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      I dedicate this short story to the women that fall in love with bartenders.

      They aren’t all cocky assholes.

      Only some of them are.
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      I'm not exaggerating when I say this, but I am a total catch.

      I’m tall, dark and handsome. I’m brutally honest, sarcastic as fuck and a loyal friend, to those that I actually would label as such.

      I am Noah Baker, a grade-A piece of -I’m ready for you always- kind of man. I’m sexy and I know it, a good lay and a total hot commodity in this small town of Mercy, the town to the east of Hollybrooke.

      It's not because I'm cocky, well okay, maybe it is... To be perfectly honest, it's because no matter what, I have someone interested in me. So of course, I’m going to pat myself on the back and say that I’m a lucky son of a bitch. Both men and women want me. I have my pick of the litter.  Granted, I don't go for the dick, but it's nice to know if I did root for the same team and like to play hide the banana that I would have my options open there too.  I would have my pick of whatever I want, as if it was handed to me. But I like women, every part of them. From the top of their dyed or over sleeked out hair, to their painted toe-nails – and just about everything in between. The only thing that I don’t do is the clingy shit. So, I hook up and that’s about it. I don’t do relationships and that’s not something that I conceal.

      When I graduated from junior college, I didn’t want to leave the small town that I’ve called home my whole life and instead went to work for my dad, who owned the bar. When he passed, he had left the place to me, and even though I was the owner, I loathed paperwork so I hired someone to run the joint, so I can stay behind the bar – slinging drinks and flirting with the folks who chose to spend their nights in this fine establishment.

      The Neighborhood.

      That’s where I spend my time.  I'm a bartender, the bartender and likely what you can call your neighborhood bartender, and women find that sexy. At least that's what I'm told. That's the main reason why I work here at the Neighborhood, the only hot spot in town.  The bar is rustic and gives the feeling of warmth when you are inside, we have music, food, booze and good people. It also doesn’t hurt that our kitchen makes the best burgers and onion rings that Mercy has ever seen- so we stay busy. And with the amount of usual’s that come into town, along with those from the city or just traveling through – there’s always, always some new people coming through here. That means new women for me to perhaps spend some time with, horizontally.

      The woman sitting at the end of the bar is no exception. I’ve never seen her before, and strangely I want to know all of her. Her wavy chestnut hair, the dusting of freckles across her cheeks and her plump kissable lips tell me screams innocence, but something else tells me that she’s a vixen despite her good girl exterior.  Her black tank top clings to her curves and ample breasts hidden underneath in a red laced bra, telling me that she's a wildcat and just wanting someone to tame her. I should tame her.

      Wait, what? I don’t need to tame anyone, lest be tamed myself. I’m a wild wolf, not some good old dog.

      She's currently ignoring me, but I bet that she's interested, who wouldn't be.

      I want to find out what makes her tick, what she looks like underneath me and what she sounds like in bed.

      I make my way down the bar, wipe the counter in front of her, throw down a coaster and lean on the bar top towards her.

      "What can I get you, beautiful?" I give her the smirk that has drenched plenty of panties and wait for her to respond, to meet my eyes and to melt in my hands.

      "Can I get a Moscow mule, please?" She asks feigning disinterest.

      "Coming your way." Our eyes meet and I sense her apprehension as she gives me a weak smile and a look over She doesn’t seem like she cares and that unnerves me.

      I mix her drink, pour it into a mason jar and place it in front of her as she digs out her card and hands it to me.

      "Keep it open," she instructs as she stands with her drink and without a fleeting glance, turns and heads to the booth in the corner with a table of her friends.

      What. The. Fuck?

      I look down at her credit card and read her name - I've never had a woman ignore me the way that Valerie Dubois just did.

      I look up to the direction of her table. She laughs with her friends and is not even glancing in my direction.

      Strange.

      Must be an off night, or maybe, just possibly she can be into chicks. Yeah, I'll go with that. She’s a muff diver. Man, that’s pretty hot too.

      I notice a short time later that one of her friends has left their booth and is giggling at the side of the bar. When I approach her, she overtly flirts when I take her order. I hand her the drink and she passes me a ten with a torn piece of paper, then winks and walks away, putting an exaggerated sway in her hips as she sashays to the booth. I look down at the piece of paper with her number on it and crumple it up then toss it in the trash.

      She’s cute but I’m not interested tonight, I want her friend. I want that unmentioned challenge.

      The girls all giggle as she sits down. She looks in my direction, flips her hair and starts talking animatedly, casually glancing back at the bar every few minutes. I ignore her and my challenge – to tend to the other patrons of the bar without another thought.

      Three hours later, a packed bar, and one woman who has continued to not show interest in me - my constant inner battle of what the hell is wrong with the universe comes to a halt when I look up from the right side of the bar, I see Valerie waiting where she first sat earlier in the night. I casually walk over to her and cross my arms.

      "Another Moscow?" I ask.

      "I'd like to close my tab." She shakes her head.

      I total her up and place her tab in front of her.  "I'm curious."  I say.

      She signs the slip and looks up at me with an inquisitive quirk of her eyebrow.

      "Pardon?"

      "I'm curious. Most women go to bars and flirt with the male patrons, especially the bartenders. But I watched you all night and you never strayed your eyes from your friends."

      "I don't see how any of that is your business, but I am enjoying a night out with friends." She looks at me with a scowl with her hands on her hips.

      "Do you like dick?" I ask her.

      Her mouth drops open and I can envision it wrapped around me.

      "Incredibly rude. You don't know me." She stuffs her card into her wallet and turns on her heel.

      "Honey, I'm the bartender, The Neighborhood shrink. I'm just observing. I call it like I see it honey." I yell after her. The crowd swallows her and I'm left wondering. And wanting, who is this amazing woman who is immune to me and poses a challenge?
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      A week goes by before my next busy shift at The Neighborhood. I'm restocking my garnishments when I look up and see her again.

      She looks carefree and unbothered as she sits in the same booth she sat in last weekend. I note the lack of drinks in front of her and her friends and wait impatiently for her to approach.

      The night wears on and the place gets busy. I'm making my way out of the back office from my break when I see her in the small hallway.

      I look around, thinking she's lost.

      When she notices my presence, I smile and stop in front of her.

      "The ladies room is around the corner." I say stopping in front of her.

      "I was looking for you." She says with a firm tone.

      "Oh, really now." This I've got to hear.

      "I like dick." She says as my own perks up to the news hoping to get pet by her. But she walks away before I can say anything.

      What is this game she's playing?

      I walk out of the hallway speechless and confused. I'm behind the bar and back to work within seconds to unclog the bar. Miles, the newest addition to the bar team at The Neighborhood seems to have a backup and is still learning drinks by the herd of people waiting.

      I start taking orders and when I get to the last row of customers, I see Valerie. She's chewing on her bottom lip and her eyes are roaming her surroundings as if she's never seen the bar before.

      "Nice play back there." I say to her. Her eyes zero in on me and I smirk.

      "It wasn't a play, I was just stating a fact since at our last meeting you had some preconceived notions. I figured that I would clear that up,” she shrugs.

      "And why would you feel the need to clear that up to me?"

      "Because, I wanted to make it known that I like the dick, I just may not like yours."

      "But you haven't even met him yet."

      "Keep the yet out of there buddy. I have no plans to meet him,” she shoots a glance down at my package.

      "You sure about that?" I tease her with a playful tilt of my head.

      "Yup,” she says popping the ‘P’.

      I nod towards her drink. "Moscow mule?"

      "Not tonight. Can I get a blueberry mojito?"

      I mix her drink up and as I'm pouring it into one of the bars fancy glasses, because fancy glasses make everything more expensive and taste delicious. I push it in front of her.

      "You know, I'm a pretty great guy." I say my elbows leaning on the bar and flashing my smile.

      "I'm sure to some you could be, but honestly you're just not my type."

      "Oh, doll. I'm everybody's type."

      "Sorry..." She searches my shirt for a name tag. As if this is a name tag place.

      "Noah, my name is Noah." I give her.

      "Sorry, Noah. You're just not mine today." She says with a smile, gives a small wave and then disappears into the crowd.

      “Tomorrow then.” I shout after her.  Why am I constantly doing that?

      "She's hot," Miles comments from my side.

      "You're not her type." I say dryly as I rinse a tumbler.

      "I think I heard her say that you're not her type. She said nothing about me."

      "I think you heard wrong." I turn to him and stare him down.

      Mile’s hands go up in surrender and he turns to help another customer, leaving me to my side of the bar.
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        * * *

      

      I'm hanging out at the Neighborhood before my shift starts eating dinner when a busty blonde comes and takes a seat across from me.

      She's cute, and I know that I’ve seen her around here before – but I can’t place her name.

      "Hey Noah." She says in a sultry voice, crossing her arms in front of her creating the appearance of cleavage as she leans in, as if we’re old friends. I’ve definitely hooked up with her, she’s familiar.

      "Hey." I say throwing a French fry in my mouth.

      "You looked lonely." She notes. “So, I wanted to come over to say hi.”

      "Nah, I'm good." I relay, hoping that she will get the hint, any fucking hint.

      "Mind if I join you?"

      "I'm thinking that you already have." I say in annoyance.

      She smiles and settles in despite my tone and gives me a smile.

      I'm not a total dick, so I'll entertain the idea of her company, after all I've got time to kill and why not do it with a blonde.

      "So, are you working tonight?" She asks.

      "Yup, just finishing up my lunch, then my shift will start and I'm here until closing. The usual."

      "Oh. Cool." She fidgets with her bracelet on her wrist. "I was wondering, if you would like to hang out sometime this week?"

      I think about it and normally I would take up the offer, but my mind is fixated on Valerie and how she assumes that I'm not her type. I give blondie a good look, she's the typical girl that I would have no problem hooking up with. She's cute and looks like she would be a fun time. But she doesn't have chestnut hair and innocence attached to her like Valerie does. Plus, I have an inkling that I’ve already been there, done that and I usually hate to double dip. Considering she’s familiar, but I still can’t remember her – I’m going to say it’s a hard pass and just move on.

      "I have a busy schedule and can't commit to anything, sorry." I say, my tone dry.

      "Oh, that’s a bummer, maybe next week."

      "Actually, I'm kind of dating someone." I lie. The lie so smoothly and when I say it, Valerie’s face pops in my mind.

      Her eyes go wide in shock at my declaration. Why was I saying that?

      Yeah, I forgot to mention that I have a reputation. One for never having a relationship. Anyone who comes into my path is aware of this, and news travels fast around this town. That’s the problem with small towns like Mercy. I’m not sure that blondie will buy my new relationship status, but the words flowed out of my mouth before I could even stop them.

      Everyone knows everyone and they all know each other's business. Which makes me wonder, why don't I know Valerie Dubois? How come I have never seen her in this bar before, or around town?

      My thoughts drift to Valerie's comment of liking dick and I can't help but to feel my dick swelling to thoughts of her liking mine. Despite what she thinks, I'm everyone's type, she just doesn’t yet know that I am, in fact hers.

      I leave blondie sitting at the table and get rid of my plate. As I'm walking back towards the employee break room, I get a slap on my back.

      "I need your shift to start now, the kid working right now has to get to the hospital for his kids birth and there's nobody better than you." The bar manager says to me as we walk into the lounge.

      "Sure man, let me just get changed and head to the john." I smile. Of course, there's nobody better than me, I am the best in the town. At everything.
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      I start my evening shift a little earlier than I was intending, but just the same, not even half-way through I see Valerie again. She's becoming a regular, something that I don’t mind, but my thoughts from earlier come to my forefront, is she new to town? I've got to ask her.

      Valerie walks up to the bar, this time not alone and waits patiently while speaking to her friend until I come to stand in front of them.

      "Noah." She breathes as I throw some coasters down in front of them both. "Noah, this is my friend Masie. Masie, this is your friendly Neighborhood bartender. The one that I was telling you about." With knowing eyes, Masie looks me up and down and smiles.

      "So doll, you're talking about me now?" I ask playfully with a tilt of my head.

      "More so whining about you." She rolls her eyes with a smirk, her demeanor completely different from all of our interactions.

      "Hello Masie, it's nice to meet you." I say holding out my hand. Maise's small hand takes mine and I smile at her.

      "You're talking about me, that's what's important here." I wink at Maise who blushes.

      "Can we get some drinks?" Valerie smiles. Her smile lights up her face which send jolts up my spine as it electrifies me.

      "Moscow or mojito?" I ask.

      "Blueberry mojito tonight and whatever Maise wants." Valerie waves her hand, “We’re celebrating tonight.”

      “Well ladies, what are we celebrating?” I ask leaning towards Valerie.

      A blush creeps up her cleavage and she averts her eyes for a split second. “I just got a new job, which is awesome because I was expecting more difficulty since I don’t have that much experience, well with anything really,” she says fingering the heart necklace at her neckline.

      “Well, then your first drink is on me tonight, congrats.” I say quietly as she breathes out a shaky breath. "Celebratory drinks coming right up." I say loudly, turn to grab my glasses and get to work making their drinks. I overhear Maise comment on my good looks and I wait for Valerie to say something, anything – but she doesn't – at least nothing that I can hear.

      I put the drinks in front of them and smile. Maise hands me her card with instructions for future drinks and to not take Valerie’s card and the ladies turn and walk away allowing me the pleasure of watching Valerie's ass sway away. She looks over her shoulder and smiles to me as she catches me admiring the view, the view I’ve become accustomed to, her walking away from me. The temperature between us is getting warmer. I’m not sure if she’s wearing me down, or vice versa.

      I'm closing up for the night when I notice Valerie and her friend Maise lingering in their booth. I throw a towel over my shoulder and turn the music off.

      "Hey ladies, what are you still doing here?" I ask as I roll up my sleeves.

      "I'm keeping this one company." Masie replies to me slinging her thumb in Valerie’s direction. “She wanted to wait around.”

      "Oh yeah?" I ask rounding the bar.

      Valerie looks up to me, her eyes are glassy - likely from the several refills that she got through the night -she fixates on me and smiles.

      "I wanted to personally thank you for the drinks tonight and stuff,” she shrugs hiccuping her response.

      “It was my pleasure, any small part that I could take while you were celebrating and all.”

      She giggles and looks over to her friend. They share a wordless exchange as I stand observing the two.

      "Well, I'm finished here and need to lock up." I say. I look to my watch, it’s two-thirty.

      "Do you mind if I get a ride with you?" Valerie asks as she stands a little wobbly on her feet.

      "Sure. Maise, you need one too?" I ask.

      "No, just her. I live around the corner, so I'm walking." Maise returns putting on her coat.

      "Nonsense. It’s late, I'll drive you." I say. Without waiting for a rebuttal, I motion them to follow me, lock the front door, turn off the majority of the lights and then we walk down the hallway. Once the alarm is set, we're all moving out the back entrance as I point to my car and unlock the doors.

      Within moments, Maise is giving the directions and five minutes later, I'm pulling my Jeep up in her driveway. She gives me a 'thanks' and then shares silent communication with her friend in my passenger seat.

      "So." Valerie says as I back out of the drive-way.

      "So." I return. “Where am I going?”

      She directs me to her house and the rest of the ride is full of sexual tension. I have her alone, in my own space and suddenly every single line, all my moves and assuredness has vanished. I’ve seriously become a pussy. Why?

      Valerie is twisting the strap of her purse continuously in her hands and I’m white knuckling the steering wheel. My cock is hard as a rock and she smells so fucking good that I could break the zipper. I want to run my nose against the column of her neck, I want to trace her entire body with my tongue and I want to bury myself in her repeatedly day after day.

      Day after day?

      I’m not completely sure what’s happening here.

      I find a parking spot directly in front her home she points out to me and cut the engine. I hop out of the driver's seat to open her door for her, but she's beat me to it.

      "Do you mind, walking me to my door?" She asks nervously.

      And I don't mind, not a damn bit. I nod and smile with my hand on the small of her back as we walk up the pathway.

      "How come I've never seen you around before?" I ask, the question that’s been burning in my mind the whole day.

      "I just moved here last month." She replies pulling her house keys out of her bag. “From the city.”

      "That explains why I've never seen you around."

      "Thank you for driving me home and for walking me to my door. I really, really appreciate it,” she says as she lingers a moment staring at me, toying with a strand of her wavy hair.

      "No problem." I reply like a complete idiot. Why do I feel like I’m all of a sudden a gentleman? Is she a witch? Did she cast a voodoo spell on me?

      She unlocks her door, turns to me again, leans in and lifts up on her tip-toes to kisses me on the cheek. She then pulls back a little and leans back into me, this time with her lips touching mine and her hand on my shoulder, her fingertips pulling me into her body.

      “Come in?” she asks against my lips.

      Yes!

      I mentally fist pump the sky and put my hands around her tiny waist crushing her body against mine. I slowly open my mouth and my tongue reaches out to her. She opens slightly and moans into my mouth as our tongues touch. Her hands go around my neck as our tongues dance together and the kiss deepens. She manages to open her front door and we stumble inside, our bodies intertwined together. I kick the door shut and push her against the wall as my palm cups her breast and I groan. She moves her arms and  palms my dick through my pants and squeezes before pulling her hand away. Her hands are under my t-shirt and pulling it up by the hem. We release another for a moment and our shirts are gone the next second. She's wearing a skirt, making my access to her all the easier. I run my hand down her ribcage, to the globe of her ass and under her skirt. She reaches for my belt, unbuckles and unbuttons my jeans. Her hand breaches my waist band and she wraps her tiny hand my cock.

      Oh fuck!

      A part of me wants to do nothing more than to slide into her hot center, but I know that she's not the type of girl that I normally hook up with, no – she's better and she deserves more. The strange thing is that that I want to give her more.

      The one woman who showed no interest in me, who conveyed that she wasn't my type, is melting beneath my touch and I want to change my ways to be the man that she deserves.

      What the hell is happening to me?

      The cockiest bartender in Mercy is doing the chasing and giving rather than taking.

      I have a new challenge in mind, and that’s making Valerie Dubois mine.
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      I didn’t fuck Valerie last night. I didn’t even get my dick sucked or even try.

      We had some heavy duty over the clothes make-out, but then I remembered that she wasn’t sober, so I backed off and made plans with her for another night.

      I made plans.

      Plans that seem to be a fucking date.

      Who am I?

      What kind of sorcery does Valerie Dubois have over me?

      I don’t make plans and I don’t go on dates.

      I went home and yanked my cock to thoughts of her plump lips sucking me off, to images of my cock between her tits, in her pussy and coming all over her stomach, marking her. Making her mine.

      Mine.

      What the fuck is happening?

      I open up The Neighborhood today and was in the back unloading a vodka order from the crates stacked in the store room when Miles showed up to his shift.

      “Yo, I hear you took home the new girl in town? You hit that shit?” he asks washing his hands.

      “Come again?” I turn my head slowly, a sneer creeping to my lips.

      “Yeah, it seems like news travels fast. How was she?” Miles crosses his arms over his chest as he leans on the bar.

      “You better back the fuck up before my fist lands in your mouth and I split you sideways.”

      “Whoa! What happened to you? You normally boast about all your conquests.” He holds up his hands in surrender.

      He’s right. Normally, I would come in with a smug expression and tell him all about my escapades. What makes her so different? Why am I protective? What makes her different?

      “Did you actually grow a heart, Grinchy?” Miles looks closely at me. I shake my head and push him away.

      “Get to work before I fire you.” I point at him.

      “I hate working alongside the boss. Can’t you be like all other bar owners and sit in a dark office and never come out?” he jokes.

      “What’s the fun in that?” I turn to him and laugh.

      “So, this chick?”

      “Miles, I’m going to fire you.” I threaten, albeit jokingly, kinda.
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        * * *

      

      It’s not every day where I bartend, and my mind is completely silent. Usually, I’m sizing up the customers, and mentally gauging their soberness, their bullshit and what kind of person they are by their drink of choice. Today, I ran with the motions. I poured drinks, I cleaned and stocked the bar, and I took peoples orders. I listened to a tale of female heartache without commenting and I refilled the same bowl of peanuts for a man who just lost his job. While standardly, this is a normal day, but I did it while pouring myself into the role. I was actually the friendly neighborhood bartender, like the one in the movies that everyone goes to, that people depend on and that is your friend. Not like the arrogant guy giving unhelpful advice and being a know-it-all.

      Overnight, I turned into a complete pussy.

      I had that realization as soon as the doors opened at the far entrance of the bar, the sun encased her as she walked to the bar with a smile on her face and her eyes on me. Today, she wore a platinum red knee length dress, with black heels. Her hair was wavy and her make-up was simple, yet her green eyes stood out to me.

      “Moscow please?” she says, her tone gravelly.

      “You’re dressed up fancy.” I say while making her drink.

      “It was the first day at the new job, dress to impress you know.”

      “I think that the city ‘dress to impress’ versus the small town of Mercy, ‘dress to impress’ varies in definition. But I think you should dress like this anytime you come to see me.” I pull the towel off my shoulder and run it across the bar top, not really having a purpose other to keep my hands busy.

      “Funny. I figured that much about one minute after walking into the office doors. Everyone else was dressed casually and I stuck out like a sore thumb,” she takes a sip out of her drink, I watch her close her eyes in anticipation while her lips form around the lip of the jar and her throat expands to take in the liquid and to drink it down. She licks her lips and slowly opens her eyes with a soft smile forming.

      I can’t stop staring at her lips, which is a good sign. It means that the real me is still here. Except right now, I’m not envisioning them wrapped around my cock. No, I’m seeing them attached to my own, I see us making out against the back wall of this bar. Instead of my hand hoisting her leg up and grinding myself against her – I am softly touching her waist and pouring myself into the kiss.

      “Earth to Noah. Noah, come in Noah?” fingers snap in front of my face. I blink a few times and then shake my head as my eyes focus onto Valerie. “Where did you go just then?”

      “I was daydreaming.” That’s it, I’ve officially gone to Pussy Town, population one and that’s all me. “I mean I was picturing you naked.” There, that’s a little bit better.

      “Noah! Noah!” A voice calls from the other side of the bar, I give Valerie a ‘sorry, work’ look and then turned around to come face to face with the last woman that I slept with.

      “You never called,” she complained loudly so everyone sitting around the bar could hear.

      “Why does that surprise you? Do you even know who he is? Noah here is the one-night stand king. He doesn’t spend extra time with a woman and he sure as fuck doesn’t promise you anything more than a good time.” Lewis, the bar regular says while pointing his beer bottle in her direction.

      She sneers and then zeroes her gaze on me again with her hands on her hips.

      “Was that all I was to you? A good time? You said that you would call.” She spits.

      “Have you ever had a hook up? Where someone says something that they don’t really mean?” I ask her.

      “Noah here, likes one-night stands and no walks on the beach. Pull up your big girl panties, chalk up the night to a good ole’ orgasm and call it what it is… a one-nighter.” Lewis continues on, ignoring my annoyed gaze as he tells Lisa everything that I want to be saying, but would rather have it said not at my bar.

      I groan, rub the back of my neck and lean my head back. I turn around, and see that Valerie is keyed in on the conversation with a look of worry on her face.

      Shit!

      I turn around, giving Lisa my back and walk back to Valerie.

      “So, you’re a player?” she asks with a look of disappointment on her face.

      “I wouldn’t call it a player, no. I’m a realist. I have never dated any of these women, Lisa included.”

      “So then, what was that all about?” she quizzes.

      “I have always laid my intentions out there, I don’t mislead anyone. It’s not my fault that Lisa ignored what I said to her. I didn’t once imply that there would be more… hanging out.”

      “Last night and for the past few weeks, you’ve been trying to get close to me. Last night, we made plans – care to clue me in on what those intentions are?” she asks.

      “It’s exactly as you just stated, I’m trying to get close to you. I’m making plans because I want to know you. I’m drawn to you and I don’t know how else to explain it to you. I’ve gone against everything that I’m used to,  to get to see you more. We could have fucked last night, but we didn’t.”

      “Because I had been drinking,” she nods and says as if to herself.

      “Exactly. I didn’t want to take advantage of you and that is not what I would have done before you. There’s just something about you that makes me want to try.”

      “What prey-tell is that all about?” She asks.

      “I don’t know, but I want to find out. I’m normally more sure in my prospects, but with you – I’m out of my element, completely. I’m not going to lie, I’m confused by it, but I don’t want to ignore it. So, yes – I’m trying to – I guess you would call it to ‘woo’ you, but I’m also not at all sure of what I’m doing either.” I admit.

      “Okay,” she says carefully and seemingly unconvinced.

      “Let me prove it to you. Let’s keep our date tomorrow night and I’ll show you that I’m trying to not be the sleaze ball that I have been, that Lewis says that I am and that this whole town knows me as.”

      She looks me up and down, then she nods after a moment. “Okay, let’s do this thing.”
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      “Alright. Let me get this straight, you Noah Baker, the guy who doesn’t date women is suddenly going on a date with that hot brunette who keeps coming in here.” Micah, my bar manager asks folding his arms and leaning against the side of the bar, his voice dripping with sarcasm.

      “I’m not sure why this is a surprise to anyone. I can be interested in someone.” I feign indifference and continue to polish the tumblers.

      “Yeah, you have a reputation for only being interested in one night, strike that – a few hours at the most.” He laughs.

      “There’s something about her and I can’t quite figure it out. I’m acting like a complete pussy with her. We could have hooked up the other night, the offer was on the table, she was ready and willing. But I grew fucking ovaries and suddenly put a halt on the night, because she was fucking drunk and I didn’t want her making a rash decision.”

      Micah pushes off the bar and walks towards me, with the back of his hand he feels my forehead before I can push him away.

      “The fuck you doing?” I sneer stepping back in the limited space we have behind the bar.

      “You must be sick. I’ve known you since your old man passed, that’s what six years? I’ve never ever seen you hung up on a chick. Don’t get me wrong, I’m glad for it. I’m tired of the chicks around here flocking to your ass and then being bitter betties because you fucked and ducked them.”

      “Fucked and ducked?” I ask hiding my laughter.

      “That’s what you do. You’re known to duck out after fucking the chicks. The chicks know it around here, anyone who doesn’t is completely stupid or has their own ideas that they can change you. I imagine that this chick has friends, friends who would likely steer her away from a guy like you. Which begs the question, how did you get the new chick to give you the time of day?”

      “I charmed her, I guess.” I shrug, wondering the same thing.

      “And when are you guys going out?”

      “Tonight, that’s why I’m here now, rather than later on tonight.” I explain, doing my best to not get annoyed.

      “Dude, you fucking own the joint – you can basically do whatever you want.” Micah points out.

      “While that is true, I like to show integrity in my job, and treat it as such.” I remind him.

      “Why do you have me here as the manager when you could just do it? Don’t get me wrong, I love working here and doing what I do, I’m just curious,” he asks.

      “Remember when I hired you, I said that paperwork sucks and we won’t fill out an application?” I wait for his response, when he nods – I continue. “Being the bar manager means that there’s a shit ton of paperwork. I still don’t like paperwork. You’ve been here for six years and have kept this place running, so why would I step up and do something that I don’t want to do and take away from you something that you enjoy?”

      “You really have grown ovaries.” Micah laughs. “I’ve got a shit ton of paperwork to do, so I’m going to get back to the office. If I don’t see you tonight before you take off, break a leg.”

      “That’s what is said if I was an actor, about to go on stage.”

      “You know what I mean.” Micah disappears down the long hallway and up the narrow stairs to the management office.

      It’s not long before the shift is over and I’m driving home to get ready for this infamous date, as Micah would consider it.
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      I knock on the white door and wait nervously for Valerie to answer the door. I try to curb the anxiety and look up to the ceiling of the apartment porch and notice the multiple layers of paint, as the paint is chipping away in different parts of the ceiling. Why am I even noticing or caring about this? Oh that’s right, not to be nervous about the first date that I’m going on in… years.

      Valerie opens the door as my gaze is still directed upwards and steps out of the doorway to also look up to see what has my attention.

      “What’s going on up there?” she asks.

      “Just observing the structure.” I reply.

      “So, you’re not just a bartender, but a civil engineer as well?” she folds her arms over her chest and tilts her head.

      “What? No, I just -,” she stops me with laughter.

      “I’m kidding. Do you want to come in? I need to put some finishing touches on my make-up and then we can get going.” She moves aside so I can enter.

      As I walk past her, I catch a drift of her scent. She smells like vanilla, cupcakes and something that I cannot place. I walk inside and note the mixture of eclectic furniture that she has in the main and only room of her apartment. She has a decent size bed against the far wall and opposite of that is a couch, facing said bed-  a television on a cart with wheels in the middle. I point to it in silent question as she’s bent slightly at the waist in front of a full-length mirror beside her bed.

      “Oh, that’s the TV,” she explains simply.

      “I know what a TV is, this isn’t the stone age. I mean, why is it on that flimsy looking cart thing?”

      She finishes adding her lipstick, pops her finger in her mouth, releases the finger and smacks her lips together with a pop and smiles. She walks over to the cart, turns it so the television is facing the couch and sits on the couch. When she’s satisfied – she then gets back up and turns the cart so it’s facing the bed and sits on the edge of the bed and observe in amusement.

      “It’s so that no matter where I am, if I want to watch something on the TV, then I can,” she smiles.

      It’s a creative way to save safe and not have to have two of the same thing in such a small area.

      “Cool. Nice way of, um using your space to the maximum.” I note.

      “I saw it on the Home Network and thought it was perfect. I refurbished the cart myself, it used to be from some audio-visual place that was housed in my old building when I lived in Hollybrooke. You ready?” She jumps up from her seated position and practically skips to me.

      “As ready as can be. I hope you’re hungry, because I’m starved.” I wink at her, not implying an innuendo, but it works.

      Dinner is simple and delicious, you can never go wrong with a small-town café. I took her to one of the only date-like places within Mercy, and I knew it wouldn’t disappoint. Valerie and I enjoyed the food, one another’s company and even some awkward silence. So far, I was killing it on this whole date thing!

      I smile at myself and mentally pat myself on the back for the good job that I’m doing as the front doors open to the café and two women walk in.

      They stop short as soon as they see me, whisper something to one another and then briskly walk past our table, while laughing lightly. They take a seat somewhere behind me and seem to have captured Valerie’s attention.

      “I know that Mercy is a small town, but is there a woman that lives here that you have not pissed off in some way?” she asks.

      “I’m not really sure I do anything to piss anyone off. I don’t make promises and I sure as hell don’t imply that whatever I do will be anything more.”

      “Then why are those two chicks looking like you being here is a breaking news story?”

      “Have you ever seen a lion in the wild?” I lean closer to her.

      “No,” she responds.

      “It’s like the very rare thing, seeing something that isn’t natural. Like seeing me, in public eating a meal with a beautiful woman that I’m clearly not related to, which in other words, can be described as a date. This is a first.”

      “Are you referring to yourself as a lion?”

      “Rawr.” I smile at her with a flash of my teeth.

      “You’re not the king of this jungle, you know.”

      “I’m not?” I mock surprise.

      She rolls her eyes and leans in closer to me. “So, how long has it been since you’ve been on a date?”

      “Long enough to not know.” I shrug tearing off and chewing on a piece of breadstick.

      “Alright, the standard thought of a bartender is that they lend their customers advice, many times someone will come into a bar to get advice on dating, if you don’t date – how do you offer advice?” she questions.

      “That’s easy, I don’t.” The people who come to the bar know me, they know I would be the last person to ask about that topic, unless all they wanted is a meaningless hook-up.”

      “A meaningless hook-up, and how does this start?” she asks quizzingly.

      “It’s mainly a pick up line, a few drinks, a ‘hey wanna get out of here’ and that’s it.” I shrug nonchalantly.

      “Don’t take this the wrong way, but what the hell are we doing here then? You’re a self proclaimed playboy, you don’t date and you seem to not really care. So, while I like you, I don’t want to be mislead to think that this will go any further if you don’t think it will.”

      “With you, I seem to do things differently. From the moment you ignored me to the night that I said no to sleeping with you to tonight. Nothing about you has made me go about the way I would approach a woman.”

      “Okay,” she sits back in her chair, picks up her fork, pierces a piece of her tortellini and plucks it into her mouth.

      “Okay? That’s it? You’re satisfied with that?” I ask in confusion.

      “What? You explained and it sounded good, so yeah. Okay.” She shrugs taking another bite.

      This dating thing isn’t as horrible, confusing and dreadful as I was thinking it was.

      I walk her to her front door at the end of the night and gently kissed her lips. I don’t press her for more, as much as my body wants it. I don’t try to invite myself into her place and I didn’t grope her. I have done the exact opposite of what I would normally do and went home with my cock hard as stone and my balls bluer than the color itself.
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      I invited Valerie to come over to my house two days later. After our date, we had exchanged some playful banter and she’s hung out at the bar as she has since we met. I figured that I would try to cook her dinner and we would watch a movie or something like that.

      I had Googled what people did for dates in small towns and considering that it was getting chilly, I think that lighting up a fire and my plan would be an excellent idea.

      She arrived on time, which was impressive and even brought a six-pack of beer.

      My kind of gal!

      She looked around the house with inquisitive eyes silently as I gave her a quick tour before ending in the kitchen. I was proud of my kitchen, it was definitely a kitchen that someone would be proud of. This home is my family home, it’s a small two-story craftsman style home. With a front porch that my mother used to sit on the floor and play with me on. The exterior of the house was mustard brown, that I haven’t had a chance to paint since I took over ownership with a darker brown roof. The stone fireplace was on the driveway side of the house, which lead to a matching garage in the back of the house, which was annoying during the snowy winters. The kitchen was the only thing that I’ve had the time to have redone, so it’s a feature that I’m particularly proud to show off. Even though, I’m usually just showing it off to my friends and not women. I’ve never brought a woman to my home, so Valerie being here right now is straight up a new experience.

      After dinner, I add another log onto the fire and hand her the X-Box controller as she looks at me in confusion.

      “We’re playing video games?” she asks looking between the controller and my face for clarification.

      “I mean we can, but I read that I shouldn’t dictate what we watch, so you have control over Netflix.” I smile.

      “How about we both decide on what to watch?” she hands the remote back to me; our fingers brush and electricity shoots down from the skin to skin contact of our fingers to up my arm.

      We settle on a comedy and with my arm lightly around her shoulders she snuggles into me. Halfway through the movie, she puts a hand on my thigh and lightly pushes to a sitting position.

      “Can I try something?” she asks looking up to me. I nod, unsure what to expect.

      She leans in and her lips gently graze mine sending a jolt through my body that I tell myself to control. Her tongue licks the seam of my lips and parts my lips her tongue teasing and tasting. A moment later, our heads tilt in opposite directions to deepen the kiss as she moves to seat herself on my lap. My cock is at attention just underneath her, that I’m pretty sure she can feel as she lightly rocks her hips against me, driving me to groan into the kiss. My hands wrap around her middle pulling her body flush against mine as we deepen the kiss. With each kiss more demanding than the last, we build up into a frenzy that leads to both of our shirts on the floor, her hands fumbling with the buttons on my jeans and my hands squeezing her ass cheeks.

      My right hand palms her breast and I push it up, lean down to place open mouthed kisses along the curvature of her breast, pulling down the cup of her bra and suckling her nipple. My tounge swirls around her harden peak and with my teeth I gently tug on her as she throws her head back while clutching onto my head.

      A moment later we pull away from one another, our eyes meet, both hooded with desire and in an unspoken moment, I lift her off the couch and  replace my mouth on hers as I blindly find my way upstairs into my bedroom. I lay her down on my bed and admire the view. Her cheeks are flushed and I can see her hardened nipples through her laced bra. I continue to unbutton my jeans and slide them down my legs. I grasp her leggings by the waistband and tug down slowly. With ease spans of skin that is revealed, I lay a kiss in the wake.

      Her panties are simple and one solid color, which is now my favorite color; teal. I’m on my knees and moving back up her body, I graze the space between her thighs and feel her body shudder from the contact. Watching the goose bumps rise on her skin, I lightly chuckle.

      “I want you, but I’m not sure that I should have you.” I admit quietly.

      “Take me.” She replies in a sultry tone.

      With that, I lean over her body and dig into the dresser beside my bed for a condom. Once my fingers meet with the foil packet, I chuck off my boxers and pull her panties down. I sheathe myself quickly and that I am face to face with her pussy. I lean in and with tenderness, I run my fingers along her silky center. I replace my fingers with my tongue to an instantaneous bowing of Valerie’s back off the bed. I tongue fuck her with vigor as my hand strokes my rigid cock in anticipation of replacing my tongue momentarily.

      “Noah!” she exclaims, her fingers digging into my hair as I work the bundle of nerves and my other hand is finger fucking her in tandem with the movements of my hand on my cock. “Noah! I’m coming!” her back bows again and I feel the clenching of her walls tightening around my fingers.

      She’s reeling in her orgasm when I move quickly and enter her in one swift movement. The clenching of her pussy from her orgasm squeezing my cock with a perfectness that I’ve never felt before. My cock fits perfectly in her as I pump my hips with her hands clutching my sides. We moan together as I piston into her over and over again.

      “Shit. You feel so good, your pussy is so fucking tight on my cock.” I grunt as I lean down taking her lips with mine roughly for a quick moment. With my cock driving in and out of her, all resistance disappears to hold off on my orgasm. Her pussy begins to tighten again around my cock just as my release hits me. With wild abandon, I lose all control while I release into the condom, with her nails digging into my skin, a soft moan escaping her lips and goose bumps erupting across her beautiful ivory skin. My mouth slants over hers as I kiss her passionately. The room spins as her body possesses me as my hips continue to rock back and forth.

      “If you keep this up, I will come again.” She says into my mouth.

      “If that is a challenge, I’m all up for it.” I declare with a grin.

      She doesn’t back down, as I hook my arms in the crook of her knees and surge my hips forward again to build up the momentum to get my girl to come undone again. It doesn’t take much and when I can feel her pussy clench, I change my tempo and slowly drag my cock in and out of her with my thumb caressing her clit as whimpers erupt from her throat, her eyes pinch shut and her back bows from the bed.

      “I’m… I’m…. I’m…” she says.

      “Come baby. Come all over me.

      With languid movements, my hips thrusts into her, as we both catch our breaths from our orgasms. My heart is thundering out of my chest as I drink her in and bend to capture her pebbled nipple in my mouth.

      While I should be embarrassed for the quickness of coming, I’m basking in the perfectness of what we just did.

      I peel myself off of her and as I pull my cock out of her, she whimpers from the absence and I lightly chuckle, pat the inside of her thigh, kiss her neck and move to dispose of the condom. I return with a glass of water and a glass of orange juice.

      “What’s that for?” she asks.

      “That’s for round three, I need to make sure I have the energy and nutrients.” I wink at her taking a sip and then handing it out to her.

      She takes the glass, and tentatively takes a sip as I slide into the bed beside her. I pull her closer to me and kiss her temple when she hands me the glass back. I take one more sip before placing it on the dresser beside the bed and nuzzle my nose into the crook of her neck.

      “That was unexpected.” I say into her hair.

      “A good unexpected?” she asks with a hopeful tone.

      “Very. Although, now that the beast has been unleashed, there’s no promise that I will be able to control myself now.”

      “You mean you’re going to have seconds?” she asks surprised.

      “And fourths, and fifths and so on.” I nuzzle in deeper to find the skin of her neck and place a gentle kiss there. “Remember, I got the orange juice for energy and stamina.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      I whistle as I walk up the porch of the house that I grew up in, I open the glass screen and unlock the front door to weird damp smell the floor of the house flooded with water. I take a step into the house and swear as my boot sinks into the plush carpet that has likely been in the house since before I was born. Another step, and I swear again. The further that I walk into the house, the more I swear and the louder it gets.

      Where is the water coming from?

      I look around all areas of the house and listen carefully to the creaks and groans for the source of the flood. I hear a constant drip from what I’m assuming is the ceiling underneath the upstairs hall bathroom.

      “Shit! Shit! Shit!” I run up the stairs and see nothing out of the ordinary as my head whips around the small space. That means that whatever caused this leak, is within the pipes in the walls.

      I pull out my phone and dial up the only plumber in town and he tells me to get some fans and try to do what I can to air out the house while he finishes up the current job that he’s on.

      I call Miles and ask him to bring by any of the fans that he can scrounge up around the bar. I know there is at least four fans there and I will likely need them all. Miles doesn’t appear to question my request and hangs up on me without another word, but moments later I receive a call from Micah.

      “Why is Miles looking like he’s been scared shitless and is running around mumbling your name, what the hell is going on?” He asks, his tone accusatory.

      “My house is flooded. I’ve got Ryan coming to do God knows what whenever he’s done with whatever he does, but in the meantime, I need to, I guess try to dry the house out. Miles is going to be bringing whatever fans are hanging around the bar. You may need to hang out and sling some drinks while he’s gone if the new chick isn’t there.”

      “Shit. All I know about making drinks is you tilt the glass when you pour beer in there so you don’t foam up.” Micah says dryly.

      “Well, if someone asks for something that’s more than a beer, just google that shit.” I shrug even though he can’t see me.

      “Miles just left, he’ll be there soon.” Micah reports with a laugh.
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        * * *

      

      I’m up all night with Ryan. After taking what seemed like a million photos of all of the damage, we began to cut out drywall on the ceiling just under the upstairs bathroom. As the drywall falls to the ground, so does an abundance of water. I’m more than annoyed and feeling like a complete idiot, that I didn’t immediately turn off the water once I got home and found this disaster, but my mind has been going a mile a minute. I wasn’t sure exactly what I was supposed to do, all the furniture downstairs was damaged. I knew it was too early in the morning to call the insurance company and start the claim process and it was too fucking loud downstairs with the giant heavy-duty fans that Ryan brought to dry out the house, that I don’t think I would be able to sleep. Then there was a nagging feeling that I was forgetting something.
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        * * *

      

      I’m walking into The Neighborhood three days later.

      Three long days.

      Three long days where I spent getting rid of my furniture, driving to the nearest Home Depot four towns away for new carpeting and getting my home ready for Ryan and his expert crew that will be costing me an arm and a leg to take over my house as they suction all the asbestos out of the air or whatever it is that he called it.

      So, in short, I’m in a shit mood and likely in the hole financially due to this one event. Luckily, my home insurance is paying a portion, but their estimates are coming back with the bottom of the line replacement costs and of course they don’t cover the furniture that cost me a fortune originally.

      I called off from the bar to get my affairs in order and ignored the world aside from details with my house.

      All the employees have steered clear of me, and that’s probably for the best until Miles walks in the front door.

      “Oh, look whose finally here!” he shouts sarcastically.

      “I wouldn’t, if I was you kid.” I warn him as he rounds the bar and walks behind.

      “How’s the house?” he asks.

      “Complete shit.” I grumble.

      “You had that chick in here the past few days looking for you. I didn’t tell her anything, I figured that she was one of those randos – so yeah – just a warning man, you may have a stalker. This one was determined.”

      And just then, I remembered what I forgot the other night.

      I stood up Valerie. I never called her to cancel or to explain what was going on and I sure as shit haven’t talked to her in the past few days. Hell, I haven’t even touched my phone aside from talking to the insurance company on the first day.

      Fuck!

      If this is what is feels like to be a complete sorry asshole, then I’m definitely there.

      I can only imagine the shit that could be going through her mind. We spent several hours wrapped up in one another in the passionate throes to when we were supposed to go out again the following night, I unintentionally ghosted her.

      Fuck!

      I grab my phone from under the counter press the screen to turn it on, except it doesn’t do a thing. My screen is black. I don’t know her number, to call her from the bar phone. I look at the clock, noting the time and figure that she’s likely still at work and not at home.

      I turn to Miles.

      “How pissed was she?” I ask to gauge how I should approach the situation.

      He turns to me with a confused look. “Is she more than one of the random chicks that you’ve hooked up with? Why do you care?” he asks.

      “Just tell me Miles!” I seethe through a clenched jaw as he holds up his hands in surrender and taking a step back.

      “She came in here the night after you had the flood at your place. She asked for you and when I told her you weren’t here, she left. She came back again the next day and same thing – she was just a little more on the pissed off side this time. She hasn’t been back since. I figured you ducked out and wouldn’t want her to know what was happening with you, so I didn’t elaborate on where or what you were doing.”

      “Shit. I mean, in normal instances previous to her – that would have been the route to go. But this chick, she’s different. Shit! How the hell do I fix this?”

      “Call her and tell her the truth.” Miles offers.

      “Her number is on my phone and it’s dead.” I explain running my hands through my hair in frustration.

      “Get flowers and bring them to her work.”

      “Flowers? Flowers are stupid, they die.”

      “Chicks like flowers, even the ones who say they don’t.”

      “How do you know this shit, you’re only what – twenty?” I look at him.

      “I’m twenty-five. But my mom, she always liked flowers. She would get all choked up when-when her boyfriend would send them,” he says nervously.

      “Where’s your dad?” I ask noting the way his tone changed forgetful at that moment that I shouldn’t give a shit and have more important things to worry about.

      “Um, he’s dead. But my mom and him, they never married, there was… an um… a conflict of interest.” He explains as his eyes dart around the bar area, avoiding mine.

      I can’t get involved in Miles problems, nor do I want to. I need to go make this better between Valerie and I before any more time goes by and she hates me for it. I need to explain and grovel.

      “There is a flower stand that sits on the corner of Mayberry and Wight, it’s next to the pharmacy.” Miles offers.

      I give him a tight smile, not wanting him to read too much into the conversation and opening up that we just had and grab my phone, wallet and sweatshirt.

      “Tell Micah, I’ll be back before the dinner rush.” I salute and head out of the bar with determination in my footing.
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      The office that Valerie works in is stuffy. The flouresant lights are annoying bright and the people here look miserable. I would never do well in a place like this. I walk up to the front and ask for Valerie.

      “Dear, we have three Valerie’s that work here. Which one would you be wishing to speak to Mr. Baker?” the woman, nearly ancient, asks me. I don’t question how she knows my name or who she is, this is Mercy after all.

      “I’m sorry, I’m looking for Valerie Dubois, she’s relatively new.” I state.

      “And what kind of appointment would this be?” she asks typing on her keyboard, briefing looking at me.

      “Personal.” I reply.

      “Noah Baker,” the older woman proclaims taking me aback. “I don’t want any of your wishy-washy dirtying up that poor girl.” She points a wrinkled finger at me.

      “It’s not like that, can I just please see her?” I ask, trying to give her the look that used to melt my mothers’ heart and get her to agree to anything with me.

      She looks at me in thought and my puppy dog eyes must have worked as she picks up her receiver and dials a number.

      “Yes, dear? You have Mr. Baker up front to speak to you.” The woman looks at me. “Yes. Yes? Okay, I see. I will let him know,” she hangs up.

      “Ms. Dubois said that she is busy at the moment, but if you would like to wait, you may.”

      “Okay, I can do that.” I nod turning and approaching the waiting chairs lined up across from the reception desk.

      “You may be waiting awhile Mr. Baker. She didn’t sound too pleased that you were here, and didn’t sound like she was in any hurry,” she warns me.

      “I’ll wait. I’ll wait for her.” I nod and take a seat.

      Since my phone was dead, I had nothing to do other than stare at the wall and the older woman that was seated in front of me. I’m not sure how long that I sat there waiting, but what seemed like three times, the phone would ring, the woman would look at me and speak in a hushed tone to who I am assuming is Valerie.

      After the fourth time, Valerie slowly walked out to the front with a rigid posture. She was casually dressed and looking pretty pissed off as she approaches me.

      She stops a few feet away from me with her arms crossed, and a look of annoyance.  I rise out of the chair. I extend the flowers to her and she looks at them with distaste but takes them anyways. I see a slight drop in her mask and smell the flowers for a moment, but quickly covers up with a light cough and resumes the angry façade.

      “I’m sorry.” I say immediately to no change in her demeanor.

      “What are you sorry for?” she asks.

      “The past few days have been the worst,” I say. “if we can talk in private?”

      “I would rather not. You can say what you need to say out here, I’ve got to get back to work, so if you can make this quick? It’s not like you have a reputation to uphold.”

      “This has nothing to do with my reputation. I mean I’m hoping to turn that around. Look, you know about this reputation. I’m not pulling the wool over your eyes, I’m in it. I’m here with flowers apologizing, if you would just let me explain?”

      “Thank you for the flowers, but like I mentioned I need to get back to work,” she says with a turn of her heel.

      This is what it feels like to be rejected? Man, I’m a dick.
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      Mercy is a small town, a town that likes gossip.

      Usually I don’t pay any attention to the gossip, because sometimes there are bad things that some of the women of this town have said about me. But now, the gossip is splashing all over the place.

      It’s been a whole day since I went to Valerie’s work. A day where I groveled, was not heard, and was rejected – all in a less than five minutes.

      Sure, I could just wipe my hands of the situation and move on with my life, but it’s as if a spell has been cast over me and all I can think about is her. I could easily go on with the way my life was going. Fucking random chicks, whenever the need arose, but now I’m not even looking at other women.

      I’ve spent my entire work shift waiting for her to walk in the door, walk up to the bar and forgive me, to hear me out and to let us go on with – our relationship.

      Wow.

      Me? Noah Baker, self-professed man-whore, who could care less about a relationship is wanting a woman to walk into his bar and be in a relationship with him. It shouldn’t piss me off that she’s not giving me the time of day, I should feel relieved, only I don’t. I want to just be able to explain what the hell happened and for her to hear me out. I understand that she’s pissed off, but she must realize that in the short time that we’ve known one another that we have chemistry and I’ll be damned if I let her slip through my fingers.
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        * * *

      

      I’m pacing outside of Valerie’s apartment building waiting for her to get home from work. If she won’t talk to me there, I will try again at her home. She pulls her car to the curb, an older gray Honda and looks at me. With a shake of her head, she gets out of the car and takes her time walking up the sidewalk to me.

      “Please, hear me out?” I ask.

      “You stood me up Noah. You stood me up the day after we slept together. Do you know how that felt?” she takes a deep breath, brushes past me and walks to her front door. “I know about your reputation and I immediately thought that I was just another notch on your belt. I thought that whatever we were doing was different, but I guess I was wrong. I shouldn’t have assumed.”

      I followed her up to the porch, when she opened the door, she left it open and stormed through the entrance, so I followed her in and shut the door behind me. She dropped her purse on her bed and then toed off her shoes. She walked towards the kitchen area and got a glass of water. She stood rigidly, took a deep breath and then looked directly at him.

      “I felt used. The new girl in town doesn’t know any better and despite what the entire town knows about Noah Baker, despite what her new friends have said in passing - she still hooks up with him. And once he fucked her, he ghosted her.” She says in an exhausted tone.

      “That’s not what happened, not at all. Can I explain?” when she says nothing, I take that as a means to continue. “My house flooded– but anyways, the night after we were together, when we were supposed to hang out, I came home to a disaster at the house. All my furniture downstairs was ruined, my carpets, everything. I have spent the last several days dealing with the ins and outs of replacing, repairing, airing and fucking stressing. I took time off of the bar, my only revenue, so I could hopefully restore the heap of shit house that I grew up in. I didn’t call you because I fucking forgot, and I feel like an asshole because of that. It’s not an excuse, but I’ve never had to check in with anyone. I’m learning about the dating world from Google and from the twenty-five-year-old bartender that I employ. I’m sorry, I’ll do better. If you just give me a second chance?”

      “You have a phone and my number,” she points out the obvious.

      “And I’m admitting that I forgot, then my phone went dead yesterday and as soon as my head was a bit clear, I remembered. That’s when I came and sat at your work for three hours.”

      “When my calls went to voicemail, that wasn’t you sending it there?” she asks, her eyes searching my face.

      “Not at all. If your phone calls went to voicemail, that would have been when my phone was dead. I haven’t had a clear head, the past few days and only charged the phone last night.”

      She turns around and grabs something out of the fridge and turns on the oven.

      “If you’re staying for dinner, can you please go to the store and grab some fresh French bread?” she asks.

      “Does this mean that we’re okay?” I ask.

      “It means that you’ve got a lot to learn about dating. Shit that Google won’t tell you. So, I’ll give you a crash course over dinner. But, hopefully, we’ll get there -to being okay.”

      “Can I kiss you?” I ask stepping closer.

      When she doesn’t answer, I take that as a welcoming sign to move in and do it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      Dating is hard.

      But I’m learning.

      While dating is hard,  it’s amazing just the same.

      I’m not sure why I was against it for so long and didn’t know what I was missing this entire time, but I’m happy that I waited to start dating until Valerie moved to town.

      Upon investing in some updated plumbing and installing new drywall, Valerie helped me renovate the rest of the damage from the flood of my home and within six months, she moved in and my home became our home.

      I’ve become a changed man, in all ways that matter. I’m still cocky when I need to be, and I know that I’m a catch. After all, I’ve got the girl, right?

      I’m Noah Baker, the bartender and owner of The Neighborhood bar. I’m deeply in love with Valerie Dubois, in a way that shocks the town of Mercy.

      And I don’t mind it at all.

      I never thought that I would have a girlfriend, let alone be living with a woman in this capacity, but now I cannot envision my life any different.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Dear Friends,

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you so much for your support. If you enjoyed this book, please sign up for my newsletters so you can be in the know when a new book comes out, or if you just want to hear me ramble about nonsense.

      My newsletter has sneak peeks of upcoming books, giveaways, and also fun stuff.

      Please check out my website at: WWW.TARRAHANDERS.COM

      I hope that in some shape or form you felt connected to my characters, I strive to have my stories be as relatable as possible, and not too outrageous. The sole purpose for me to bring my friends these stories is to feel like that too can be you.

      That being said, I write to make you happy. I wouldn’t be able to do so without your feedback. Whether if you leave a review on Goodreads & amazon (Please do that would be spectacular) or if you feel like shooting me a message at: tarrah.anders@gmail.com . I would love to hear from you.

      

      All my best,

      Smooches ~ Tarrah
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