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You pump it out, you check your dashboard. One sale, two sales. You frown at the screen, you nod, it’s selling at least. You get up, you scratch your belly, you look out your window streaked by glare and baked by sun, and decide, Hey!
Celebrate once in a while, would ya? Put on some pants, comb your hair with tap water on your fingers, go on, get yourself the big mocha this time.
There she is, though, the Latina barista Maria. She makes those eyes at you, she pulls that crooked grin, she shakes her head and rolls her eyes like you already said out loud to her what filthy scene always plays in your head from the moment you see her til after you pull yourself away.
The issue for the writer of smut is holding off until the day’s work is done. Pop too soon, and all he wants to write then is how the hero dies some ignoble death, dragged through the street till his limbs rub off.
He can’t let a scene in his own work send him searching for the tissue box, oh no, that would be like the grocer eating his profits away. 
“You have to come to the back to look at something for me,” she said in that low, heavily accented growl. “Please?” she pleaded.
Oh lord those eyes.
She might even have scrunched her fist in her groin, curving her brows at me, gritting her teeth. 
“Okay,” I said. I had to. She was doing to draw attention to me, people were going to know what filled my mind, they could see it in my eyes.
I looked over my shoulder checking no one was watching me follow her wide, swaying ass through to the back of the cafe, black tights, a loose top, flat sandals with big fake green jewels on the toes.  “It’s in here,” she said over her shoulder.
I knew there was some stunt being pulled. I could tell by her crooked grin.
She pulled her top up where it fell off her shoulder, only for the other side to fall down her shoulder, and she smirked at me. “Always falling!” she said, and I chuckled too. Yeah, that so sucks. 
“It’s this, Mr. Writer,” she said, turning around and pouting at me. I came into the tiny kitchen with her.  “The pizza oven, it doesn’t go on,” she said. She pointed behind her still facing me, forcing me to lean over the front of her body to see down the wall to where she was indicating.
I smelled her scent: sweat from work, coffee, chocolate, vanilla. Her top stretched across her chest. The visible deep blue satin bra straps flashed at me. Her top billowed out under my chin. The push-up lumps of her flesh jiggled under my eyes. She arched, she stretched, she pretended she was trapped there, that there was nothing she could do. The space became instantly intimate.
“Is it plugged in?” I said.
She held up the loose end of the cord, dangled it in front of my face. “I pull out just to be safe,” she said. “Because you never know.” 
“No, you don’t, that was a good idea,” I said.
Now she looked up at my face from close, let her eyes slide up and down over my eyes and mouth, and she parted her lips. “Do you want to put it in?” she said nearly inaudibly.
We met eyes for two full seconds before I said, “The cord?” 
She laughed and blushed. “Of course the cord, what did you think I meant?” she said, and she let it wriggle down from where she clutched it in her fist between our faces.
I reached for it but she pulled it back from my reach. “I can do it,” she said softly, and she turned around, her hips brushing against my lap the space was so small. She stuck her chest out, spread her knees as they folded, and she dropped to the floor in front of me.  “It’s just under here,” she said, twisting around from down there to find me looming over her in front of me on her hands and knees, ass sticking up.
She laughed and disappeared under the table holding the oven, but for her rear end sticking out at me in those tight tights and her bare feet but for her bejeweled sandals.
She came back out walking on her hands and knees backward until her ass pushed against my shins, and she proceeded to turn around, to use my body, my knees, my thighs, my hips, to pull herself back up to standing. “I think it’s in now,” she said as softly as a lover strewn across a bed.
I swallowed hard and reached around her waist to find the on button. She turned to watch, so that now her entire back side pressed and brushed against my entire front side, even to the point her robust ass cheeks felt the front of my groin, pushed against me there, rubbed me.
I flicked the switch and nothing happened. She spun around, inhaled sharply, raised her eyebrows at me. “See? I wasn’t just trying to fool you!” she said. 
“No, I didn’t think you were,” I said. I flicked the switch a few more times before I began scanning for a breaker box.
It was there, in the same room, mounted on the opposite wall. I held her hips to slide out from behind her and I stepped over to the grey box and pulled the cover open.
She curled her hands over my shoulders from where she had come up behind me, stood on her toes, pushed her chin into my neck, pressed herself against me all over again. “Is the problem in there?” she said so close against my ear, I nearly lost my footing.
I could feel her chest press into my back, her hips rocking side to side against mine, her groin pressing into my ass. The affected breaker was obvious. There were only six in the box. I pushed it all the way over on off, flicked it back and on.
The pizza oven instantly beeped and a fan came on.  “Yay!” Maria shouted and she clapped. I turned around and found her to my shock and surprise kissing my cheek, sliding her hands around the back of my neck, jutting her hips forward and trapping me against the edge of the table. “You made everything better again,” she said.
I stumbled forward she was so close to me, and losing my footing, I pressed her backward so she slid onto the edge of the table.
She yelped and laughed and only kept herself from falling backward by sliding her heels up the backs of my thighs so that her knees parted and her legs wrapped around my waist.
I instinctively slid my hands around the back of her waist to keep her from falling into the hard corners of the oven, and inadvertently pulled her over the edge of the table. She came off, and if I hadn’t wrapped my hands around her ass, she would have hit the floor hard.
I spun around with the balance throwing me off, and only regained my footing by falling forward into the wall, pinning her there against it. Our foreheads pressed together, our lips brushed, and she thrusted her pelvis at mine where she hung from my body. “Getting hot even before I turn the oven on,” she said, and she laughed.
I let her slide down between the wall and me and released her from my grip. Her top had come up against me so that her bare body above her tights was revealed to me, including the bottoms of her dark blue satin bra cups.
She took her time pulling her top back down to cover herself.
I followed her back up to the front of the cafe where a line of impatient men had formed. Maria pulled a strand of hair down the side of her face, blew her breath out her jutting lips, and shot me a glance. “Thank you for helping me, Mr. Writer,” she said loud enough for everyone else to hear. They all looked at me with sly suspicion.
I left. There was no way I could hang around waiting for a coffee in that state. I dodged cars to make it across the street thinking to buy some fruit instead. Healthier, right?
Maybe I’d sit in the park, take the sun on my face for a change, feel grass under my feet. I was glad that girl at the checkout wasn’t on shift. Paula was her name. That’s what the guy on check out said to the person behind me, grinning like it was his special day. He said her name.
I spun around and found her right behind me, buying a sandwich from her own store.  “Oh my god, it’s you!” she said. I glanced at the check out guy who she left hanging. He seemed resigned to it, like it was what he learned to expect, and he rang up my order. 
“Hey,” I said to her.
“Look,” she said, “we’re both getting something for lunch, are you going to the park too?” she said. 
“I uh . . . “ I said. 
“No pressure,” she said in a low, sultry voice, and she swung her knee out where it rocked on her raised foot, letting it brush me against the backs of my legs.
There was no escaping her, so we shared a bench. She chattered away about the other staff at the store and other complete insanities of her job before she said she really had to pee and could she please, pretty please, go up to my apartment.  “You know where I live?” I said. 
“I watch you come down,” she replied all coy and turning away. 
“What about the bathroom at your store?” 
“I don’t want to go back in yet, someone’s going to ask me where something is,” she said. “Someone’s always asking me something!”
I had no choice about it and lead her back past the cafe windows, inside which Maria glared, staring out at us passing by as quickly as I could make Paula go without dragging her. I took her up the narrow creaking stairs, down the hallway, and through my door, apologizing all the way about how my place looked. 
“I love it,” she said the very second she stepped inside, and when I closed my door, she kissed my cheek.
She skipped down the hallway and shut the bathroom door, but not before peeking out. “No looking!” she said and she laughed.
I stared out my window at the sultry day awhile, drifting off in thought, before I heard the bathroom door unlatch with a pop, and out Paula stepped like a cruise ship emerging from fog, barefoot, towel wrapped under her arms, her wet hair flopped over one shoulder.
She did a little start when she saw me standing there like she was the shocked one.
“Oh,” she said, and she smiled. “Your sink sprays a bit. I got my shirt all wet.” She tugged at the edge of the towel tucked into her chest. “Had to take it off and dry off a little.”
I nodded like sure, yeah, that happens. Happens to everybody. You go to wash your hands and now you’re in someone’s living room in only a towel. Totally standard.
She padded past me, her feet slapping softly against my old hardwood, and she looked around like she was house-hunting. “Your place is so . . . “ she trailed off, bit her lip, and cocked her head. “Writerly.”
“Messy,” I said.
“That too.” She ran a finger along my bookshelf and then held it up like she was checking for dust. “You read all these?”
“Some of them. Some I just move around every few months so it looks like I did.”
She laughed, low and throaty, and wandered over to my table. My laptop was still open, humming. She leaned over it with both hands braced wide, towel pulling across her back, her hips swaying lightly as she read the screen upside down. “Are you working on something?”
“Sort of.”
She glanced over her shoulder at me, her eyebrows high. “Dirty sort of, or normal sort of?”
“Writer sort of,” I said.
She nodded like that explained everything, then circled the room again, peeking into my kitchen alcove, my tiny hallway, my books, my cupboards. She stopped in front of my couch, clutched the knot of her towel with one hand and tilted her head at me. “You’re not gonna offer me anything? Like a water? Tea? Whiskey?”
“I didn’t think you were staying.”
“Oh.”
She pulled her bottom lip in and bit it. “Should I go?”
I didn’t answer. She let me hang on that for a second, then plopped herself down on the far side of my couch and drew her legs up under her like she lived there.
The towel still barely hung on her frame, but barely. She pulled the end of it higher, not lower, exposing the sharp curve of her thigh as she curled sideways against the arm of the couch. “You’re not very good at hosting,” she said.
“I’m not very good at a lot of things,” I said.
She grinned. “That can’t be true.”
I shrugged. “You tell me.”
She looked at me long now, thoughtfully, like a girl deciding something. Her lashes blinked slow, like a windshield wiper on delay. “I just might,” she said, and then went quiet again, like she was deciding whether to blow something up.
I watched the rise and fall of her shoulder.
Her thigh flexed and relaxed under the towel like she was playing footsie with someone invisible. Then she said it: “So have you been writing about me?”
I blinked. “What?”
She smiled without showing teeth. “Don’t act like I don’t know. You always ask about my schedule. What days I work. What shifts I take. That thing about my eyes? You put that in there, didn’t you.”
I swallowed.
She leaned her head back into the couch cushion still watching me from her side-eye, her body curled like a question mark. “If you didn’t,” she said softly, “I’d be kind of offended.”
I opened my mouth. Nothing came out. I watched a drop of water fall from her wet hair onto her collarbone and slide under the towel. She grinned. “Thought so.”
She stretched her legs back out, pointed her toes, and gave a little shiver. “Still a bit damp,” she said, rubbing her calf with one foot, her thigh tensing and flexing. “You keep the heat down on purpose, so girls need to wear your clothes?”
“I wouldn’t think to do that.”
She laughed and sat up straight. “Of course you wouldn’t.” Then she looked at my laptop still idling open on the table. “Let’s see what you’re working on then.”
I sat forward fast. “It’s nothing.”
She was already halfway across the room.
“I’m serious. It’s garbage.”
“Oh good,” she said. “Garbage is my favorite.” She plopped back down on the couch, pulled the laptop into her towel-draped lap, like she was grading my homework. Her legs folded back up under her again.
The glow of the screen lit her face and collarbones with that clean white light that shows every flaw, except she didn’t seem to have any. She clicked around. Tilted her head. “Wow. Lotta files.”
“Works in progress.”
She scrolled. “You name them all like this? ‘Plumb Wet’?”
“I use placeholder titles.”
“‘Pearl Girl’ doesn’t sound like a placeholder.”
I froze.
She double clicked. I nearly lunged. Too late. She cleared her throat, smiled, and read aloud in a slow, mocking voice. “‘She stood in the cross-hatch light of the window blind like a sunbeam had forgotten it wasn’t supposed to fall on her.’”
“Oh god.”
“‘She twisted her fingers in her apron string like she was tying herself to something she wasn’t ready to leave.’”
I covered my face. “Please stop.”
She didn’t. “‘Her eyes flared like she didn’t know whether to laugh or cry, but either would’ve destroyed me.’”
She turned the screen to me like she was holding up a puppy that had chewed a shoe. “So. You have been writing about me.”
“I didn’t name her Paula.”
“You didn’t have to.” She clicked again. Skimmed silently. Her smile faded, not into a frown but into something more serious.
She looked over the screen at me. “This part where she steals the little green apple? The one from the grocery bin?”
I nodded.
“I did that like a week ago.”
“I know,” I said meekly in a broken voice and I cleared my throat. 
She stared.
I looked down, ashamed, busted, mortified.“You tucked it in your purse like you were cleaning up but you didn’t pay for it.”
“It was bruised.”
“Still.”
She let out a breath. “You really watch me, huh.”
I didn’t answer. I couldn’t.
She clicked the lid down on the laptop. Left her hand on it. Turned her face to mine. “You can’t show that to anyone,” she said, and her voice was completely different now, low, breathy, almost afraid.
I met her eyes. “I wasn’t going to.”
“Good.” She leaned in. Not fast. Not dramatic. Just tilted, and she pulled herself sideways into my orbit. Her shoulder touched mine. Her arm was warm. Her breath tickled under my jaw.
“If someone else read that,” she whispered, “they’d know.”
“Know what?”
She shrugged. “That I like it.”
I swallowed. She leaned her chest against my shoulder now, still watching me from under her lashes.
Her lips were close enough to mine that a sigh could’ve crossed the space. “You write about me like you want me.”
I wanted to say, “Maybe I do,” but I only swallowed.
She smiled, not wide, not even happy. Just pleased. “Then you better be careful what you write next.”
I reached past her for the laptop, slid it off her lap, set it on the table like I was putting a bomb down gently. “You should probably get back,” I said, not looking at her.
She leaned back into the couch, arms behind her head now like she was posing for an art class, towel still barely clinging to her, her chest up, skin still wet from the shower. “You’re kicking me out?”
“I’m saving both of us.”
She laughed. “Why the drama?”
“I think I’m older than your dad. Besides, your lunch break’s probably over.”
She stared at the ceiling like she was doing time math in her head. “Mm. I guess.” She didn’t move. Outside, a car honked.
The fan clicked its uneven rhythm overhead. Somewhere, someone slammed a door. She exhaled through her nose. Then she sat up, fast and loose, like she’d just remembered work.
“Okay,” she said, stretching again, standing. “If you insist.” She walked past me toward the bathroom with that ballerina feel to her step, soft and soundless.
When she got there, she paused, didn’t turn the knob right away. Her back was to me. She looked over her shoulder and said, “You don’t have anything I can wear, do you?”
“Not unless you like old concert tees and socks with holes.”
She laughed, twisted the towel a little tighter, not much. “That’s okay. I don’t mind walking out in wet clothes. Let the others wonder.”
“Others?”
She smiled to herself, hand on the knob now. I stepped forward, but not all the way.  Just as she opened the door, she turned around and stepped into me so fast I nearly stumbled backward. She pressed her whole body flat against mine, towel and all, her hands grabbing fistfuls of my t-shirt.
And then she kissed me. Not a peck, not a tease. It was a full, closed-eyes, grip-tight, inhale-me kind of kiss. Her mouth opened over mine like she’d done it before, like this was part of the script and she knew every line.
Her tongue filled my mouth.  Her chest flattened against mine, her breath caught in her throat, and I kissed her back, I had to. I pulled her into me harder.
Then she pulled back away from me. She looked me dead in the eye. “I’ll come again.”
She went in the bathroom leaving me breathlessly stunned, and came out a moment later in her clothes. She opened the door and walked out.
I stood there for a few secondsbreathing. From the stairwell I heard her call back up, casual like a roommate, “Don’t let that story get away from you!”
I leaned my forehead against the doorframe. Oh yeah, the story. About her. Fuck me.
I could still taste her lip gloss. Then I looked down. The towel wasn’t on my bathroom floor. She’d taken it with her. My doorknob was still warm. I went back to the table. Sat. Opened the laptop.
I blinked at the screen. Pearl Girl was still open, so I added a line. “She kissed me like she’d done it before, with older men like me, in dimmer rooms, with more to lose, careless about what it did to them, and me.” I cracked my knuckles and leaned back. It was getting out of hand.
But I was loving it. I stared at the cursor. It blinked like it was waiting for a better writer to take over. But no words came. My fingers hovered, ready to pounce, but all I saw was Paula’s lip between her teeth, her knee sliding across the couch, the way she said “I’ll come again” like she meant it two ways and neither were metaphor.
I slammed shut the lid. Stood up. Paced the room once, twice, five times. My place smelled like her now, sweet and fruity, shampoo and nerves.
I grabbed my keys, didn’t change my shirt, didn’t fix my hair, just yanked the door open and stomped down the stairs like I was going to get my money back. Outside, the air punched me it was so heavy with humidity.
I crossed the street without looking ignoring the horns and made my charging way toward the bookstore where I went to punish myself for thinking I belonged anywhere near that league.
And there she was.
Hannah. Fuck me on a pogo stick.
She was idling time sitting on a milk crate just outside the front door of the bookstore like she was a troll guarding a bridge. Book in one hand, iced coffee in the other, sunglasses perched up in her mess of dark curls. Nobody was inside of course. Nobody buys books anymore. The store survived solely on the bequeathments of the old neighborhood’s dying elders.
Her lips moved as she read. She didn’t glance up right away. But she knew I was there staring. When she finally did look, it was with that slow, sweeping glance up from my shoes to my eyes, like she was composing me in her imagination. 
I gave her a sheepish nod. “Hey.”
She smirked. Didn’t close the book. “That didn’t take long.”
I blinked. “What didn’t?”
She licked her straw, circled her tongue around it, teased it, played with it.
“You getting over Kelli.”
I took a step. “Excuse me?”
She closed the book, but kept her finger tucked inside. “Hardware girl. Blonde. Loud. Left your place about thirty minutes before the brunette went up.”
I opened my mouth. Nothing came out, of course. The starer was becoming the staree.
She lifted one eyebrow. “You forgot the window’s open?”
I spun around, looked back up at my building.
“Yeah,” she said, watching me spin like I was her pet top. “We all got a good little show.
I sighed. “It’s not what it looks like.”
She barked a laugh both amused and biting. “No? What was it then, performance art?”
I shoved my hands deep down in my pockets and stared at the sidewalk between us. “Just, life being weird.”
“You mean you being weird,” she said. “You gonna write about this too?”
“Maybe,” I said, before realizing I just gave it away, and not for the first time that day.
She leaned forward, elbows on knees. “You’re the smut-monger now. It’s your brand.”
I looked at her uncomprehendingly. She was beautiful in that pissed-off, too-smart, don’t-touch-me way. Pale freckled skin, oversized t-shirt that probably wasn’t even hers, ripped jeans cuffed above her boots. Not dressed to be seen, but getting seen anyway.
“I don’t write smut,” I lied. “Not exactly. Not just.”
She stood, brushed off her thighs. “Could’ve fooled me.”
I stepped toward her. “Wait. Why are you mad?”
She paused. “Not mad, curious,” she said. “I’m a bookstore girl. I’m curious about everything.”
And just like that, she turned and walked back inside, book tucked under her arm, curls bouncing with every step.
She didn’t look back. The bell above the bookstore door gave the tiniest ding.  I stood there wondering what chapter I was in now, in someone else’s book. The bell hadn’t even finished its sad flat tone when she popped her head back out.
“You just gonna stand there like a kicked dog?”
I squinted into the sun at her.
“Didn’t want to get in the way of your literary retreat.”
She rolled her eyes.
“You think I’m not the type?”
“The type?” She opened the door wider. “Come in. Prove it.”
I hesitated half a beat too long. She smirked like she’d just won and stepped back inside.
So I followed. It smelled like old paper and lemon cleaner inside. No one else around. Floor fan ticking back and forth slow and lazy in the corner.
Hannah sauntered behind the counter without looking to see if I followed. “I need help with something,” she said, crouching down, disappearing behind the register.
I came around and leaned down to see what she was meaning.
“Like, book help?” I hazarded to guess.
She was on her knees, hair falling over her face, fiddling with a black tangle of cords under the desk. “There’s a strip down here that keeps going loose.” I came down, knelt beside her.
It was dark under the counter. Dusty. Close. “Just plug it in,” she said, backing away and giving me room. I reached under the desk, blindly feeling for the socket. My shoulder bumped hers. Her knee brushed mine.
I caught a glimpse of her belly where her shirt had ridden up. Pale skin, a mole just above the waistband of her jeans.
My hand found the strip. I shoved the plug in hard. When I stood back up, she stood too.
It was close. Too close. Her hand was already up inside my shirt. “You ever fucked someone in a bookstore?” she said, her smirk pulling up over the entire half of her face.
I swallowed hard. Too hard. Her palm was flat against my stomach now, fingers scrunching.
Her eyes weren’t coy, they were daring.
“You really asking me that?”
She lifted her eyebrows like well? I said,
“Do stockrooms count?”
She laughed. “Weak answer.” Then she stepped closer.
Her knee forced their way between mine. “You scared of me?”
“I’m not scared of you,” I said, but my voice cracked a little at the end like the teenage liar I was inside.
“Good,” she said. “Because I’m not here to seduce you.”
“You’re not?”
“Nope.” She grabbed my shirt in both hands, twisted the fabric, pulled me into her. “I’m here to make you think you seduced me.” And then her mouth was all over mine.
She kissed like it was choreography. Sharp at first, then slow. She tugged my lower lip between her pressed lips. Bit it. Laughed into my mouth. Her fingers found the waistband of my jeans.
“Locked the door?” I asked between breaths.
“Nope.”
Shadows passed the front windows. I tensed. She pulled back, breathing heavy, eyes gleaming. “Thought so.”
“What?”
“You’re the type who writes the scene, but doesn’t do the action.”
I looked at her. She looked back, daring me.
Then she turned and walked toward the back, hips rolling under that loose t-shirt like a line of poetry. “Come on,” she called, not turning around. “Let’s test your genre range.”
I hesitated. But not for long, not going to lie.
The back hallway was stacked with broken-down boxes and crates of unsorted books. Hannah led the way, one hand dragging against the wall, glancing back once with a smirk that asked if I was still there. “Storage,” she said, pushing open a door with her hip.
The room was barely bigger than a walk-in closet. Paperbacks in milk crates, dust motes in the slanting window light, a stool with a cracked vinyl seat. She backed in and pulled me by the front of my shirt.
“You nervous yet?”
“No.”
“You should be.”
I bumped into a tower of Nora Roberts and nearly sent it toppling.
She laughed, shoved it steady with one hand while the other ran down my chest. Then she cupped me. Just like that.
“Okay,” I said, blinking.
“You’ve got a lot of fans I bet,” she whispered. “But none of them have done this to you yet, huh?”
She rubbed me slow. Palm, then fingers. Her eyes never left mine. My heart beat like a school bell in my ears.
“Just, to be clear,” I managed to say, “this is the part where you tell me you’re kidding, right?”
She shook her head. “You think I’m like the others?”
“I think I don’t know what the hell’s going on.”
She leaned in and licked the corner of my mouth. “Then don’t pretend you’re the writer of this chapter.”
So I didn’t.
She tugged open my fly like she was pulling the tab on a drink, slipped her hand inside, stroked me, slow, even, maddeningly. Her breath fell on my neck. Her eyes closed now, like she was picturing something more than what this already was.
I leaned my head back against the door. “Jesus.”
“Don’t waste it,” she whispered. “You’ll need the memory.”
“What?”
And then she stopped. Backed off. Let go.
I stared at her. She grinned and wiped her hand on the hem of her shirt. “Go write about that.”
“You’re serious?”
“I’m on shift,” she said, already turning for the door. “I don’t fuck during business hours.”
I stood there, dick half out, confused and throbbing.
“Door’s that way, Hemingway,” she called over her shoulder, and she was gone.
I had to stuff myself back in and zip up, fumbling like a first-timer. My hands shook. I smelled like her body and the book dust and whatever else was in that closet.
There she was behind the register again, checking stock on the screen like she hadn’t just edged me with a librarian’s cool detachment. “Don’t forget your story,” she said without looking up.
I stumbled out the front door into the heat.
It was too bright. Too loud. I walked fast, tripped over the curb, crossed the street without checking for cars. Back upstairs, I slammed the door behind me and dropped into my chair. Still hard. Still stunned. Still vibrating from her grip.
I opened a new doc. Called it Check-Out. Typed: “She pressed her hand against me like she was testing a theory.” Paused. Backspaced it. Typed: “Like she wanted to see if she could turn a man into a memory.” Paused again, deleted again. “Like she was pausing in her story.”
I deleted it all. The cursor stared at me. The fan ticked. My pants stayed tight. I sighed, leaned back, and muttered at the ceiling, “What the fuck is happening to me?” I opened the earlier story I also hadn’t finished, everything getting balled up together, stories bleeding into other stories. The knock hit the door like bad news arrived.
I froze. Still slouched in the chair, pants half-unzipped to relieve pressure from the bookstore ambush, laptop open. Screen blank. Cursor blinking its smug little pulse.
Another knock, lighter this time, a knock remembering to be polite. I stood, approached the door quietly, but yanked it open without looking through the peephole.
Maria. Hair tied back like she’d just come off shift, big hoop earrings catching the hallway light. No coffee in her hand this time. No apron. Just a tank top, tight jeans, and that look like she already knew all possible answers.
“Hey,” I said, heart punching me from the others side of my chest.
“You okay?”
She didn’t wait for an answer, just slid past me into the apartment, hips brushing my front on the way in. She held up a pair of sunglasses. “I left these,” she said, now already halfway to the kitchen.
I turned and shut the door slowly. “I was just,” I started, but she saw it. The laptop. Still open. Screen not so blank after all.
Her eyes narrowed. She stepped closer. Tilted her head. “You wrote a story about me?” Her voice was different now. No lilt, no teasing. Low. Dark. Like a match being dragged across sandpaper. Still latina inflected, but with steam to it now.
I swallowed. “It’s just a piece.”
She stepped even closer. Read the top line. “‘She leaned across the counter like she already knew what she tasted like.’” Maria read, and she blinked but once. Then again. Her chest rose slow, sank again.
“That is supposed to be me?”
“Maybe, I don’t know.”
“You sure that isn’t the grocery girl? Like maybe the little blonde wench bimbo? Or maybe it’s the moody bookstore bitch?”
I stayed silent. She turned to me. Her eyes were flaring now. Deeper, like two glasses of something so strong you don’t to drink them too fast. “I knew you were watching me,” she whispered with quiet fury. “You always stare at my mouth, too.”
“I don’t.”
She raised her eyebrow. “Okay. Maybe I imagine things, no?” She looked back at the screen. Then down at the chair. Then back at me.
“So let’s finish it this,” she said.
“What? No!”
Maria turned, crossed the short space between us, and climbed straight into my lap like it was her bar stool, me falling into the couch under her.
Her arms slid around my neck. Her thighs pressed tight around mine. Her perfume wrapped me like a wet towel just out of the dryer. “You’re writing about me,” she said, “but you didn’t finish it.” Her fingers found the back of my head and twisted in my hair.
She tugged my face up to hers. “You want it to real?” she breathed. “Maybe it will help you. So then stop typing and start doing.”
I was hard instantly. She rolled her hips once, slow and deliberate, felt it under her.
My hands hovered, unsure where to go.
She took my hands and placed them on her hips like she was setting silverware on a dinner table. “This is where you can write the line,” she whispered against my ear, “‘She tasted like chocolate.’”
I exhaled through my teeth.
She nipped my earlobe. “You want to know what happens next?”
“I guess so,” I managed.
She pulled back and looked down at me. “Then write it.”
And just like that, she stood, walked to the kitchen, pulled her sunglasses from the counter, and slid them on slow and raised her Monaco face to me. “Maybe I will forget something else,” she said, hand on the doorknob. “I’ll come check tomorrow.” Then she was gone.
I went back to me chair, still hard, still bent, wondering how many more of them were going to write my story before I did. I stared at the fan looking slowly side to side showing me its slow disappointment in me.
By the time the next knock came, I didn’t even flinch, I expected it. I opened the door before whoever it was could knock again. Maria again, and when she pushed her big dark glasses up, I saw her eyes burning, sharp and red.
“You forget something already?” I said.
She didn’t answer. She stepped inside, shut the door behind her, locked it. Her jaw worked like she was chewing on a decision. Then she spoke. “You fucked her.” It wasn’t a question.
“Who?”
“That bookstore bitch!”
I opened my mouth.
“Don’t,” she snapped. “I saw her! And Ju! Ju had that look!”
“What look?”
“Don’t lie to me! The look that says you let her read your work! And then you fucked her!”
I didn’t answer. Maria stepped in close, chest against mine. She smelled good.
“I told you I was coming back.”
“You did, only . . . ”
“And then you go and write about her?” She grabbed my wrist. Dragged my hand up under her shirt. No bra. Her nipples were hard, her skin flushed. She pressed herself into my palm like she was branding herself  with me “You want to feel something real?” she hissed. “This is real.” She yanked my other hand down the front of her jeans.
No underwear. “This is mine,” she growled. “You don’t loan it out to the others.”
I could barely breathe. She kissed me. Hard. Messy. Then she turned me around and shoved me down into the chair, climbed onto my lap again, straddled me with no patience this time.
Her jeans unbuttoned fast, shoved halfway down her thighs, her hands already working my fly. “Write this,” she muttered. “Write how wet I am when I know someone else touched you.” She stroked me once. Then Twice. Then she sighed.
She lined me up and sank down on me without warning. My breath left me with a grunt. She rode me immediately, aggressively, hips pumping like a machine. She leaned in close, her mouth at my ear. “She make you this hard?” I couldn’t speak. “She take you like this? She squeeze you like this?”
I held her hips, tried to control her, slow her down. 
She slapped my hand away. “You write this right here.” She leaned back, grinded down on me, moaned now, but not sweet, it was war cries. It was conquest.
And then she slapped me across the face. Open palm. Right across the cheek. Not hard enough to hurt, but hard enough to get my attention front and center.
I blinked. She smiled. “Good boy.” Her rhythm changed. She dropped forward, slammed her mouth into mine, bit my lip.
I grabbed her ass with both hands and drove myself up into her. She came fast, hard, clenching me with tight spasms. Her breath hitched, and she choked out a single word I couldn’t make out. Then she went still and fell into silence.
She slid off me slow, pulled up her jeans, in no rush now. She tucked her hair back, grabbed her phone off the counter. I sat there, pants open, breath ragged, bruised, and not just physically.
She leaned over me, kissed my cheek where she’d slapped it. “Next time,” she whispered, “and don’t write about anyone else.”
And then she walked out. Just like that.
I sat there for a long time after she left, jeans open, cock still wet with her, jaw stinging faintly where she’d slapped me. I couldn’t move, could barely breathe. It wasn’t sex, it was a fucking siege. I finally got up, shuffled to the sink, splashed water on my face. The faucet still dripped, of course, a metronome counting down to an end I knew was coming.
My heart wouldn’t slow. My hands trembled. But I opened the laptop anyway. Cursor blinking like it does every time, oblivious to the life it stands ready to record. I opened Check Out, added a line because it came to me just then: “She used him like an outlet. Plugged him in, sucked his power, left the cord sparking.”
Backspaced it. Typed something else. Deleted that too. Then came the ding.
A text. Paula: “Still thinking about earlier. I have a short break coming up . . . ” Before I could even lift my fingers, another text came in. Hannah: “Don’t think I won’t finish what I started.” I dropped the phone on the table like it was hot.
This was spiraling. I wasn’t in control of the story anymore, if I ever was. I leaned back and let the swirl of it all take me, subsume me, every girl, every word, every flash of skin and flash of teeth, the way they moved like they were reading from a script I know I didn’t write, not yet anyway.
I started typing. Frenzied. Like I had to get ahead of them all, just once. And then, knock knock. I froze. Another knock came, lighter. I opened the door. Kelli. Blonde hair tied up high, cheeks flushed, tight white tee, cutoff shorts barely there.
She held up a plastic hardware bag like it was flowers. “Was in the neighborhood,” she said, smiling wide, hips forward, pushing in. “Thought I’d fix that faucet properly this time.”
I blinked. “You . . . “ she said brushing past me, same as the others, same easy confidence like my apartment was their afternoon spa. “ . . . left it dripping, didn’t you?” She sashayed through my living room like she remembered the furniture with her body. “It’s fine now,” I said, voice hoarse.
She turned, lifted the bag. “Not it’s not. Can’t have you writing with leaky plumbing now, can we?” I shut the door. Turned. Watched her unzip the bag. She pulled out a single wrench. Twirled it at me like a cheerleader’s baton.
She let the cold metal thud against her palm and grinned. “I thought maybe this time we could do it right. You know. Maybe use the right rings?”
I said nothing. My throat was dry. My jeans were still loose from Maria’s assault. “You sold me the wrong ones?”
“No, you didn’t pay for them,” she said and she laughed. She stepped closer, bare legs brushing mine, tool in one hand, the other rising up my chest like she was checking for a heartbeat.
“You look a little out of sorts,” she said, tilting her head. “Bad day?”
“You could say that.”
Her fingers hooked into my belt. “Good. I like 'em when they’re softened up.”
I couldn’t move. Didn’t want to. She leaned in close, breath hot. “I also don’t like being just some opening act.”
I blinked. She tapped the wrench lightly against my zipper, clink-clink. “I came back to close the show.”
She didn’t wait for a reply. She dropped the wrench on my table with a thunk that made my coffee mug rattle. Then she turned to face me, hands on hips, chest pushed forward like she was posing for a movie poster. “You look like you need therapy,” she said. “The look on your face. Lucky for you, I do house calls.”
“I really don’t think . . . ” I said.
“You don’t think, no. I do. That’s how this works now.” She reached into her bag again, pulled out plumber’s tape, of all things, and a little tube of silicone. “Don’t ask questions,” she snapped. “I’m improvising.” She spun and pointed to my chair. “Sit.” I sat.
She climbed right into my lap, swung one bare thigh over me, planted her ass hard enough in my lap I grunted. “I’m on top this time,” she said. “Deal with it.”
“I wasn’t arguing.”
“You were thinking about arguing.”
She ground down on me before I could respond, her hips shifting, her weight pressing me into the seat like she was trying to pop me through my jeans with her pelvis alone.
“You gonna tighten my valve?” she whispered, licking the corner of my mouth. “Gonna plug my leak?”
I choked. “Kelli, ”
She sat up straight, reached between us, and with no hesitation, she yanked my zipper down and fished me out. “God, you’re already hard,” she said. “You’re worse than I am.”
She spit into her hand, stroked me once, twice, then shoved her shorts and panties to the side and sank down fast and low on me, impaling herself on me in one slick, wet motion.
I groaned. She didn’t give me a chance to catch up. She bounced. Hips slamming down, thighs rippling, tits jiggling under that thin white tee. “You going to write about this?” she cooed. “You going to put this part in your book?”
“No, yes, I don’t know!”
“You have to write faster,” she gasped, and she slammed herself down harder on me, the old wooden chair creaking, wobbling, threatening to fold.
She grabbed the wrench from the table, held it up in one hand like a trophy. “I told you I fix leaks,” she moaned, and she dropped the thing on the floor with a clang and grabbed my shoulders. Her hair was flying now, her moans rising, the slap of her ass against my thighs loud in the small apartment.
Then she stopped. Mid-bounce. Held me deep inside her and stared into my eyes like she just remembered something terrible. Her voice dropped.
“You didn’t finish last time.”
“No.”
“You’re finishing now.” She reached behind herself, grabbed my hands, pulled them to her ass, and grabbed my shoulders like handlebars. “Make me squirt or die trying,” she growled close into my ear.
Jesus. I grabbed her, thrust up hard into her, and she screamed. Not cute screaming, either, like you’d expect with her, but full-volume, throat-ripping, neighbors-are-calling-911 screaming. She grabbed the table behind her for balance, and nearly pulled it over.
Books slid. The laptop clattered. My coffee mug hit the floor and shattered. “Oh my God,” she wailed, grinding against me like she was possessed. And then she snapped. Body shaking. Eyes wide. Back arched.
She came so hard she slammed her forehead into my shoulder and bit me. Hard. I held on as she convulsed, milking me, draining me, yanking me over the edge. I exploded inside her with a groan so deep it scraped the bottom of my being.
We stayed there like that, shaking, soaked, and spent. Finally, she pulled back, panting, laughing. “Fuck your faucet,” she whispered. “I’m the one who leaks.”
She didn’t clean up after herself. She kissed me on the nose, stuffed the silicone tube back in her bag, tossed the wrench onto my pillow, and skipped out barefoot, saying something about needing a smoothie.
The second the door clicked, I exhaled like I’d just escaped a burning building. My place was trashed. Chair crooked, coffee mug shattered across the floor, laptop tilted sideways and sticky.
The table listed to one side, too, one leg knocked loose from Kelli’s rodeo routine. I limped to the kitchen, poured water into a glass, and downed it like whiskey.
My thighs ached. My shoulder throbbed where she’d bit me. I was coated in sweat, still half-hard. I felt like I’d been mugged by a sex cult. Curious, I shuffled over to the window. I needed air. Light. Some contact with the outside world. I pulled the blinds.
And froze. They were all watching. Down in the street on the sidewalk in front of her café window, Maria stood dead still, one hand on a saucer, eyes burning a hole through my face. When she saw me looking, she didn’t flinch.
She just slowly shook her head like “you fucking idiot.”
Across the street, Paula was outside the grocery, holding a crate of fruit. She saw me and dropped it. Fruit rolled across the sidewalk. Her mouth twisted into a line so sharp it could slice a tomato.
Up the block, Hannah stood in the bookstore doorway, arms crossed, sunglasses off. She didn’t blink. Didn’t wave. Just stared like she was cataloguing my sins.
And then, one more, a fourth face, middle window of the apartment across the way, second floor. A girl I’d never seen before. Pale blue tank, black hair in a braid over one shoulder, glasses slipping down her nose. She leaned on the windowsill with her chin in her hand like she’d paid for front-row tickets.
And when our eyes met? She smirked. Then winked.
I stumbled backward, knocked over a stack of books, nearly stepped barefoot on a shard of ceramic. My heart slammed against my ribs like it was trying to get out.
I ran a hand through my hair. It stuck to my fingers. Everything on me smelled like sex and panic. My phone buzzed. Another text. Paula: “You’re such a whore.” Buzz again. Hannah: “Hope she signed a waiver.” Another buzz. Maria: No words. Just a photo. Me. At the window. Looking stunned. She’d taken it from the street.
I shut the blinds. Sat back down in my crooked chair. Opened a new doc.
Title: Public Display. I typed a line: “He didn’t fall from grace. He never started with it.”
I Backspaced it. Typed again. Backspaced harder.
The braid girl across the way was still in my head. Still smirking. Still watching. I made it two steps outside before regretting it.
The sidewalk felt like a stage now. Café door, Maria pretended not to see me. Grocery, Paula made a big show of restocking apples with extra slams. Bookstore, Hannah didn’t even bother with the pretense. She just gave me the slow, sarcastic clap from behind the glass. Kelli in the hardware store window on a ladder hanging some display, and shaking her head at me.
I power-walked toward the corner store like a man avoiding arrest. I needed toothpaste. Maybe mouthwash. Definitely anonymity. That’s when I heard her.
“Hey. You.”
I turned. It was the girl from the second-floor window. Braid still over one shoulder. Tank top thin enough to reveal a black bra strap sliding down her arm. Jean shorts cut high and frayed. Big eyes.
And an even bigger smirk. “You’re the writer guy, right?” she said.
I blinked. “I, what?”
She stepped closer, one hand in her back pocket like she had all the time in the world. “You write smut don’t you?”
“Uh.”
She tilted her head. “I mean, I watched you for twenty minutes over there. I should at least get your name.”
I swallowed. “You were watching me?”
“You had the blinds open like it was a live stream.”
She stepped into my space. “You gonna tell me you didn’t know?”
“I didn’t.”
Her eyes dropped to my chest, where the bite mark from Kelli peeked out above my collar.
She grinned. “Looks like you’ve had a busy week.” I tugged my shirt higher. “You any good with sinks?” she asked.
“What?”
She pointed up the street with her chin. “Mine’s leaking. Keeps me up at night. It’s got that drip, drip thing going that makes you question your life.”
I opened my mouth. Nothing.
She leaned in closer, just enough for her perfume, sweet and woodsy, to hit me like a drug. “Do you make house calls?”
I stared at her.
She reached up, tugged the slipping bra strap back into place with a slow finger. “What’s wrong? You out of wrenches?”
I exhaled like I’d been holding it in for days. “I didn’t bring my tools.”
She bit her lip, smiled. “That’s okay. I’ve got everything you’ll need.”
She turned and started walking up the street. No glance back. No pause to see if I’d follow.
But I did of course. Each step I took behind her, my brain screamed abort. My body said no. My cock said please, enough!
People passed us. Kids rode by on bikes. Somewhere, a dog barked. Normal life. But me? I was trailing a girl I didn’t know toward a sink I didn’t believe in, already semi-hard and planning for things I couldn’t write without legal counsel.
She looked back over her shoulder once, caught me staring, and winked again. That same wink from the window, that wink I already knew how I’d write it.
“Wink Wink,” I imagined typing the title.
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