lightly here, I told myself. This chick is my key to getting the loan. I probably shouldn’t rock the boat.
			

			
				 “You’re pretty attractive yourself,” I blurted out before I could think the better of it. I stuttered, smirking, then raised the bottle to my lips to take a drink, just wanting some kind of diversion because now I felt really awkward. 
			

			
				 Alas, I was so flustered that I forgot the bottle was still unopened. The bottle cap cracked loudly against my teeth. 
			

			
				 “Ah shit!” I grumbled, my hand shooting to my mouth. 
			

			
				 “Oh Nate, God!” Anya giggled, reaching forward. “Are you bleeding?”
			

			
				 “I can’t tell,” I said, my voice muffled by my palm pressed protectively against my mouth. “Shit, I hope I didn’t crack a tooth…”
			

			
				 “Hold still, let me take a look,” she said, then set her beer bottle down and grabbed my wrist, gently easing my hand away from my mouth. 
			

			
				 She stepped closer, her brow furrowed, so close that I quickly forgot about my possibly cracked tooth, or the fact that I’d just busted myself in the mouth with an unopened beer bottle at all. 
			

			
				 Anya leaned in a little closer. A stray lock of her blonde hair tickled my brow. I felt her breath blowing warm and sweet against my face and my stomach tightened into a knot when I realized that I was getting precariously close to sprouting a visible erection. 
			

			
				 She kept her grip on my wrist. She looked up from my mouth, meeting my eye, a relieved smile on her lips. “You’re not missing any teeth and you’re not bleeding,” she said quietly. “But you’ll probably have a fat lip tomorrow morning.”
			

			
				 We stood there, eye to eye. Anya just then seemed to realize that she still had a hold on my wrist. She pulled away. 
			

			
				 Without thinking, I quickly shot my hand back toward hers, catching her fingers. 
			

			
				 Her eyes shot to the side, but only for a second, and those hazel gems turned back toward me again. 
			

			
				 “So, uh…are you going to give me the loan?” I asked, not knowing what else to say. 
			

			
				 She inched just a tiny bit closer. She bit down with her top teeth, nibbling lightly on her bottom lip. “You’re almost there,” she said coyly. “You might need to convince me a little more, though.”
			

			
				 I inched closer to her, twisting my fingers with hers. “Just a little more, that’s it?” I asked. 
			

			
				 She held up her free hand, pressing the tips of her forefinger and thumb close, almost touching. “Just a teeny tiny bit more, yes.”
			

			
				 Though it was probably a terrible idea professionally speaking, I found myself leaning in for a kiss, half-expecting Anya to dodge it or pull away. Maybe even shove me back, then castigate me for crossing a boundary. 
			

			
				 To my surprise, she accepted the kiss. 
			

			
				 Her lips were soft and delicate, slim and slightly moist. She exhaled sharply through her nostrils, almost as if she’d been holding her breath, and the exhalation tickled pleasantly across my upper lip, across my cheek. 
			

			
				 I held her hand tighter then raised my other hand up to her jawline, cupping her flesh. Anya leaned her head back a bit, taking my kiss deeper. 
			

			
				 I slid my palm slowly down the crest of her throat. I felt the silver chain tight around her neck, brushed the dolphin pendant with my thumb, and traced an invisible line along her sternal notch. Faintly, I felt the rapid thud-thud-thud of her heart beating wildly against her breastbone. 
			

			
				 She parted her lips. I gently eased my tongue forward, brushing mine against hers, the edges of her teeth tickling me slightly. Anya draped her free arm around my neck, clenching the back of my shirt in her fist, pulling herself closer to me. 
			

			
				 And then she felt my erection poke her in the hip. 
			

			
				 She broke our embrace then, jerking away from me, her face flushing red, reflexively brushing her hair back over her shoulder, her eyes downcast, locked on the floor. 
			

			
				 “Oh Christ, Anya, I didn’t mean to…”
			

			
				 “No, it was my fault,” she said, her eyes still on the carpeted floor, like she was afraid to look at me. Like she was trying not to look at me, as if merely making eye contact would cross yet another line. “I mean, don’t get me wrong. It was nice. The kiss, I mean. It was really nice…”
			

			
				 “Yeah, totally nice. But we shouldn’t.”
			

			
				 “No, it’s not ethical.”
			

			
				 “Plus neither of us is sober.”
			

			
				 Her eyes shot back up, a semblance of relief moving across her face. “That’s right, we’ve both been drinking. We’re both buzzed.”
			

			
				 “We can’t blame ourselves,” I said, eagerly agreeing with her, both of us trying to cover our tracks. “This is why people shouldn’t, um…drink too much.”
			

			
				 “Exactly,” she said, then smoothed out her skirt – although it hadn’t been wrinkled or rumpled in the slightest – and quickly pulled her cardigan back on. “Anyway, I should get going. Your business plan is sound. I think you’re more than qualified to receive the full loan from Meltzer Financial.”
			

			
				 “Great, absolutely great,” I said in my best approximation of a platonic, all-business tone. “I, um, look forward to working with you.”
			

			
				 “I’ll process the paperwork tomorrow morning,” she said. “You should hear back from me…I mean, from the bank…probably the day after.”
			

			
				 “Once it’s done processing.”
			

			
				 “Yes, things like this take a moment to process.”
			

			
				 “They always do,” I agreed.
			

			
				 She paused. So did I.
			

			
				 Almost without realizing, I stepped closer to her. She inched closer to me. 
			

			
				 “Nate?” she asked. 
			

			
				 “Yes?”
			

			
				 “I’m not drunk. In fact, I’m not even buzzed.”
			

			
				 “Those were light beers, so…”
			

			
				 “And ethically speaking, well…
			

			
				 “Technically you’re off the clock.”
			

			
				 “Right?” she said, raising her eyebrow. 
			

			
				 “Right,” I said. 
			

			
				 And then she fell into my arms. 
			

			
				


			
				Chapter Five
			

			
				 She didn’t just fall into my arms; rather, it was more like she attacked me. She shot forward, right into my embrace, slipping her hands eagerly up my shirt, her fingertips trailing across my abdomen.
			

			
				 Anya whimpered quietly when we resumed our kiss, her tongue all but forcing its way against mine, a rapturous kiss free of conscious thought or responsibility. 
			

			
				 Our lips smacked, our tongues shot back and forth, and she sank her fingernails into my chest before snapping back, just a few inches, breaking our kiss long enough to say, “Let’s just do this before I can reconsider, okay?” 
			

			
				 “Sounds good to me,” I answered. 
			

			
				 “Just…hold on…you don’t have a wife or a girlfriend or whatever, do you?” 
			

			
				 I shook my head. “Nope. You?”
			

			
				 “Me and my ex broke up six months ago and I haven’t seen any action since she we split up, so no, I’m good.”
			

			
				 I paused, stunned, trying to make sense of her response. Did she just refer to her ex as a she?
			

			
				 Before I could ponder further on the subject, she attacked me again. I grabbed her by the waist, my hand slipping up past the waist of her pencil skirt, riding up under her blouse, my palm moving over her bare hip, her skin soft as satin, smooth as butter. 
			

			
				 She moaned sharply against my lips as I cupped the base of my spine, pulling her closer, gripping her tight. 
			

			
				 “C’mon,” she whispered impatiently between kisses. “C’mon let’s just do this…”
			

			
				 “Gotcha,” I grinned, then spun her around toward the front counter. She caught herself on the edge, her palms against the glass – comics and collectibles on display beneath – and looked back at me with ravenous excitement in her hazel eyes. 
			

			
				 I got up behind her, grunting as I planted my left hand on her hip and slipped my right around front, stealing through the slit in her skirt. 
			

			
				 Her fingernails scraped across the glass counter when I shifted the crotch of her panties to the side, brushing my forefinger against her clit, my middle finger against her labia. She wasn’t just wet, she was already dripping, the frilly lace cotton fabric nearly soaked through. 
			

			
				 She gripped my wrist with a rapacious greed and pulled my hand deeper between her thighs, moaning when I applied my fingertip to her rosebud, whimpering as I sank my middle and ring fingers into her furrow. 
			

			
				 I pushed her skirt up to her hips, my eyes locked on the gentle lace panties, just slightly transparent, enough that I caught hints of her smooth white cheeks filtered through the black cotton. 
			

			
				 I worked my hand deeper, increasing the circular motion of my forefinger, racing around her clit, teasing her button until her legs closed shut, my hand caught pleasantly in the steel-trap of her thighs. 
			

			
				 “This isn’t responsible,” I grunted as I pressed the tent in my shorts against her, grinding my erection against her tight ass. 
			

			
				 “No, not at all,” she panted, then reached back, yanking at my belt, too impatient to wait until I could do it myself. 
			

			
				 She undid the belt and ripped it from the loops on my khaki shorts, tossing it aside like a snake with a broken neck. Grunting and grinding her ass back against me, Anya practically ripped the slider off my zipper as she yanked it down then wrapped her fingers tight around my cock, her hazel eyes burning with a covetous fire. 
			

			
				 “Fuck me already,” she panted. 
			

			
				 I grabbed her panties tight in my fist. Moving without thinking, I simply yanked them in half, instantly snapping the lace, giving Anya a jump and leaving little pink pressure marks on the pale skin of her left hip. 
			

			
				 “As if this couldn’t get any hotter,” she panted as I tossed her torn panties to the floor. She looked back and kissed me, sliding her free hand up my cheek, tangling her fingers in my hair, pulling my tongue deeper into her mouth. 
			

			
				 She wiggled back against me again. One hand between her thighs and the other gripping the base of my cock, I pressed my head against her entry. 
			

			
				 Anya gasped when I pushed inside, going perfectly still, her lips quivering mid-kiss as I slid my girth through the delicate slick of her tight sex.
			

			
				 I pumped twice and her tongue curled back upon itself, her lips quivering more intensely, her grip so tight I thought she might pull my hair out by the handful. Still, I moved my fingertips around her clit, teasing her with every pump, my free hand creeping up her abdomen, toward her tits. 
			

			
				 Again, Anya showed her impatience. Rather than let me work her blouse free, she ripped it off, the buttons bouncing off and clattering across the glass counter. She wore a bright pink bra, tight on her firm, modest tits, yet a heartbeat passed and she ripped that off as well, forcing my palm up against her bare right breast. 
			

			
				 She groaned and thrust back against me when I lightly twisted her firm pink nipple, just enough pressure to make her pussy gush. I broke the seal of our kiss and planted my lips on the side of her throat. 
			

			
				 Anya gave my hair another yank, as if to get my lips tighter against her throat. 
			

			
				 “I’m cumming I’m cumming I’m cumming,” she panted in rapid staccato, repeating it until her voice broke, shattering like glass as she arrived at a screaming, trembling orgasm. 
			

			
				 Her walls shrank, snug and wet around my cock. Inside her, I grew tense, I began to tingle, and though we’d thus far thrown caution to the wind, red warning lights began to flash inside my head. 
			

			
				 “Shit, shit, I’m close, I gotta pull out…”
			

			
				 She looked back at me, a desperate tint in her eyes. “Nate?”
			

			
				 “Yeah?”
			

			
				 “Fuck being responsible.”
			

			
				 With that, she reached back, both hands, and gripped me tight at my ass cheeks. She clenched her fingers, intensifying her grip. She greedily pulled me deeper, a petulant whine dancing off her tongue as my tip hit her back walls and she cried, “Cum inside me, cum inside me, cum inside…”
			

			
				 As good as it felt – and as much as I wanted to finish inside her – I was still hesitant, unsure, even as the tingling in my cock began to overwhelm me, my balls tightening with every passing second I was inside her. 
			

			
				 “But what if, you know…”
			

			
				 “There are fucking Plan B pills for the what ifs, Nathan, so just finish inside me,” she panted. 
			

			
				 Okay, so she didn’t quite have to twist my arm. 
			

			
				 I clapped my hips against hers, her ass cheeks moving in a tantalizing jiggle and I groaned when I came, a wrenching spasm that strained my muscles as I palmed her bare skin, pulling myself against her, filling her with my shot. 
			

			
				 I bucked, heart pounding, and Anya kept her tight grip on my ass, her fingernails pinching deep against my skin. 
			

			
				 And still, she kept grinding herself against me, my girth buried down to my balls, her wetness continuing to engulf my cock. 
			

			
				 Anya shivered, her lips quivering, then exhaled sharply. 
			

			
				 “Well then,” she said, regaining her composure. She gently pushed up from the counter, standing fully upright, and gasped when I backed away, my cock slipping out of her. 
			

			
				 Daintily, she fixed her pencil skirt, giving her torn panties – still lying on the floor – a sideways glance. 
			

			
				 “You mind tossing those in the trash for me, Nate?” she asked as she inspected her ruined blouse, most of the buttons now torn off. 
			

			
				 Stunned by the sudden one-eighty spin of the situation, I could only laugh. “Sure thing. If you want, I’ll buy you a new pair.”
			

			
				 She pulled her cardigan tight over her shoulders then buttoned it up, concealing her naked torso. She smiled brightly, a sarcastic glint in her eye. “I’ve got plenty just like those,” she said. “But if you want to buy me a new blouse, that would be just the sweetest thing.”
			

			
				 Ending intimate encounters was never my strong suit. Blame it on the hellish, soul-wrenching nerd phase I had back before I rushed to Manhattan, back when simply talking to women seemed incomprehensible to me. 
			

			
				 “So, uh…what do we do now?” I asked awkwardly.
			

			
				 “God, after all that, now you’re getting nervous?” she laughed. 
			

			
				 Anya was right. That confidence I’d been feeling was faltering, bringing back echoes of the college version of myself, the quiet pushover who couldn’t utter a coherent sentence to a woman. 
			

			
				 I guess it made sense. Confidence was fleeting at the best of times. And these days, I didn’t have some bottomless bank account to bolster it. 
			

			
				 “I might be a little nervous, yeah,” I said, grinning despite my nerves. “But I’m working through it.”
			

			
				She patted me on the cheek, leaned forward, and gave me a slow, wet kiss. Slow but painfully brief, that kiss buzzed with electricity, and for a second, I thought I was going to get lucky again. Then she just giggled. “I’ll see you soon, Nate.”
			

			
				 “See you soon, Anya,” I answered. 
			

			
				 Then she walked out with a swagger in her step, that pencil skirt tight against her firm ass, and the Superman theme blasted from the door chime as she stepped out into the night. 
			

			
				


			
				Chapter Six
			

			
				 Then, I got to work. 
			

			
				 The loan got approved quickly – thanks to Anya, I supposed – and that took care of the down payment on the shop with enough leftover for basic upkeep and improvements. 
			

			
				 The whole mortgage application process was a pain in the ass – thirty years, fixed rate, and my hefty down payment put a dent in the monthly bill – but the previous owner’s family didn’t mind me getting to work in the shop before the sale was actually finalized. To them, it was just one less thing to worry about, and since they already had the down payment, they didn’t care either way. 
			

			
				 Most people probably don’t know just how much work goes into running a comic book shop. It’s a lot, let me tell you, more than you’d think.
			

			
				 First, I had the inventory to deal with. Not the back issues or collectibles – those were separate challenges – but the actual recent comic releases. All the books on the NEW RELEASE racks were at least several months out of date and, unfortunately, the major comic distributors rarely issued refunds. 
			

			
				 I had to get the shop’s old distribution deals set up again. Gone were the days when Diamond Comics supplied every shop on the planet. Now, you had to negotiate directly with the major publishers – Marvel, DC, and IDW – for your inventory. Luckily, the company reps were able to pull up the previous owner’s old orders – the titles, the number of copies, etc. – and that gave me an idea of what I’d need monthly. 
			

			
				  Profit margins on comic books are less than razor-thin. Keeping a steady income based solely on comic sales was nearly impossible. The key to success was to diversify. A successful shop needed to sell graphic novels and collections, toys and collectibles, T-shirts and posters and more. 
			

			
				 Again, I got lucky, since the last owner had left the shop fully stocked. I had to top off certain graphic novel selections with more recent releases – I got those through the main publishers, too – but at least I didn’t have to plunk down the cash for a full inventory restock. 
			

			
				 The movie and video game sections were a little more involved. The last owner had only sold used copies and I planned on continuing that, the challenge was keeping an eye out for good deals on a case-by-case basis; it wasn’t like there were any major distributors for 80’s VHS horror tapes or throwback Sega Genesis cartridges. For that, I had to familiarize myself with some very niche corners of the internet, ultra-nerds (and I say that lovingly) who love to pore over the off-the-books value for old movies and games, among other goodies. 
			

			
				 (One dude had a blog dedicated solely to the price points on those crappy old Tiger handheld games with the tiny LCD screens.)
			

			
				 This held true for the collectibles market, as well, just on a smaller scale. While I’d have to keep an eye out for good deals from individual sellers for certain collectibles, you could also get specific models from the distributors themselves. The major comic book publishers handled this distribution on their own, most of the time, but there were toy companies, too. Again, the last owner was clutch; he already had the top companies listed, sometimes with numbers for specific reps who he worked with regularly. 
			

			
				 Setting up my supply lines took a few days. Though the shop was already on the books with those companies, I still had to reregister the service agreements in my name, which took some time. 
			

			
				 It was all very much a steep learning curve, but I got the hang of it quickly. 
			

			
				 The shop itself was a two-floor building with a basement. The previous owner had converted the second floor into a living space, only about the size of a modest efficiency-style apartment, but livable enough for me. It had enough room for a small bed, couch, television, and desk space. There was a small but full kitchen – stove, oven, microwave, sink, and a fridge – and though the bathroom was more of a glorified closet with a toilet, it more than suited my needs. 
			

			
				 Between the work on the shop, dealing with the mortgage company, and getting myself settled, I almost didn’t have time to think about Anya.  
			

			
				 I’d seen her, of course, when I returned to the bank to sign off on the loan, but we were very careful – neither of us had to say it, but we both knew that if her bosses discovered our ‘relationship,’ it would jeopardize the loan. 
			

			
				 Last time I was in her office, we were all business. Mostly all business, anyway. There might have been a furtive grin or a suggestive wink here or there. 
			

			
				 Since then, though, I hadn’t seen or even spoken to her. I guess I would have been okay with the whole thing amounting to little more than a one-night stand, but I couldn’t stop thinking about her. 
			

			
				 Now and then, when I was rustling through old inventory on the shop floor, I’d look up at the front door, a faint hope that she’d come strutting inside with the Superman theme announcing her arrival. 
			

			
				 I could have reached out to her, I supposed, but I didn’t have her personal contacts, no cell phone number or private email. All I had was her work cell and her professional email address, and I didn’t feel right about contacting her on either. 
			

			
				 (I did have a few visitors, however. Billy, that delivery truck driver, returned a few times a week at the end of his shifts. He was a good dude, even stopped in to ask permission to use the parking lot like he’d done with the last owner. I gave him the okay, of course. There were some would-be customers as well, people popping in to ask if the place was reopened yet. Soon, I promised, soon.)
			

			
				 As the weeks wore on, Anya started to fade from my mind. The mortgage finally went through and the place was mine all mine. Now, I could start seriously considering the GRAND REOPENING date, but first I wanted to make some structural adjustments. 
			

			
				 Yeah, the shop needed a new AC and those flickering fluorescent lights lost their charm real quick, but what I really wanted was the tabletop gaming space. I didn’t just want this to be a place where faceless customers dropped in, plunked down some cash, and walked right back out. 
			

			
				 I wanted to build a community. 
			

			
				 It was three in the afternoon. I was sitting behind the counter on my laptop scrolling through contractor listings. My dad raised me to know how to swing a hammer and tighten a lug nut, but I was far from a construction expert. For the tabletop gaming space, I’d need a real carpenter. 
			

			
				 Deep in concentration as I weighed one contractor against another, my ears suddenly perked up when the Man of Steel theme rang out from the door chime. 
			

			
				 I nearly jumped out of my swivel chair, my heart jerking into overdrive when I caught a glimpse of blonde hair. 
			

			
				 “Anya?” I asked, but no sooner had that second syllable rolled off my tongue when I saw it was someone else, someone a little younger. 
			

			
				 Blonde and bright with piercing blue eyes, her warm grin immediately gave me a pleasant shock. She was a waitress from Dewey’s – I could tell from her uniform, basically a carbon copy of the outfit from Hooters – though I couldn’t tell if she’d just finished her shift or if she was on her way to work. 
			

			
				 “Not Anya,” she said, approaching the counter. “The name’s Evelyn. My boyfriend told me some dope ass motherfucker is reopening this place, but I had to see it to believe it.”
			

			
				 I laughed at her easy demeanor, her casual expletives. “I’ve never been called a dope ass motherfucker before, but I could get used to it,” I laughed. “My name’s Nate. I’m guessing you’re Billy’s girlfriend.”
 She flashed that smile again, brighter than before. “Guilty as charged,” she said. “I’m one of the lucky ladies who has the honor of that title.”
			

			
				 I paused, confused. 
			

			
				 One of…?
			

			
				 Before I could ask her what she meant, she leaned on the counter, eyeballing the collectibles beneath the glass. “I used to come in here all the time and get balls deep in the old horror movie section. When this place closed it broke my heart. When are you planning to reopen?” 
			

			
				“I’m not quite sure yet. There are a few things I’ve got to handle first. Mainly, I’m in the market for a good carpenter. Someone affordable, but someone trustworthy, and so far I’m not finding much online.”
			

			
				 Her smile sharpened. “I know a great carpenter if you’re interested. She’s a senior at the college, but she does a ton of carpentry on the side during summer break.”
			

			
				 “She?” I asked, curious. 
			

			
				 Evelyn winked at me then pulled out her phone. “You’re not one of those doofuses who gets all offended when he sees a strong woman, are you?”
			

			
				 “Definitely not,” I laughed.”
			

			
				 “Good,” she said. “Now here, let me give you her number.”
			

			
				


			
				Chapter Seven
			

			
				 “Hey,” she grinned as she swung out of her pickup, a dented old model Dodge RAM with a rusty paint job, the bed packed with lumber scraps and plywood rips and lined with sawdust, an array of corded power tools secured with tie wire, reinforced annealed steel. She thrust her hand toward me for a handshake, her cocksure grin hinting at a full sense of self-confidence. “I’m Alex, Evelyn’s friend. We talked on the phone the other day. You must be Nate.”
			

			
				 We shook hands and I suddenly felt my heart race. I didn’t know what I was expecting a female carpenter to look like, but it definitely wasn’t this.
			

			
				 She was a stunner with dirty blonde hair bordering on dark, the color of honey, long hair that fell almost to the base of her spine. She wore a sleeveless undershirt scuffed with grime and dirt and smelling faintly like WD-40, revealing bare shoulders and smooth sun-baked skin courtesy of long hours outdoors, perched on a ladder swinging a framing hammer. 
			

			
				 Her work left her fit and lean, judging by the way the scuffed cotton undershirt hugged her torso, a perfectly flat belly and full breasts, the smallest tear in the undershirt’s drooping neckline showing just a hint of cleavage. 
			

			
				 Her jeans were work-wear, through and through, faded with tears in the denim, revealing her knees, with one eye-catching rip over her left thigh showing off the pure delicacy of her flesh, just a shade lighter than her sun-tanned shoulders. 
			

			
				 The jeans were a men’s fit, definitely too big for her, and though she wore a tight leather belt, the waist still sagged slightly, causing the waistline to droop, peeling back to reveal that firm abdomen, the skin below her belly button the color of butterscotch. Her boots, however, were unapologetically feminine, bright pink and high-topped, Southern Cross-brand steel-toed boots, waterproofed with side-zippers running up the ankles. 
			

			
				 If not for the grit under her fingernails and the genuine experience in her sharp eyes and the tools piled into her truck, she could have been mistaken for a pinup model LARPing as a sexy construction worker. 
			

			
				 Still grinning, she whipped her hair back, catching it then taming it into a short ponytail. With her hands working her hair into knots, her undershirt shifted, letting me glimpse her white bra, even hints of tan lines on her shoulders. Her hair secured, she popped a snapback baseball cap on her head – the Baltimore Orioles logo faded on the face – and spun it backward. 
			

			
				 “Let me guess,” she said as I stood there in stunned silence. “You were expecting me to look more like a linebacker than, you know, a girl.”
			

			
				 “That about sums it up,” I said, feeling those old awkward apprehensions creep back into my skull. “But yeah, we spoke on the phone. Thanks for coming out.”
			

			
				 She paused for a second, crossing her arms, her chin upraised and those energetic eyes locked right on me. Her lips curved into a particularly sharp smirk. 
			

			
				 “Hmm,” she grunted. “Lynnie was right. You are a good-looking guy.”
			

			
				 I tried to speak but only managed to blush, woefully unprepared for this woman’s cavalier personality.
			

			
				 “I heard about you, though,” she pressed. “The dude from Manhattan who gave up something like a hundred million bucks to move out to the middle of nowhere and reopen a comic book shop.”
			

			
				 What on Earth? How could she have known that? I hadn’t told Evelyn my story. The same went for her boyfriend, that chill guy who drove the delivery truck.
			

			
				 “Don’t look so paranoid,” Alex laughed. “Word travels fast around small towns like this.”
			

			
				 “I can see that,” I chuckled. “And it wasn’t a hundred million dollars, though.”
			

			
				 She shrugged, as if she couldn't have cared less about my backstory. Or my wealth, for that matter. 
			

			
				 Honestly, I kind of liked that. Compared to the vulture culture I left behind in NYC – where money and status defined you above all else – it was refreshing to meet a woman who plainly didn’t give a shit about my bank account or the contents of my wallet.
			

			
				 “I won’t lie and tell you I’m the best carpenter in town,” Alex said. “But you can trust me, which is more than I can for some of my local contemporaries.”
			

			
				“Evelyn only had the best things to say about you,” I assured her. “How’d you get into this line of work, anyway?”
			

			
				 “My dad owns a small construction company,” she said. “I’ve been working with him on and off for almost ten years now.”
			

			
				 “Ten years?” I asked. “How old are you, even?”
			

			
				 “Twenty-four,” she answered. “My dad put me to work early, sorting hardware and stuff like that, but it wasn’t long before I was swinging a hammer right alongside him during summer break.”
			

			
				 “Evelyn says you’re a senior at the college,” I said. 
			

			
				 She nodded. “Yup, maybe the oldest senior on campus,” she grinned. “I got a late start. Spent a few years working with my dad full-time while I decided on what I wanted to do with my life.”
			

			
				 “It seems like you could make a good living doing this right here,” I said. 
			

			
				 “Eh, I don’t want to have blown-out knees and a bad spine by the time I’m forty,” she laughed. “My dad’s not even fifty yet, and he can barely get out of bed in the morning without swallowing a handful of Aspirin.” 
			

			
				 I chuckled. “I’m guessing you and Evelyn had a class together, or something.”
			

			
				 “Nah, we were both members of the campus film club. Basically just a movie-of-the-week viewing party with a big projector down at the gymnasium.”
			

			
				 “Ah, you’re a film major.”
			

			
				 She made a ‘yuck’ face, performative and adorable as hell. “Oh Jesus Christ, no. The film club was dominated by those artsy fartsy assholes, but me and Lynnie and a few others were just, like, regular people who loved movies but didn’t feel the need to make it our entire personality.”
			

			
				 “Damn, tell me how you really feel,” I laughed.  
			

			
				“Don’t get me started.” She paused and cracked her knuckles, several rapid-fire pops. “Anyway, invite me inside and show me what I’m working with.”
			

			
				*****
			

			
				 I showed her the extra space, plus the old racks I was going to clear out, then explained what I wanted. Booths, almost like the kind in a diner, smooth wooden tables bolted to the wall and floor with padded benches on both sides. 
			

			
				 She quieted down, studying the space, invisible shapes filtering silently through her eyes. Suddenly she whipped a tape measure from her pocket, flicking the tape out like a switchblade, measuring this way and that, studying the angles. 
			

			
				 Suddenly, she squatted down, her hands resting on her knees. I couldn’t help but take a look, with her squatting there, the shirt riding up her back, the line of her spine tight, hints of black lace panties creeping up over the waistline of her jeans. 
			

			
				 The denim was baggy, but squatting down like that, I noticed the firm shape of her ass, the trim tightness. Lost as I was gazing at her body, I was caught staring red-handed when she suddenly turned around, pivoting at the waist, that cocksure grin and a knowing look in her eye. 
			

			
				 “Shit, sorry,” I said, my face turning red. 
			

			
				 “What for? It’s flattering,” she said with a shrug. Her right eyebrow cocked upward. She grinned and flicked her tongue against her lips. “Besides, you’re not bad looking, either. If you walked by without a shirt on, I’d sneak a glance, too.”
			

			
				 I laughed, still embarrassed but relieved, eased by her nonchalance. “Well…I don’t really know what to say to that.”
			

			
				 She snorted with laughter, her bronzed features starting to turn red as well, flushed sun-touched skin with joyfully troublesome eyes. She tugged at the tape measure, pulling the bright yellow tape in and out, the metal hook clacking against the casing on the in-slide.
			

			
				 “You’re. uh, pretty hot, too,” I mumbled, tumbling ass-first back into my old nerdy phase without a hitch, as if I’d never spoken to a woman before, as if I hadn’t slept with a ten-out-of-ten knockout right here in this shop less than a month ago. 
			

			
				 “Yeah, I know you think I’m hot,” she giggled with a casual air that, despite my awkward bumbling, managed to put me at ease. “We established that when I caught you staring at my ass while I was getting your measurements.”
			

			
				 I laughed and buried my face in my hands. “I thought I’d gotten better at talking to women,” I chuckled. “It seems like I’m regressing, back to being the nervous wreck I used to be back in college.”
			

			
				 “You’re doing fine,” Alex said, then slid out the tape measure and poked the hook into my belly. “This is awkward for me, too.”
			

			
				 “I think it would be awkward for just about anyone,” I countered. “I’m supposed to be hiring you for contract work, not fumbling my way through a half-assed flirtation.”
			

			
				 “I’m coming off a bad breakup,” Alex said with a shrug, causing her Orioles cap to slide back on her brow, the plastic snap a just a rung or two too loose. “So I’m eating this attention right up.”
			

			
				 “Bad breakup?” I repeated. “Hopefully not too bad.”
			

			
				 “In a way, Evelyn caused it,” she said. 
			

			
				 “No shit?”
			

			
				 She nodded. “I literally hung out with Evelyn one day a week, at those film club viewing parties, but my ex went crazy, assuming me and Lynnie had…ya know…something going on.”
			

			
				 My breath caught in my lungs. I felt a little dizzy when I imagined what it might look like, Alex and Evelyn putting their hands on one another…
			

			
				 “It was all bullshit, obviously,” Alex pressed, throwing cold water on the possibility of my fantasy coming to life. “Me and Lynnie were always just friends and, besides, Evelyn’s spoken for. Between her boyfriend and those other girls…”
			

			
				 I paused, dumbfounded. What kind of goddamn relationship was this girl Evelyn in, anyway?
			

			
				 Before I could ask, Alex went on. “Anyway, between me and my ex, all those little fights and petty jealousies amounted to one hell of a blow up.”
			

			
				 “I can’t imagine a guy who would get jealous of his girlfriend hanging out with another woman,” I said. “He must have been a real stick-in-the-ass.”
			

			
				 “She,” Alex said. “Not a he.”
			

			
				 I stuttered, flabbergasted and intrigued. 
			

			
				 And aroused, I supposed.
			

			
				 “You’re into she’s,” I said. “That’s, uh…that’s pretty hot.”
			

			
				 She lingered in front of me, sliding the tape measure in and out, back and forth, increasingly more rhythmically. 
			

			
				 More suggestively. 
			

			
				 “I’ve been with more she’s than he’s,” Alex finally admitted. “Only one or two he’s, if I’m being honest.”
			

			
				 “Just one or two, cool,” I grinned. 
			

			
				 “Yeah, just one or two,” she said. She thrust the tape measure forward, catching the hook on my belt. “Just recently though, I’ve been thinking that I should probably give one of the he’s another try.”
			

			
				 I opened my mouth, stuttered, then promptly shut my mouth. Wanting to speak – desperately wanting to speak – but not knowing what the hell to say. 
			

			
				 She laughed again, so hard that she snorted. She tugged at the tape measure and the hook shook free, the bright yellow tape vanishing back into the steel casing with a metallic clack. Alex deftly tossed the tape measure into the air, flipping it twice, then snatched it and thrust it back into her back pocket. 
			

			
				 “Hang tight for a second, Nate,” she said. “I’m going to go out to my truck and grab my stud finder.”
			

			
				 I stood there, flustered and awkward but half-laughing, half-cursing myself for blowing it. I mean, was I really this dense? This chick had been dropping hints left and right and all I could do was tie my own tongue into a knot. 
			

			
				 She came back inside, the stud finder in hand, whistling along with the Superman door chime. Alex walked right up to me, smirking. Now, she had her tool belt on, full-grain leather splotched and frayed from hours under a hot sun. A framing hammer hung from a loop, the face pock-marked from dried concrete. A rafter square with weather-beaten numbers sat in one pouch, an array of specialized screwdrivers and drill bits packed into another. It was a heavy rig and it dragged her loose jeans down just a little bit more, exposing another half-inch of those lace panties.  
			

			
				 “You’re going to hate me for this, but I have to do something,” she said. 
			

			
				 “You seem like a nice enough chick. It would have to be pretty egregious to get me to hate you.”
			

			
				 “Yeah, well…” she tapped the stud finder against my chest. “Boop-boop-boop.”
			

			
				 “Uh…”
			

			
				 “Looks like I found a stud.”
			

			
				 I stopped cold for almost three entire seconds then burst into laughter. 
			

			
				 “I’m a unique carpenter,” she laughed. 
			

			
				 “Pretty unique, yeah, I’d say so.”
			

			
				 “And we should stop flirting now,” she giggled. “Because at some point you’re actually going to want me to build some shit.”
			

			
				


			
				Chapter Eight
			

			
				 She wasn’t building anything just yet, though. Once she got all the measurements down and located the studs – plus some carpentry esoterica that was beyond me – I showed her the bench-and-table models I was interested in installing. 
			

			
				 I was buying them directly from a wholesaler that provided furniture for bars and restaurants, so it wasn’t like Alex would be building the models by hand. I printed out the specs and laid them out over the counter. 
			

			
				 I stood behind the counter. Alex surprised me when she walked around back with me, standing right next to me, shoulder-to-shoulder, clicking her tongue on the roof of her mouth as she looked at the model specs. 
			

			
				 Her aroma was unique, sensual but down-home and rustic. She smelled like a hard day’s work, like clean sweat but with a spritz of perfume, all of it mingling with the WD-40 lingering on her undershirt. She leaned more intently on the counter, making her bare arm brush against mine, the smooth skin and fine, almost transparent golden hairs on her arm tickling my skin. 
			

			
				 I was, of course, very grateful that the counter was blocking her view of my very obvious erection. I bent over the counter with her, concealing my excitement a little more strategically. 
			

			
				 “And you also mentioned getting rid of some of those old inventory racks?” she asked, nodding across the shop floor. 
			

			
				 “Yeah definitely. I’ll need the room or else the benches will eat up a little too much space.”
			

			
				 “I can yank ‘em up for you. The bolts securing them to the floor are a little rusted but it won’t take me more than half an hour to upend ‘em, provided you clean off the shelves first.”
			

			
				 “Awesome,” I said, though I could focus on little more than the warmth of her bare skin against my arm. Christ, with her bending over the counter like this, it was hard not to imagine her bent over in front of me, right here, just a few feet from where Anya had –
			

			
				 “Hold on,” she said, sighing loudly as she pushed away from the counter. Suddenly, she looked distracted. Even a little frustrated.
			

			
				 I turned to look at her, but carefully made sure I remained leaning on the counter. If I stood up straight now, she’d for sure glimpse the enthusiasm currently pitching one hell of a tent in my shorts. 
			

			
				 “What’s the matter?” I asked, taken aback by the almost jarring shift in her demeanor. Moments ago, she’d either been laughing and flirting or strictly all-business, but now…
			

			
				 “I can’t work like this,” she said. “Yeah, sure. This kind of job – installing some benches and tables, maybe replacing an older stud or two – will only take me a few days, but I pride myself on doing good work.” She threw her hands up, making her tool belt rattle. The weight of it tugged her panties down by a half-inch, exposing more of her flat stomach, her firm lower abdomen, smooth as cream, tan as butterscotch. “I can’t do good work when I can’t focus.”
			

			
				 “If I’m distracting you or whatever, I can leave,” I said. “I don’t have to be here while you work. It’s not like I’m afraid you’re going to take off with an armful of old comic books or something.”
			

			
				 She put her hands on her slim, bare hips, the bronzed expanse of flesh between the lace waistband of her panties and the bottom of her undershirt growing wider. If that tool belt dragged down her panties by another inch or so, I might have – maybe – been able to see a hint of whether or not the carpet matched the drapes. 
			

			
				 “That won’t work either,” she said. “If you’re not here while I’m working, I’ll just feel like I blew it.”
			

			
				 I cocked my head to the side, almost like a dog, such was my befuddlement. “You’ll feel like you blew what?”
			

			
				 “I’ll just be stuck wondering what it would have been like,” she sighed, somewhat forlornly. “So, Nate, if we don’t…you know…then I’m afraid I’m going to have to pass on this gig.”
			

			
				 “Alex, I really don’t know what you mean by –”
			

			
				 She whipped the stud finder out of the back pouch of her tool belt and tapped it lightly against my chest for emphasis. “I’m talking about this,” she said, throwing up her free hand. “Sexual tension, or whatever.” She laughed, snorting a bit. “Are you really that dense? What the hell else do you think I could possibly be talking about?”
			

			
				 “You’re saying that you’re so curious about what sex would be like with me that you won’t be able to do this job without finding out first?” I asked slowly, focusing on each syllable, the turn of this conversation having suddenly taken on a dreamlike quality. 
			

			
				 “Yes,” she said with a smile, with an emphatic nod, and another tap of the stud finder against my chest. 
			

			
				 I chuckled, somewhat intimidated by Alex’s sexuality but ultimately just as curious as she was. I mean…what guy on Earth would refuse her?
			

			
				 “Basically you can fuck me right now or you can find another carpenter,” Alex said with a shrug. “I can stand by my work and promise that if you go with another contractor, you probably won’t be as happy. And I’m pretty sure that I can also promise that the next contractor won’t offer to fuck you.” She giggled playfully and flicked her eyes toward the ceiling. “And if the next contractor does offer to fuck you, it’s going to come from a potbellied forty-five-year-old man, and not, ya know…”
			

			
				 “A gorgeous twenty-four-year-old woman?” I finished. 
			

			
				 “Bingo,” she grinned, tapping the stud finder against my chest one more time. 
			

			
				 “Are you usually this sexually aggressive with men?” I asked. 
			

			
				 “No,” she said, inching closer, now very aware of the erection raging in my shorts. She glanced at the tent and her eyes grew sharp, almost hungry, then flashed her eyes back up to mine. “Normally, I save the aggressive sexuality for the she’s, rather than the he’s.”
			

			
				 “First time for everything, I guess,” I said. “I can’t lie, though. I feel pretty special being the first he on the receiving end of your raging libido.”
			

			
				 Alex’s voice broke into a feminine giggle before falling silent altogether, the playful tint in her eye shifting into something far more serious, something far more libidinal. She tossed the stud finder aside and reached for her tool belt. With a snap and a clack, the faded leather fell from her waist, hand tools and penny nails spilling from the pouches. 
			

			
				 In a flurry of swift, sure movements, she shifted backward onto the glass counter as she whipped away the belt from her jeans. It flew off to the other side of the counter, a cheap, cracked leather streak in the air. Alex’s right hand shot toward me, gripping the collar of my T-shirt then pulling me close with one frantic, almost desperate yank as she worked her left hand feverishly at her jeans, unfastening the button and jerking the slider down, opening the zipper. 
			

			
				 My hands bolted to her hips, that smooth bare skin, the pads of my thumbs pressing against her firm belly. Her Orioles snapback tumbled back and bounced off her ponytail before vanishing as she leaned sharply toward me, meeting my lips halfway in a jarring surprise of a kiss. 
			

			
				 She moaned quietly and parted her lips, a moan muffled by my kiss, by the extension of my tongue, the tip of mine pressing against the tip of hers, her tongue soft and pink as bubblegum amid the wet smacks of our kiss. 
			

			
				 She paused and leaned back again, her elbows resting on the glass as she wiggled out of her jeans, the oversized denim sliding smoothly across her lower body, revealing her tight panties, black and silky smooth cotton in perfect condition, no frays, no tears, the polar opposite of her torn-to-ribbons jeans. 
			

			
				 Now half-bare from the waist down, I got to better appreciate her slim waist and full hips, her toned thighs without a hint of cellulite and the soft definition of her calves. 
			

			
				 The denim caught around her ankles, those bright pink boots serving as an obstacle, and as we resumed our kiss, Alex frantically reached down between us, giggling when her hand brushed against my erection as she reached for her boots, pulling and tugging and yanking until they fell free. 
			

			
				 I slipped my right hand up the back of her shirt, my palm sliding up along her smooth skin while I shot my left hand toward her chin, rolling her head back a touch as I deepened my kiss. 
			

			
				 Here, up close – damn near as close as two people could get – I was able to appreciate the smaller, finer details of her body. The firmness of her abdomen, her skin just faintly slick from a sheen of work-sweat, the inward slopes of her inner thighs highlighting the black cotton triangle framed between her legs. 
			

			
				 With her jeans finally off, her boots bumping across the floor, Alex draped her arms around my neck, squeezing, her fingertips digging into my shoulders, the libidinous heat rising from her fit, firm body like a thing possessed. 
			

			
				 Despite her aggressive sexuality, despite the way she clawed and gripped, her kiss was almost hesitant, almost shy. Alex allowed me to take the lead, parting her lips and offering me her mouth but otherwise responding to my overtures. When I pressed harder, she craned her neck back and took my kiss deeper. When I paused to suck gently on her bottom lip, she shivered at my touch, her legs peeling open wider, as if to bait me. 
			

			
				 Yet this young woman continued her chameleon act, the sudden shifts in her demeanor and sensuality, and despite her borderline hesitant kiss, she shoved up off the glass counter, folding into me, driving me backward. 
			

			
				 “Get on the floor,” she panted. “I want to make sure you’re as good a kisser as you seem to be.”
			

			
				 Grinning, I knelt down then leaned back, her body following mine, still pressing against mine, almost like she was racing me to the floor. She gave me a gentle but insistent shove, pushing me flat on my back then draped her body over mine, lightly biting my earlobe as she thrust her thumbs into the straps of her black panties, peeling them away and tossing them aside. 
			

			
				 I gripped her ponytail and tugged at it, undoing it, letting that ass-length honey-colored hair tumble down, free and swaying, then curled my free hand down the small of her back, my palm squeezing at her ass cheeks, firm and smooth and utterly flawless. 
			

			
				 “You mind if I get a little greedy?” she asked between rapid breaths. 
			

			
				 “Not at all,” I grunted. 
			

			
				 She pivoted forward, shifting her feet, bringing her knees down on either side of my face. I saw a flash of dirty blonde pubic hair over a wet pink cleft, her bronzed thighs squeezing around my cheeks as she smothered my face with her sex. 
			

			
				 I met her cunt with the same enthusiasm, filling her with my tongue, her salty sweet taste rolling wet over my taste buds. I held onto her thighs, my fingers clenched against her tight smooth flesh, raising my head against the muffled confines of her wetness to tickle her clit with the tip of my nose. 
			

			
				 “There,” she panted with a demanding tone in her voice. “Right there, just like that. Nate, God, I’m so fucking wet I want to scream.”
			

			
				 Tell me about it, was what I wanted to say, because her sex drenched my mouth as if I’d taken a bite of ripe fruit, but with my tongue extended into her slickness, all I could do was respond with a hungry grunt. 
			

			
				 “I know you’re a little busy down there, but I’ve got a suggestion,” she said, her fingers tightening in my hair as she bucked her hips, riding my face. 
			

			
				 I looked up at her, curious about what she wanted, and I gave her clit another tickle with my nose. 
			

			
				 She yelped, her flat stomach tightening even further. She looked down at me, her eyes narrow with lust. “Seeing as how you can’t talk at the moment, blink twice if you’re down to get just a little bit kinky.”
			

			
				 Indeed, I blinked twice. Five or six times, as a matter of fact.
			

			
				 Her quivering lips curled into a smile. Her hand shot to my right wrist, snatching it, wrenching it off her thigh. 
			

			
				 She jerked my wrist toward her face and closed my fingers into a fist, all but my forefinger. She pulled my hand closer and closed her lips over my extended digit, covering it with her saliva as she took it into the back of her throat, to my knuckle. 
			

			
				 Before I knew what was happening, she yanked my hand toward her ass. She angled my forefinger, still extended, against the snug brown knot puckered between her ass cheeks. 
			

			
				 “Get it in there,” she grunted, then squealed when I pushed inside. 
			

			
				


			
				Chapter Nine
			

			
				 She came abruptly, a wet, drenching, squirting orgasm like a water balloon had just burst between her legs. I wiggled my tongue deeper into her, still teasing her clit with my nose, relishing every last drop of her taste as she breathlessly rode my face, grinding her dripping sex back and forth across my mouth. 
			

			
				 Alex paused, reached back, then gripped my wrist again. She yelped as she thrust my finger deeper and harder into her ass then shivered, her eyelids fluttering. Alex went still, save for her tongue, which slipped across her lips, wetting them. 
			

			
				 “Your turn,” she panted, then shifted off my face, sliding down my torso. She caught my shorts along the way and yanked them down, my cock unsheathed through the hole in my boxers. Too eager and impatient to fully undress me, she snatched my girth tight in her right hand and lowered her wet lips toward me. 
			

			
				 “Hold on, hold on,” I grunted as she touched her pursed lips to my tip. 
			

			
				 She raised one eyebrow, her eyes level with mine. Slowly, she pumped her hand up and down my cock, two intense strokes, then kissed the side of my cock. The edge of her lips curved upward, half a smirk as she gave my cock one more peck. 
			

			
				 “Not in the mood for a blowjob, Nate?” she whispered. 
			

			
				 “Very much in the mood,” I shot back, then grinned. “But ditch the shirt and bra, first.”
			

			
				 She gave my cock two more pumps, leaving every one of my nerve endings on edge. “See, telling me what you want isn’t that hard, now is it?”
			

			
				 She shot up on her knees, upright, her cocksure smile etched across her face as she tugged that scuffed white undershirt up and over her head, revealing the full landscape of her belly, flat and toned. Alex ditched the bra next, reaching back to release the clasps then shrugged it off, the cups dropping away. 
			

			
				 “Good enough now?” she asked. 
			

			
				 I curled my forefinger at her, beckoning her to resume.
			

			
				 She slid back down to my waist, one hand slipping around my cock as she brushed her hair back over one shoulder with the other. She pumped twice then took me in her lips, a tight seal around my tip, her tongue pressed flat against my slit, a hungry little groan of satisfaction rumbling out of her when she tasted my precum. 
			

			
				 Gently, I palmed the back of her head, putting a little pressure on her, guiding her to take me deeper. 
			

			
				 Her air-tight lips slid down my mass, her tongue shifting down to pleasure my undercarriage, rolling and slip-sliding across the bulging veins along my shaft, pressure-cooked blood vessels plump with excitement. 
			

			
				 From this angle, I caught the contrasts of her skin, her sun-exposed shoulders colored like copper, penny-skin, and where her bra straps would have been, there were pale white tan lines like streams of vanilla or cream. 
			

			
				 Though she clearly worked in the sun often, she was no stranger to lounging in a bikini, either. Her torso had that same burnished tone, light chestnut, with her bare breasts enjoying that familiar creamy skin tone, her nipples a dark shade of pink, almost red, like cherry candies. 
			

			
				 She slid her lips upward, wet and sloppy, and as her lips popped off my tip a thin string of saliva dangled from her bottom lip, the other end caught on my cock. Alex licked her lips then winked and went back down again, harder this time, swallowing every inch as she buried me into her throat down to my root. 
			

			
				 She took me until her nose touched me, her upturned eyes shining with muted delight as my lips twisted in pleasure. She ran one hand up the leg of my boxers, down between my thighs, where she palmed my ball sack, tugging and squeezing, massaging the seed simmering inside me like a volcanic magma pocket.  
			

			
				 “…mmmph…” she groaned, spittle dripping from the edges of her mouth, where her lips met my cock. 
			

			
				 Slowly, a slight redness began to creep its way up her features. Her cheeks, once bronzed and butterscotch, slowly took on a pink hue. I realized she was holding her breath, holding still, her eyelids fluttering as she felt my precum drip into the back of her throat. 
			

			
				 Then, her eyes went wide. Her throat shifted and she gagged, the seal of her lips suddenly loosening, spit flooding down my girth as she pulled back, gasping. 
			

			
				 Yet, Alex didn’t need a rest, no moment for relief or to regain her composure. While she was still sucking air into her burning lungs, she kicked her thighs back up to my hips, straddling me, then with a businesslike touch, she held my cock just so as she lowered her dripping aperture against it. 
			

			
				 As I breached her – as she took me – her lips shot open with a quiet gasp. Her inner walls strained, snug and wet, as she drew me deeper. She remained upright, her naked body a sight to behold. 
			

			
				 Athletic but not cut from stone, she had a soft musculature. The feminine-toned geography of her abdominals and obliques flexed sharply as she planted her palms on my chest for balance. The soft definition in her arms tightened as she balanced herself amid her down-thrust rhythm as her slick sex turned my cock into a wet spear, engulfed from tip to root.
			

			
				 She moved her hips in a front-facing serpentine dance, her toned belly gyrating and the limited gravity-bounce of her tits taking on a rhythm of their own. Her almost ever-present grin had faded into a look of quiet intensity, a driven sort of lust, her hips rolling and popping as she feverishly worked toward my release. 
			

			
				 The movements of her body – both subtle and sharp – sparked something wild inside me. I shot upward, into a sitting position, my arms wrapped tight around her waist, pulling her closer, driving my cock deeper into her. 
			

			
				 She yelped and clenched my hair in her fists with greedy abandon, yanked my face into her breasts, panting as she whispered, “Suck my fucking tits until they ache.”
			

			
				 Rolling forward, I shifted onto my knees, yet kept her in a straddling position, and she squealed as my new angle allowed me to more deeply penetrate her. She planted her feet on the floor just behind me hips, her squeal bleeding into a deep-throated moan as I pushed my cock deeper toward her cervix, my lips wrapped around her right nipple, driven by her command to make her tits ache. 
			

			
				 My lips tight, my jaw clenching, I swirled my tongue around her nipple then sucked hard on it. I gripped her ass tight, one cheek in each palm, grunting as I bucked my hips forward, as I pulled her down on me, the wet squelching rhythm of our sex turning into a kind of music all its own. 
			

			
				 I shoved my face against her left breast, taking her nipple into my mouth, and I felt almost dizzy as Alex gave herself over to me. 
			

			
				 Beautiful and confident, fit and independent, she willingly gave her body to me, allowing my hands to go wherever I pleased. There was not an inch of skin I couldn’t have and no matter where I touched her, she moaned in pleasure. 
			

			
				 Again, her cunt tightened. 
			

			
				 Alex let out a quiet gasp, a hitching breath, then her mouth clamped down on my shoulder, lightly biting, sucking hard, a biting reflex as I brought her to an intense, toe curling orgasm. 
			

			
				 At once, her body went rigid, but seemed oddly weightless in my arms. Her juices flowed, tickling my shaft and dripping down my balls and soaked into the carpet. 
			

			
				 I felt a singular tingling sensation deep in my root, an explosion in the making. I rolled forward, gently but swiftly pushing Alex onto her back. 
			

			
				 Her arms were limp, her thighs shaking as I pushed in deeper, mounting her missionary style. She knew I was close. By the look in her eyes, I knew she’d let me finish anywhere I pleased. 
			

			
				 My stomach clenching, my jaw grinding, I pivoted to her side, on my knees, and offered her my girth. 
			

			
				 Alex took me happily, greedily, sliding her lips down my shaft with rapid one-handed strokes and trapped me in her throat as I released my shot, grunting and tensing every muscle. 
			

			
				 I finished. Her lips were still on me, a seamless fit, not a drop spilling, and she moved her mouth up and down the length of me, her lips smacking, her throat shifting as she swallowed, a single bead of sweat trickling down her brow, zigzagging along her throat, then her chest, before trickling down the canyon between her breasts. 
			

			
				


			
				Chapter Ten
			

			
				 Alex was lying naked on the floor, using her tool belt – folded over twice, the tools gone from the pouches – as a pillow. She had one leg bent upward at the knee, her other leg crossed over it, and gingerly took a sip from her beer bottle. 
			

			
				 I sat on the swivel chair behind the counter, dressed but still somewhat disheveled, smiling to myself as I enjoyed my beer. 
			

			
				 For so many years, I thought money would bring me confidence and contentment. Here, all it took was a couple of pretty women and a place where I could quietly be myself. 
			

			
				 Again, my only regret was that it took me so long to come to the realization. Then again, they say it’s the journey, not the destination, right?
			

			
				 “I’m really glad you didn’t chicken out when I grabbed your hand and stuck your finger up my…” she paused, giggling, and lifted her head to take another sip from her bottle, careful not to spill any on herself. “Anyway, you know what I’m talking about.”
			

			
				 “My ex-fiancé would have tossed my shit out our bedroom window if I even suggested doing half the stuff we did this afternoon,” I laughed. 
			

			
				 “You were going to get married?” she asked, curious. 
			

			
				 “I was,” I sighed, leaning back in the swivel chair, the springs creaking beneath me. “Because I thought I had to. Because she was the type of woman I thought I had to be with. I’m just glad I came to my senses in time.”
			

			
				 “Was your life really that bad back in Manhattan?” she asked, propping herself up on her elbows, looking severely cute with her chin tucked into her chest. 
			

			
				 “It’s not that it was particularly good or particularly bad,” I said after a moment. “But when I was there, I felt like I didn’t have a soul. Like, I couldn’t even begin to calculate how many hours I spent working. Staring at my computer screen, looking up smaller companies to buy out or offer predatory loans I knew they’d never be able to pay back. If I could have done things differently, I’d have gone into that line of work promising myself that I’d help people build things, rather than exploit them for a quick buck.”
			

			
				 “You could go back if you wanted to,” she suggested. “I mean, don’t get me wrong, I don’t want you to.”
			

			
				 I grinned. “You’d miss me too much?”
			

			
				 “Maybe a little,” she laughed. 
			

			
				 “But no, I couldn’t go back now,” I said, looking admiringly around at the shop, all the dusty old comic books and VHS tapes and collectibles. “I’ve had a taste of freedom. I won’t trade that for anything.”
			

			
				 “Well I’m glad you’re here,” Alex said. “And not just because you’re offering me some solid work.”
			

			
				 “No? That’s not all?”
			

			
				 She grinned, shaking her head. “You’re not bad at eating pussy,” she giggled. “Usually the she’s are better than the he’s in that department, but –”
			

			
				 Then, the Superman theme rang out from the door chime. 
			

			
				 Damn, I thought I locked the door. I shot up, praying that it wasn’t a customer who might be turned off by the thick musk of sex lingering in the air. 
			

			
				 When Anya walked inside, she was carrying a twelve-pack of beer and a large order of chicken wings from Dewey’s. 
			

			
				 “Hey Nate,” she said, grinning. “I’m sorry I ghosted you after what happened, but seeing as how the loan was still processing, I didn’t want to –”
			

			
				 Alex shot up, naked but not caring. 
			

			
				 I cleared my throat awkwardly, not knowing what to say. 
			

			
				 “You,” Anya said. “What the hell are you doing here?”
			

			
				 Alex put her hands on her hips, scowling. She nodded down at her naked body. “What the hell do you think I’m doing here?”
			

			
				 They paused, simmering, staring daggers at one another. 
			

			
				 I cleared my throat again, louder. “Um…you two know each other?”
			

			
				 “She’s my ex,” Alex said. “I dumped her.”
			

			
				 “Bullshit,” Anya said. “I dumped you.”
			

			
				 Caught in the middle, unsure of what to say or what to do, I simply plopped back into my swivel chair and cracked open a fresh beer. 
			

			
				 Well, I didn’t expect this to happen, I thought as I took a long pull. 
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