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CHAPTER ONE











FOR THE PAST SIX YEARS, my life has consisted of four walls, limited time outdoors, and tight security.
For the past six years, I have had my every second monitored.
And for the past six years, I refused to call this place home.
But starting in a few short hours, I will no longer be here, and my time in prison will be something of the past.
Six and a half years ago, I went out with a buddy, and unknown to me at the start of the evening, the grand plan of the evening was to hit up a string of businesses to rob them. I got in the car that evening with a primarily clean record. Sure, here and there were speeding tickets, minor bar fights, and shoplifting bubble gum as a kid, but nothing like felony robbery. Once I was involved, I couldn’t back out and look like a pussy, so I took the gun offered to me, and my night ended up in the back seat of a cop car and handcuffed, and not in the fun way.
My friend and I went to a strip mall and broke into each store along one side of the strip. We hit up an electronic store, a toy store, a book store, and lastly, a liquor store. We made away with thousands of dollars worth of sellable shit and some fucking stuffed animals. We entered the store nonchalantly at first, grabbing some snacks and some drinks. We approached that unsuspecting clerk and each pointed a gun at him.
We got caught within minutes as there just happened to be a cop car pulling up to the store just as we were making a run for it.
Johnny and I received the maximum sentence for our crimes and went to separate facilities, but through the grapevine I had heard that Johnny didn’t fare too well in prison. He became someone’s throw toy and eventually caused a scene out in the yard one day to end up shanked and in the infirmary repeatedly until one day, he was taken away in a bag. No amount of ending up in the hole did anything for him. Immediately upon resurfacing to the general population, he would cause a disturbance and some would try to ‘make it right,’ out of favors from others.
My days in prison were spent either working my laundry shifts, lifting weights, or reading in the library. I mainly kept to myself, and only socialized with my cellie and a few others, straying from the outbursts within different groups. I did what I could to rehabilitate and remained focused on counting down the days until my sentence was up.
I spent my twenty-first birthday behind bars. When my little sister, Delilah, got married, when my sister had her first child, my niece, and my parents passed away, I was behind bars. Moments that I cannot get back. I would spend many nights staring at the underside of the top bunk, replaying my decision that night that changed my life forever. Basically, all the pivotal highlights of my twenties, I wasn’t able to partake in them because I made a poor judgement call and got myself in trouble.
I did what I could while I was in prison to keep my hands clean. However, it wasn’t like I wasn’t going to defend myself if I was jumped. And I was, a few times in the beginning. My strength was being tested, but it was quickly known that I passed those tests.
I’m not sure how prepared I am to leave the confinements of this place, but I sure as fuck am looking forward to getting on with my life and putting all of this past me.
Due to good behavior and prison overcrowding, I was released just around the sixth year and will be serving the remainder of my original sentence on parole.
Delilah had visited me a few times over the years, but the distance was much greater than she could manage on a regular basis, so we kept in touch through letters and phone calls. I want to call her and thank her for everything, for making sure that I had somewhere to come home to. Some place where I could start fresh. I walk into the kitchen and note a torn piece of paper on the freezer door.
It has all of her contact information.
Thank goodness!
I look around the home but can’t locate a phone. Well, that defeats the purpose. There is no sense of 21st century technology anywhere in this house.
Well, fuck! How am I supposed to do anything? How did Grandpa fucking talk to people?
I figure that this being a small town, means that I have to socialize with the locals to get anything done. So, first thing’s first as I grab my jacket and set out to get myself acquainted with the town of Mercy.















CHAPTER TWO











IT DIDN’T TAKE me long to find my way around town.
It’s a small town, very small.
There’s a good amount of businesses here, and just about as many people, but it still has that very small-town feel.
I walk past a diner, then see the bar a block farther and choose to go there instead, figuring that a drink would be better, and the people would be more eager to talk since they’d likely have some alcohol in their systems.
I push open the doors and walk into the bar. It’s cozy and modern. For it being four in the afternoon, there are enough people inside to be bustling with activity.
“Hey, handsome, don’t just stand there. Take a seat, someone will help ya in a skosh,” a cute blonde wearing fishnets and a short skirt tells me. I take another look around the space and decide to take my seat at the bar itself.
“Welcome to The Neighborhood. I don’t think I’ve seen you around here before,” a man says, throwing a coaster in front of me. “What’s your poison?”
“What do you have on tap?” I ask, meeting his eyes.
He rattles off several different types of beers, and since it’s my first alcoholic beverage in five years, I decide to go light and order a blonde. Once he places it in front of me, I hand him my card and ask him to keep it open.
While drinking my beer, I take in the lay of the land and notice that there are people in the establishment alone and in groups. There’s a gentleman at the end of the bar, laughing and holding his full shot glass out to the bartender who waves it away.
I sit quietly, watching the television above the bar and sip on my beer. When my glass is almost empty, the bartender walks back over to me and smiles.
“Another?” he asks.
I nod my head and offer him a smile.
“I’m Noah; I own this place.” He sets the glass down in front of me. “Now, it’s your turn.”
I laugh. “Wyatt, and yeah - you can say that I’m new to town.”
“Suddenly, we have people coming in left and right into our sleepy, little town. It’s not too often that we get many new folks moving here. Nice to meet you Wyatt. What brings you to our sleepy, little town?”
I’m not ashamed of my past, after all I’m a different person that what ended me up in prison, so I see so no harm in giving him my honesty.
“I just got out of prison, and the place my sister set me up at is our grandfather’s home. When he passed, a number of years ago, my sister and I inherited the home,” I say, taking a sip of my drink.
“No shit! Old man Holmes’s place is no longer vacant?” He says, “Every now and then, the one and only realtor in this town has tried to get that place under her fingers. I’m glad to see that it’s stayed within your family. Shit like that is good.”
“Yeah,” I reply, not knowing what else to say. “I’m thankful to have it still in the family. I would rather be far away from the city, so his place is perfect.”
“So, prison?” Noah asks.
“First day as a free man in five years,” I say dryly.
“You a bad guy?” Noah asks randomly.
“A bad guy?”
“You know, the type of guy that would land back in prison?”
“Naw, man. I’m reformed or some shit like that. I’m not some career criminal, I just landed with a bad friend who made bad decisions, and in turn, I made some myself.”
“So, that shit is out of your system?” Noah asks.
“I don’t think it was ever really in my system. Don’t worry, I’m not here in town to cause any disturbance or anything. I’m here to rebuild my life.”
“I’m just making sure that you’re a good guy. I wouldn’t want any fuck ups on my payroll,” Noah replies while wiping down the topside of the bar.
“Come again?” I turn my head to make sure I heard him right.
“That’s what he said!” the cute blonde said, sidling up to the bar and placing a receipt in front of Noah.
“Hi, new guy. I’m Rhi.” She leans her elbow on the bar and positions herself to face me, holding out her hand for shaking. I take in her appearance and notice a small bump on her stomach as I extend my hand to her.
“I’m Wyatt, nice to meet you. I think your boss is confused; he’s trying to hire me.”
“Oh, Noah?” She looks between us, placing her hand absentmindedly on her stomach. “Whatever job he’s trying to give you, I would take.” Noah hands her a plate loaded with a giant burger and onion rings, and she vanishes back into the dining area of the bar.
“I need a busser slash dishwasher. The guy that I had in the position just graduated and moved to Hollybrooke. The pay is standard, the tasks are minimal, and if you don’t want it, I’d understand. I figure that having a job is a stipulation of your parole, and I have an opening.”
“Are you for fucking real?” I ask incredulously.
“Listen, I’m sure being a dishwasher and busser isn’t the most lucrative job that you could have imagined for yourself, but there’s not that many jobs here in Mercy. So, if you want - you can start out here, and I’d totally understand if you choose to leave in a few months for something better.” Noah shrugs. “Alls I know is what I have to offer right now.”
I should think about his proposal, but he’s right. It would look good if I had a job all set up when I met with my parole officer in Hollybrooke tomorrow. My reporting instructions were clear, and now I need to make sure that I follow through to stay on the right side of the law.
“Thanks man. I’ll try to um, wash the dishes so you could…” I was trying to find something comical but was coming up short.
“So we could eat off of them!” Noah sparks a smile. “You can start on Friday. I’ll have Micah work out some sort of schedule and make sure that you have all the proper documents to get paid. If you need some sort of offer letter or whatever for whatever, let me know and Micah will send that over.”
“Who’s Micah?” I ask.
“Micah is the bar manager; he takes care of all that type of shit for me. You’ll meet him Friday before you are put to work.”
“Didn’t you say that you were the owner?” I ask with confusion.
“I am. I just hate doing all that shit work. I’m better with my hands and keeping them busy with drinks. I have Micah doing this type of stuff, because he likes it, and he’s good at it. Plus, he stays off the floor and out of my way.”
“Cool. So Friday it is. Thanks man, I appreciate it. Now, is there anywhere in this damn town where I can buy a phone?” I ask.















CHAPTER THREE











I ARRIVE in Hollybrooke two hours before my meeting with my parole officer. I wanted to make sure that I got something decent to wear, and I got a phone, since Mercy didn’t have a place to get one.
I walk into my appointment, and I’m done within an hour. I happily reported my new phone number, my address in Mercy, and the new job that I have.
I hop into the 1970’s two-toned Ford Truck that my grandfather had under a tarp in the garage and fire it up. The truck comes to life and I smile, putting the truck into reverse and heading back to Mercy.
I park the truck back into the garage and jog inside the house to grab Delilah’s contact information off the freezer, pull out my phone, sit down, and dial her number.
She picks up right before I am about to hang up with an uncertain greeting.
“Hey, it’s Wyatt,” I reply to her hesitant greeting.
“Oh shit! I was thinking it was another damn telemarketer. I mean, I get that they are just doing their job and shit, but no one wants whatever the hell they’re selling! How are you? You at grandpa’s?” she rushes out.
“Yeah, got here yesterday,” I say, sitting down at the small table and running my hand through my hair. “Getting settled in and all.”
“How is everything? I did what I could around the house so that way when you came, it would be livable.”
“Thank you. It’s a lot better than where I’ve been,” I say, knowing that I don’t need to elaborate to her.
We talk for a good while, and she makes a promise to come and visit.
When we hang up, I look around the space and go in search of the laptop that she said she left for me. I purchase new clothes, an e-reader for entertainment, and some household items then park my ass in front of the television for a few hours.
Once I get bored of the mundane, I look over at the time and decide that I should venture out into Mercy.
   
THE NEIGHBORHOOD BAR seems to be the mecca of where the town of Mercy hang out. For a Wednesday night, the place is packed. I pull up a seat at the bar and notice a guy other than Noah tending to the madness. He’s running back and forth between the back counter of the bar and filling up pint glasses. He glances over to me, gives the universal motion for one moment, and continues on with mixing drinks.
A few moments later, I’m approached by the woman from the other night, who introduced herself as Rhi.
“Wyatt! You starting work tonight?” she asks.
“No, not for another few days. Just here to hang out tonight,” I reply with a smile.
“Cool. My fiancé, Luke, is sitting over here. C’mon, I’ll introduce you. New friends are always an added bonus to moving to a new town.” She grabs my forearm and pulls me in the direction of the back of the bar.
“Rhi! Quit hassling the customers!” the bartender yells at her as she just waves him off.
We come to stand in front of one of the booths at the back of the bar, a man sits with his laptop and his beer. He’s immersed in whatever is on the screen and doesn’t notice us until Rhi pushes me into the booth seat across from him, and she scoots in next to him. His arm automatically goes around her shoulder, and he pulls her in to kiss her temple. She smiles and then clears her throat, with his gaze barely straying from the screen.
“Luke, we have company.” She pushes at him.
“Hey man,” he says, looking up at me.
“Luke, this is Wyatt. Wyatt, my fiancé, Luke. He’s the doctor in town. And Noah just hired Wyatt to work here,” she explains.
Luke holds out his hand. “Nice to meet you, man.”
“Likewise,” I reply, shaking firmly.
“Okay, I need to get back to work. You two have fun.” She stands up out of the booth and then turns back. “Whaddareya drinkin’?” she asks me.
As soon as she sashays away, Luke looks over at me.
“Any idea why she wanted us to meet?” I ask him.
“Rhiannon wants everyone to be friends. Since I’m the newest to town, before you came, that is, and I work a lot, outside of the folks that work here, I haven’t really made friends with too many people. So, I imagine that she’s playing matchmaker.”
“But for dudes,” I say, just as Rhi sets my beer in front of me.
“I wanted you, Wyatt, to feel welcome. And I wanted Luke to maybe have a new friend that could talk him into not working for a night,” Rhi says while walking away.
“Anything to do in this town?”
“Not at all, the best thing would be to go to Hollybrooke for a night out, but that’s a forty-five-minute drive. I’ve been contemplating a project that would add to Mercy, but I wanted to figure out the logistics before bringing it to the chamber of commerce. Plus, trying to find the time and manpower.”
“Well, I have nothing but time on my hands, and I would rather be busy than not,” I say.
“Rhi says that you’re going to be working here? What are you planning on doing?” Luke asks.
“Noah needs a busser and dishwasher. I figure I might as well take what I can get, until something else comes along.” I shrug.
“Cool, cool. Okay, so, I need an unbiased opinion. You look like you’re good with your hands, so maybe you’re just the guy!” Luke turns the laptop sitting in front of him around.
On the screen, several realty listings are shown.
“Why am I looking at commercial real estate listings?” I ask.
“Because, I’m looking to invest in something more here in Mercy. If I’m going to live here, raise a family here and shit, I want a little something more here for folks to do.”
“So, what are you trying to do?” I ask.
“I don’t know, like a rec center or something.”
“Okay, are there a lot of kids here?” I ask.
“There’s a good amount, but I think it also helps the economy of Mercy, to have multigenerational businesses, and that’s important too, at least for the future of this town.”
“You know that Mercy is small, right?” I scroll through a few listings.
“I do.” Luke nods.
I turn the computer back to him and smile.
“I like this one; I think it has a good-sized main space, if I’m looking at the photos correctly, and there’s green space out back for shit.”
Luke clicks through the photos and nods. “I think this was one of my top three that I was liking too. Thanks, man, for the reassurance. Do you have any experience with kids?” Luke asks me.
“I was one once. But other than that, no. I’m an ex-con now, though, so I doubt that any parents want me by their kids, you know, being a bad influence and all. Plus, all my tats don’t offer up a wholesome boy, ya know.”
“I guess, but that’s being close minded, there are some progressive folk around here.” He shrugs. “There’s also some old timey type folks that lived here, you know – the ones who are set in their ways, and it’s hard to get them up to speed with how shit is nowadays.”
At that moment, a leggy blonde walks up to our table and slides into the booth beside me. She has shoulder length, wavy, blonde hair, fresh and youthful rosy cheeks with a beautiful smile. I feel like time has stopped.
She’s breath-taking.
She pushes her purse between us and looks back and forth between Luke and me.
“Hey fellas,” she says eagerly.
“Maggie, what can we do for you?” Luke asks.
“Well, I may have overheard you guys talking about commercial properties from the booth over, and well, being that I’m the only real estate agent here in town, I reckon that I’m your gal.” She smiles proudly. “I don’t think I know you. Hi, Maggie Sinclair.” She offers her hand to me.
“Wyatt.” I take her hand in mine and smile back at her.
“You look like you would be a lot of fun, are you new in town? Passing through?” she asks with a tilt to her head.
“I just moved to town. My grandfather left his home to my sister and me, and I needed a place, so here I am,” I reply.
“Grandfather’s place, eh? You wouldn’t be talking about The Holmes House, would ya?”
“I am.” I nod, realizing just how damn small this town is.
“So then, does that make you Wyatt Holmes?” she asks.
“That would be me,” I nod.















CHAPTER FOUR











CLOSING TIME COMES, and I stand out on the sidewalk with Luke and Rhiannon looking at the store front he showed me on the website. I shake my head and am trying to figure out how he would pull off his plan. He spoke about me being ‘his man’ because he had his family practice to run. But I was a complete stranger to him, and unsure of how he could be so trusting.
“Are you guys going to be BFFs? Because that would be fun!” Rhi exclaims.
“We’re discussing business type shit; don’t start planning anything, Rhi,”
“Are you looking at this empty place because you want to make it un-empty?” she asks.
“Remember that crazy idea that I had about another business and talking to Noah? I’m getting an unbiased opinion, and Wyatt here is my guy,”
“Your guy?” She looks confused.
“He’s here to help me, Rhi,” Luke further explains.
“Told ya, you guys are going to be BFFs!” Rhi claps.
   
LUKE SHOWS up at my door the following morning with his laptop and thick files under his right arm. He walks into the house and looks around. He puts his laptop on the coffee table, takes a seat on the couch, and looks up to me.
“What are you doing here, man?” I ask him with confusion, crossing my arms over my bare chest.
“When I get a thought in my head, and it looks viable, I want to act on it right away. So, this morning the both of us are meeting with Maggie, and we’re going to figure this shit out.” Luke smiles.
“I’m still not completely sure what the hell that you want me to do. Did you talk to Noah yet?” I ask him, knowing that was an important step.
“Noah is going to meet with us before we meet with the realtor.”
“Any why is it important that I’m involved?” I ask looking around the space and then retreating to my bedroom to grab a shirt. I stride back out into the living room and take a seat on the couch.
“I need you to give it to me straight, to be real with me. Use your gut instincts. Not to harp on your past or anything, but I’m pretty fucking sure that you had to make snap decisions while on the inside. I also would want your help in other areas.”
“I did what I could to keep to myself. I avoided confrontations and just counted the days to my release, but I’m not sure what I can really help you with, man,” I reply quietly.
“Fair enough. Can I then ask you to be like an advisor?”
“And what would I be advising on?”
“Reality. If I’m jumping the line, you tell me. I tend to get these huge ideas and want to jump on them. I don’t notice how others are perceiving, can you help me with that?”
“That’s it? Seems like you don’t need me in this meeting with Noah. We could just grab some drinks later and talk?”
“No, man, I need your observations. Noah is a business man, and I’m a doctor with too many ideas and not enough of me to go around. If Noah gives me the what for and I’m not getting it, you can just give me an indication to shut the fuck up or something.”
“So, I’m an enforcer. Dude, just because I’m tatted up, doesn’t mean that I’m violent,” I say, standing to my full height.
“I know that, you know that, and Noah knows that. I’m not street smart, I’m book smart. Help me out a little here, just this once?” Luke pleads. “If I get ahead of myself, give me some sort of code word to tone it down?”
Noah knocks on my door and after letting him in, I take a seat on the chair across from Luke as Noah sits beside him.
With a confused look, Noah looks between Luke and me.
“I wasn’t expecting an early morning phone call and to be coming over here this morning. But I’m here now, and let’s talk about why that is.” Noah holds out his hands palms up.
“Hear me out man. Mercy is a small ass town. There’s nothing to do here aside from go to your bar. It’s an awesome joint, but what if it could be more awesome?”
“More awesome?” Noah questions.
“The store beside the bar is vacant. I want to put an entertainment zone in there and see if you would want to open up the Neighborhood and make it more?” Luke says eagerly.
“An entertainment zone?” Noah asks.
“Like pool tables, some dart boards or some other type of bar like activities. I love the Neighborhood as it is. I think the people of Mercy need more.”
“And you want to tear down some walls, to open up the two spaces to one another?” Noah looks between us. “What does Wyatt have to do with any of this?”
“I know that you just hired Wyatt, but my plan was that there could be a door or something that would open up into the Neighborhood for the bar and food, but Wyatt would run the entertainment part. At least off the top of my head, that’s where I’m leaning.”
This is news to me.
“Muskrat!” I cough into my hand.
Luke looks at me and smiles.
What the fuck is he talking about?
Noah looks between Luke and myself. I’m stunned, to say the least, as I wasn’t expecting any of this to happen, but here I am sitting in my living room with two men that I didn’t know a week ago, but I have a feeling that they will be huge figures in my life moving forward.















CHAPTER FIVE











LUKE, Noah and I are standing in front of the vacant shop waiting for the hot real estate agent, Maggie, to show up and let us into the space to look around.
Noah isn’t completely on board with opening up space between the bar and this storefront, but he’s not totally shutting down the idea either.
A dark blue Honda Accord pulls up beside the curb just off to the side of the location.
“Oh good, Maggie’s here,” Luke says just as the bombshell steps out of the driver’s side of the vehicle. She’s dressed professionally in a form fitting floral dress and matching heels that make her legs look like they go on for miles. My mouth has gone dry, and I’m blinking repeatedly to make sure that I’m not imagining her.
Damn.
I cough into a closed fist, avert my eyes to the side, and do what I can to compose myself. She comes to stand in front of us, and as she looks each of us over, she nods with a smile.
“You guys ready to see your new business location?” she asks eagerly.
“Maggie, calm down, we’re just here to see if this is a viable and practical choice,” Noah says.
“Noah Baker, we’re going to pretend that we do not know one another, you got that?” She points her red polished finger at him with a scowl.
“Whoa, bad blood?” Luke looks to Noah.
“I’ll fill you in later,” Noah replies under his breath.
“Well then, let’s get you guys into this place, shall we?” she unlocks the door and then steps inside.
We spend about an hour looking at every little nook and cranny that the store front offers. We ask Maggie questions, and she answers them with professional skill. Once Luke and Noah deem that the appointment is finished, we all head outside.
Maggie and I keep catching one another’s eye as Luke and Noah converse, both being the odd ones out. I’m still unsure of what I have to do with any of this business deal, but I still hang around, just in case it becomes clear.
“So, Wyatt, how’s it going?” Maggie asks standing beside me.
“It’s going well, and you?” I ask.
“So, you hang out at The Neighborhood?” she asks.
“What makes you say that?” I ask her with confusion in my tone.
“Well, you’re hanging out with Noah, and he owns the place. You must be a trusted friend or something to be along for the ride of a business deal?” She tilts her head in question.
“To be honest, I haven’t a clue as to the reasoning that I’m here,” I reply.
She smiles at that.
“Maybe I’ll see you at The Neighborhood, say tonight around eight-ish?” she says quietly.
Wait, did she just ask me out?
I look around me, just in case she’s talking to someone else, but Luke and Noah are still standing a few feet away from us, and it’s just her and me.
“Well, I think I can clear my schedule,” I reply as a wide smile breaks out on her face.
“Alright, sorry to ignore you two,” Luke says, turning around to Maggie and me. “Maggie, are there any other investors looking into this property?”
Her attention breaks from me, and she returns to business mode. I tune their conversation out and my mind is reeling with the fact that I’m meeting up with Maggie later at the bar.















CHAPTER SIX











I WALK INTO THE BAR, expecting it to be packed full of the town of Mercy, only to walk into a mostly quiet space. I pull a bar stool out and perch on it at the bar. Noah nods his head over to me and finishes up with his current customer before placing a pale ale beer in front of me.
“Try this,” he tells me.
“What is it?” I question.
“It’s from a new brewery that wants to start distributing. I met one of the brewers the last time I was in the city, and he actually remembered to send me a couple cases of his stuff.”
I take a small sip and contemplate the flavors.
“Well, what do you think?” he asks.
“Why are you asking me, do you not have taste buds?”
“Of course, man, but I don’t like pale ales. I would be a shit tester. I like dank ass beer and fruity drinks.”
People in this town are quite interesting.
“Man of many talents!” the man at the other end of the bar says, holding up his glass.
“Don’t mind him, that’s Lewis. He’s a good guy; he’s one of our regulars.”
“Good times. Well, it’s a sour beer, that’s for sure. It doesn’t really leave much of an after taste, and I like that,” I reply.
“What flavors do you taste?” he asks.
“It tastes like, like, it tastes like I’m getting ready to roast some s’mores.” I snap my fingers.
“Oh, I like that. That could be a good descriptor for it. I’ve got like four cases of this shit, and my customers aren’t big on changing their beverages of choice,” Noah says. “Creatures of habit and all.”
Noah dips a few pint glasses into the sink and begins to wash them. He rinses and sets them aside on the drying rack then returns his attention to me by placing a menu in front of me.
“So, what do you think of this thing Luke wants to do?”
“I see the appeal of it. You’ve got a bunch of people with kids here, and those kids don’t have any shit to do. So, I get it. And Luke’s about to become a dad, so I’m sure he’s looking out for the future of this town. I get it.”
“I don’t think it’s going to be an entertainment type of place for kids, man. I think Luke wants to expand that back wall into the place next door and add just more shit for folks who come here to have something to do.”
“Oh right, I think now I remember him mentioning darts and pool tables. I really am not sure what he’s thinking to be honest, but I barely know the guy.” I shrug.
“Miles is better friends with him than I am, but he’s a legit guy. Followed Rhi out here and opened up a doctor’s office in town. We didn’t have one before he came along. The only place we had was when I was a kid, but that was a dental place. Anyways, I think he’s got the good intentions, I’m just not sure I want to blast down a whole wall.”
“What about just making a pass-through? Like a hallway, that can be closed off with a door, so on some days you have it open and then on other days, business as usual?”
“But why have it only open on some of those days?” Noah asks.
“Maybe have the place be primarily for kids by the day, and then after say, nine at night, allow it only for the eighteen and over crowd? Strict hours and shit.”
A slow smile forms on Noah’s lips, and he smacks the surface of the bar.
“Now, that’s some good thinking. You just put that shit together?” he asks.
“Yeah, I guess so. I’m not all that good with business laws and shit, but I’m sure it wouldn’t be too hard to figure out,” I return.
“What wouldn’t be too hard to figure out?” Maggie says, placing her purse on the bar beside me, directly in front of Noah.
“Wyatt is just helping plan out something for the space next door. What are you doing in here, Mags, I thought you despised this place?” Noah smirks as he grins widely.
“I’m here to meet up with Wyatt. I’m not here to see you,” she says, narrowing her eyes at him.
“Anyhow, it’s good to see you again,” Noah says.
“Can I get a black and white, please?” she tells him.
“That’s giving me business, doll.”
“Yeah, but you won’t be getting a tip,” she replies dryly.
Upon placing her drink in front of her, she motions to move to one of the back booths. When I take a seat, she sits beside me, places her hand on my thigh, and settles against me.
She’s forward.
“So, what’s your story? I am intrigued. You have these tattoos and look like you could be a bad boy, but when I talk to you, you seem really sweet and reserved. I remember your grandpa. I think I remember you, and you have a sister, right?” she questions.
“Yeah, Delilah,” I reply.
“I think I remember you guys, but I’m not sure. Anyways, what’s your story?” she asks again.
“I just got out of prison. So, there’s that,” I say.
She moves in closer as if my telling her I’m an ex-con turns her on.
“That’s not a make or break for me,” she says in a low voice.
“Well, then I guess that would be why it seems like I’m so reserved. I’m just a standard guy, used to the simple life. I don’t need much, and so far, since being in Mercy, have had a pretty good week.”
“You’ve only been here a week?” she asks, her mouth agape in shock.
“Four days, yeah.”
“Wow, and you’re already running with the popular kids in town.” She laughs while brushing her hair off her shoulder.
“I’ve gotten lucky, I guess. Right place at the right time.”
“I’d say. Otherwise, you and I wouldn’t be here tonight.” Her hand moves up on my thigh and in towards my groin.
Holy shit, what the hell is happening?
“Want to get out of here?” she asks.















CHAPTER SEVEN











I UNLOCK the deadbolt of the front door, push it open while stepping aside to allow Maggie space to walk in first. She drops her bag on the couch as I turn on the lights and then she removes her jacket while turning around to face me.
“I don’t know what it is that is drawing me so strongly to you, but I’m not wanting to fight it. I want you,” she says seductively.
“Yeah?” I tilt my head in question as I toe off my shoes beside the door.
“How long has it been since you’ve been with a woman?” she asks, slowly closing the distance between us. Her hands wrap around my neck and she leans up to place a chaste kiss against my lips.
“Um, it’s been a bit. A little over six years.” My voice sounds like gravel.
She hums in contentment and then leans up again as my hands circle her waist.
I pull her flush against my body as we kiss. A first kiss that makes lights erupt behind my closed lids.
“Where’s the bedroom?” she asks against my lips.
I don’t break away from her, instead I turn her and walk her backward down the short hallway into the bedroom. The back of her legs hit the bed, and I gently lay her down while hovering over her.
“Are you sure about this?” I ask her, hoping that she will ignore the question.
Her fingers run through the back of my hair, and she pulls my face closer to her. Our lips meet again, and our tongues tangle. With one hand beside her head on the bed holding me up from fully crushing her, my other hand wanders over her curves. My palm rests on her breast, squeezing gently and moving the fabric of her tank top aside to get closer to her skin. The demi cup bra she wears barely covers her nipple as I pull it down, and with the tips of my fingers, I tug lightly on her pert nipple. My lips move away from hers and down the column of her neck, to her shoulder, to the roundness of her breast, until I have her nipple in my mouth. I suck lightly, and Maggie bows her back from the bed with a loud moan. She holds my head to her breast as I lavish her. I move down her body, so I’m not at an awkward angle. She opens her legs to allow my body space, and I’m wanting to divert straight for her pussy. She’s wearing a skirt and I know that there’s not much between us, aside from a thin panel of material. I can smell her arousal, and my mouth waters.
My hand skates down her torso to her thigh, and just as my fingers touch her bare skin on the inside of her thigh, my cock is as hard as a rock, and I know that there is no turning back.
“Wyatt, I need to feel your fingers inside of me,” she moans as if reading my thoughts.
“Maggie.” is all I manage to say as I slide down, and my knees hit the floor. I move under her skirt to lift it as I want a view of what I’m doing. Both of my hands spread her legs wider, and I can see the wet spot on her panties from her excitement.
One hand is on her knee as my other hand is peeling her panties away from her, pulling them down her legs. As my hands move back up her legs, my fingers dance along her skin, tracing patterns along the way.
“Fingers, Wyatt,” she moans impatiently.
I bring my hand to her pussy, and the tips of my fingers trace the crease of skin between her pussy and her thigh. The tip of my finger dips into her dampened folds and sinks into the warmth of her pussy with a contented sigh from the both of us.
With close attention, I watch my finger dip in and disappear into her wetness. Her walls clamp down on my digit as I pull out.
I add another finger and continue watching with ultimate desire, and while holding my breath, as my fingers move in and out of her with her hips circling and low breathy moans escaping her lips. I lean in and lightly lash my tongue against her, flattening it across the bundle of nerves above my fingers. I massage her and soon she’s coming apart against me. Her pussy squeezing my fingers as her hands run through my short hair and push me against her as if I could get any closer.
“Wyatt!” she cries into the quiet room.
She releases the back of my head and melts in to the mattress with a contented sigh.
“That was, that was, amazing!” she muses after a moment of silence, while she catches her breath with her head resting against the pillow.
“I’m not done with you, not yet,” I tell her as I crawl up her body. “I want to tease you, I want to make you desire what I can give you, and I don’t want to be just a fleeting thought. I want you thinking of me and what my tongue can and will do to you, but tonight, we will not be fucking,” I say against her lips.
“But-.”
I stop her protests by kissing her. Tongues tangling once again, her hands roaming across my shoulders.
When I pull away from her, her eyes are glassy, and she has a content smile on her face.
With her soft curves molding into the contours of my body, I press my erection against her, her writhing underneath me. We still keep our clothes on while our mouths are fused together, and our hands roam one another’s bodies.
Some time later, her head is resting in the crook of my arm as she trails her fingertips lightly across my arm behind her head.
“I should get going, maybe we can see another again?” she asks as she sits up.
“You don’t want to stay?” I ask, unsure of what to do and how to act. Her staying seemed only logical considering what we just did.
She gets up and straightens her clothing, bending at the waist to pick up her panties from the foot of my bed.
I get out of bed and arrange myself.
“I have an early morning, besides, I don’t do sleepovers. This is a small town, and people talk. I don’t like having those kinds of personal conversations with my parents, if I don’t have to - and if they saw my car in front of this house, they would come around asking questions.”
“Sure,” I say, not completely sure what’s transpiring, following her through the house.
“Great. I’ll see you later,” she says, exiting the house.
My back hits the wall by the front door, and I’m floored by what just happened.
Did we kind of hook up and she just took off?
Did I do or say something wrong?
Was going down on her and not fucking her a disappointment?
At the bar, she was fine with my past and even seemed to be turned on by it, so what the hell just happened?















CHAPTER EIGHT











“YOU HAVE A LOT OF TATTOOS,” one of the older women at a nearby table says to me as I place the plates and cups from a neighboring table clearing everything into a bin.
“Thank you,” I reply with a smile.
“I didn’t say that I liked them, why do the youth of today like to ruin their bodies with writing on it? I’ll never understand it.” She shakes her head as she purses her lips and turns to her table companion. “Did you know that Julie Everett’s boy moved to the city, and the last time he came to visit his mama, he had pierced his ear and had a big tattoo on the back of his leg?”
“Oh, Bev, times have changed since we were kids,” her friend says, then moves her head around Bev to see me. “I like your tattoos son, they’re very colorful,” she offers me a smile which I politely return.
“You can’t seriously see something attractive from ruining your body with that stuff, it’s poison,” Bev says to her friend. “No offense to you, young man. I’m sure that you are a kind boy, you just look like…a derelict.”
She turns around and I see her friend lean in, and in a hushed whisper, says something just as I walk past their table and bring the dishes into the back. I pull the dishes out and place them in the sink, returning to the front of the bar and making sure that none of the other tables need bussing before I set out to load them.
I retreat back to the kitchen and almost walk into Percy, the main cook here at the bar. Sometimes, he’s quiet and grumpy, other times he’s loud and grumpy. But he’s a decent guy and stellar cook. Percy is an intimidating bastard, and he knows how to use a knife really fucking good from what I’ve observed just today.
“Whoa, buddy, you in a hurry or something to do them dishes?” he asks with a laugh and his hand on my shoulder stabilizing me.
“Shit, didn’t see you there, man.”
“Can you do me a huge favor?” he asks. “If I leave, I won’t get this shit started in time for the evening rush, and Ferny called out.”
“Sure, what you need?” I ask.
“I’ve just run out of tomatoes. The ones I get from my farmer aren’t going to be here until tomorrow morning, but the market at the end of the road sells the very same tomatoes. Do you think you can do me a solid and grab some?” he asks, scratching the back of his neck.
I nod, willing to do whatever it takes to keep on the good side of him.
“Nice. Miles will give you some cash. Whatever they have, grab.”
“What if there is a hundred?” I ask dumbly.
“You’ve been here for a few days now, you’ve seen the food go out of my kitchen. Gauge it out by what you’ve seen, if they have at least fifteen, get me fifteen tomatoes.”
“You got it, man.” I go in search of Miles, and in minutes, I’m out the door and heading in the direction of the market.
I head straight for the produce section and smile as soon as I see the shapely beauty squeezing the avocados on the stand right beside the tomatoes. I grab a bag and saunter over to her and smile as I reach for a large tomato.
“What are you doing here?” she asks, looking around the space with caution.
“Shopping, that’s what one does when they go to a market.” I wink at her.
“For some reason, I wouldn’t have thought to have run into you here, at the market,” she says.
“Hey, a guy’s gotta eat too. But right now, I’m here on official business. We ran out of tomatoes and Perce needs tomatoes for the dinner hour,” I say, holding up a tomato, inspecting it then placing it in my bag.
Her body visibly relaxes, and she steps towards me, closing the gap between us. Her hand finds my hip, and she loops one of her fingers through my belt loops, leaning up on her tip toes. With her mouth to my ear, goose bumps erupt across my skin as she begins to talk.
“I want to finish what we started last week.”
I smile and nod my head. “That can be arranged, but would you be running away right after again?”
“Depends, will I be able to walk afterwards?”















CHAPTER NINE











FIVE HOURS LATER, I’m hovering over Maggie. Our clothes are strewn on the floor, and she’s wiggling underneath me as I finger fuck her slowly. Leaning down to kiss her, I run my tongue along her lips and nip at the delicate flesh of her skin every few moments or so.
“I need you,” she moans while exhaling, her chest heaving and her back bowing from the pressure on her lower half as my thumb lightly brushes against the tight nub of pleasure at the apex of her thighs.
I retreat my hand and fumble for the foil beside my knee on the bed. I tear open the condom with my teeth and lean up on my knees to sheathe my straining cock.
I direct myself to her entrance and slowly sink into her. Once I am fully seated, I release a breath and hold myself steady.
“I need just a second,” I say to her quietly. “It’s been awhile, and I don’t want to go too quickly.”
“Take as much time as you need, just start moving soon,” she replies with a wicked smile.
My forehead rests on her shoulder while I move my hips slowly. Her pussy pulls at my cock, and I fight back all the urges I have to piston into her and come immediately. This feels exceptional. It’s almost as if I’ve forgotten what it’s like to have my dick deep inside a pussy, since the only form of sex that I’ve had for the past several years is with my hand.
Her tiny breaths in my ear excite me even more, until I push myself up and look down upon her face. Her eyes are on me, her lips parted as she licks her bottom lip, and breathy mews escape her mouth.
My head dips to meet her lips as our bodies buck wildly with one another, the sounds of sex echoing off of the empty walls of my bedroom while we both seek our orgasms.
I put all my weight on one of my arms and move the other between our bodies as my fingers go in search of her magical button. I flick her clit and add pressure to it as my shaft pumps into her, eliciting a cry from her lips. I feel her pussy clenching onto me in rapid beats of pleasure. Maggie’s back bows as she cries out that she’s coming. I piston my hips, and with a wild abandon, I fuck her. With my hand still circling her clit, and her hips bucking up below me meeting me thrust for thrust, my balls tighten, and I release into the condom.
I pull away my hand from her body and languidly pump into her a few more times before stopping. I make sure that I don’t press her into the mattress with all my weight as I lean my forehead against her shoulder, kiss her skin, and move to pull out of her.
She sits up slowly and bends to pick up her garments from the floor. I look over my shoulder and confusion must be evident in my expression as she stops her movements.
“I need to get home; I have to feed my cats,” she offers.
“I’m beginning to think that you’re just using me, doll,” I state.
“No, no. That’s not- this isn’t - we’re not-”
“Listen, I’m not asking for a relationship, unless that’s something that you want to do. I just hope for the courtesy of at least letting me get the condom off my cock before you start rushing out of here.” I stand and throw the condom in the garbage in the corner of the room.
Her eyes search the area for her panties, and she bends to pick them up when she notices they’re at the foot of the bed.
“Listen, I’m not sure what this is. Can’t we just have a little fun?” she asks.
“I’m good with fun, but rather than just taking off after the deed, talk to me for a second.”
“You want to talk?” she asks.
“I mean, I’m fucking you, I should know something about you, right?” I return.
“I can stay for a little bit, but I really should get back home. My cats are on a schedule, it’s like they can tell time. Guaranteed that once I walk in the door, they’ll be screaming at me for feeding them so late.” She smiles, offering me a pathetic excuse.
I pick up my shorts from the floor and put them on. I don’t bother with a shirt, not caring that she sees the tattoos on my chest and stomach as I have nothing to hide. I motion to the living room and she takes a seat on my couch.
“Why were you in jail?” she blurts out immediately upon sitting.
“I was friends with the wrong people, bad influences. They made money sound like the only way to be someone. So, we robbed a shit ton of places and one of which was at gunpoint. I was stupid and thought that my shit didn’t stink.”
“And now?”
“And now? Now I’m older and wiser. I know better and look back on those days as not being mature enough to understand the consequences of my actions. If it was now, I wouldn’t think twice and turn that shit down in an instant. Besides, I’m wiser with my choice of friends.”
“So, you can say that you’re a new man?”
“I would say that I grew up. I was a child then, and now, yes, a new man.”
“That’s cool,” she nods, playing with a strand of her hair.
“What about you? What’s your story?” I ask her.
“Grew up around here, got my real estate license and cats.”
“Cats who control your schedule,” I smile.
“I mean, they’re like little children. They need to be fed, and I need to clean up after them,” she shrugs.
“And that, along with the small-town gossip, is why you don’t want to stay longer than a quick fuck?” I ask her.
She doesn’t immediately reply but instead looks around the house.
“I don’t like people talking about my business. Like I said, this is a small town. I don’t need my mom and dad on my case about anything; they’re old fashioned.”
“On your case, why would they be on your case? Would it be because of me?” I ask her, daring her to come out and say that my tattoos, my past, would be unfavorable to her family.
“Yes.”
Okay, I wasn’t really expecting her to be so forth-right.
“I mean, it’s nothing against you, it’s just the way that you look. My mother would be super judgy and I wouldn’t ever hear the end of it. So, it’s better to just not even make it a thing that is on her radar.”
“So, I’m like your dirty little secret?” I laugh.















CHAPTER TEN











“I MEAN.” She looks apologetic as her shoulders lift slightly and she whispers with guilt in her eyes.
“Well, I’ve never dealt with this before.” I scratch my temple in contemplation.
“I’m sorry,” she apologizes.
“I get it, I have tattoos, and I don’t look like the standard guy next door. But I’m not, and I’m not going to apologize for it, but I think that you shouldn’t let anyone else, whether parental or feline, define what you do,” I say, emphasizing her need to tend to her cats.
“I’m not.” She puts her hands on her hips.
“I’m fine if you want to just hook up, but I’m not going to pretend that I don’t know you if I see you around town, if that’s what you’re looking for. I have a past, and while I’m not proud of parts of it, I’ve learned to not let who I was affect the person that I am today.” I stand and grab the sweatshirt that’s sitting on the chair by the door.
“What are you doing?” she asks.
“I need to take a walk. Besides, you have to go, right? I think your cats are waiting to be fed.” I open the door and stand there, waiting for her to get her belongings together. She rushes out past me and stands on the grass of my front yard.
“I’m sorry if I said something wrong,” she offers with her voice cracking.
“It’s alright, I mean, it’s something that I need to accept, right? People having preconceived thoughts about me, just because of the way that I look or what they hear about me. But I want you to think about this: these tattoos are just an expression of art. The past is a mistake that I’ve owned up to, but the guy that I am right now, is someone worth getting to know.”
I walk past her and head in the opposite direction of where her car is positioned at the curb. While what she implied was hurtful, I’m not at all bothered by the fact that she said what she did. I am bothered by the fact that this will be a new reality of mine for a while. If she doesn’t want to stay the night with me, I should be okay with it. I told her I’m fine with hooking up with her, but I’m not something to hide or to be ashamed of and that’s how she made it sound. The condom was still warm; I’d barely gotten it off my cock, and she wanted to fucking leave.
Sure, I’m the new guy in town, and I look the way that I do, but that doesn’t mean a damned thing. I’m not going to seek out Maggie. If she wants to use me for a booty call, then she can. I’m not going to get caught up in the drama if I can help it. I’ve already run into someone who judged me for the way I looked at the bar earlier, so it’s not going to be the end of my life if another person judges me.
I’ve walked almost half of the town and around back onto the Main Street with a few cars parked in front of the diner and a few on the other end of that same side of the street, in front of the bar. I walk in that direction, throw open the door, and take the first available bar stool.
Noah notices me and throws a coaster in front of me.
“You look like shit!” he observes.
“Thank you,” I reply. “Can you get me a shot of Tequila and a Pacifico?” I ask.
“You want some tacos too, make it all the way Taco Tuesday?”
“It’s Sunday,” I look up at his smirking face.
“Just making sure that you were on top of your game. What the hell is up with you? You were fine a few hours ago before your shift finished. You seemed excited even.”
“I’m good, just a hard dose of reality.”
“Well, don’t watch that shit.”
“What?”
“Reality shows, don’t watch them,” Noah wipes down the bar with a smirk.
“Where did you get out of what I said that I said I was watching reality shows, and what kind of reality shows do you think I would watch to get worked up about?” I sling back the shot that Noah places in front of me beside the Pacifico.
“Fuck if I know, man, you may be into that FX type shit, maybe even those chick shows. You never know, some people watch the weirdest shit. So, not television, then what?”
I shake my head and laugh to myself. “Just some stereotyping and shit that I could do without. That I shouldn’t let get to me, but I am.”
“Would it happen to have something to do with Maggie?” Noah asks.
I look up briefly and note that he’s watching my body language and waiting for me to reply to him.
“Maybe, maybe not,” I mumble, taking a pull from the beer.
“Well, you know that I’m your friendly Neighborhood bartender, and that kind of means I’m a shrink. If you need advice, I’m your guy, or if you just need someone to listen, then I’m your guy as well,” he wipes down the counter, smiles and then moves to the other end of the bar to help Lewis, the regular who comes in on the daily.
I sit there in silence, taking pulls from the bottle and keeping my eyes on the television screen over the bar area zoning out for an hour before heading home to get some shut eye.















CHAPTER ELEVEN











IT DOESN’T TAKE a brain surgeon to figure out that chicks are crazy. There’s a saying ‘bitches be crazy’ for a reason, I should make that into a shirt. I think the female gender is majestic and far more superior than the male gender in all the things that matter. However, the fact that Maggie is standing on my door step with a bouquet of flowers, leads me to think that she’s got her head screwed on backwards and makes me hesitate opening the door. I open it slowly to her standing nervously, shifting her weight from one leg to the other, correcting her posture, and placing a smile on her face as soon as she sees me.
“I brought these for you.” She hands out the flowers as I open the door all the way, filling the entryway with my wide stance and crossing my arms over my chest. I don’t mean this intimidating stance; it’s how I naturally stand, so I uncross my arms and awkwardly place them at my side.
“You don’t need to get me flowers, if you came here just to fuck-”
“No! I mean that’s an extra bonus, but I came here to apologize. I made snap judgments on the behalf of others, and for that I am truly sorry for being an assface.”
I take the flowers from her, and a slow smile forms on her beautiful face.
“I’ve never received flowers; I think I’ve only given them once,” I reply, stepping aside with the flowers in my hand awkwardly to allow her entrance.
“You didn’t deserve being treated that way. I don’t know you very well, but I know that you come from a good family, that you atoned, and that you care about others.”
“And how would you know that?”
“I can just tell.” She shrugs. “Anyways, a part of me knows that my mom would not approve of you and I hanging out. The kind of man that my mom wants to me to be with-”
“Doesn’t look like me, doesn’t have a record like mine,” I finish for her.
She hangs her head and mumbles something.
I don’t need to ask her to repeat it, I know that I am right.
“So where do we go from here?” I ask her. “I’m not asking for anything, I want to make that clear, but I also want to just make sure that there are no mixed signals,” I explain.
“Maybe I can sleep over tonight?” she asks in a quiet voice.
“Are you sure that you want to do that? I don’t want you to do anything that you don’t want to do, just for my sake. I’m a big boy, Maggie. Like I said, as long as there’s no mixed signals, I think we’re good.”
She looks up with confidence and steps forward. She places her hands on my shoulders and leans up on her tip toes. Her lips graze across my cheek to the edges of my mouth.
“I don’t want to live in the shadows of what my mom would think. I’m a twenty-seven-year-old woman for Christ’s sake; I think I should be making my own decisions, don’t you think?” She smiles.
My hands settle on her hips, and I pull her roughly against me. With a turn up of my lips, I lick them. “Are you sure?”
She blinks and nods her head before I dip my head to slant my lips over hers.
I pull back from her with a wicked smile. “I take that as a yes.” I take her lips again and push my tongue past her lips and lick the inside of her mouth until she pulls away to catch her breath.
“Bedroom,” I order her.
She moves to my bedroom, and before I am completely in the room, she has discarded her clothes in haste and stands before my gaze completely naked.
“Honey, I was hoping to take those off of you.” I step into the room, unbuckle my pants, and let them fall in a puddle on the floor.
   
“WYATT! I need you out on the floor tonight, do you think that you can handle it? Rhi is swamped and Deb is off for the night, that leaves the bar, and you. Have you ever done any kind of table service?” Noah rushes out as he steps into the break room in the back of the bar.
I stop mid-chew of my sandwich and put it down on the plate in front of me. I take a drink from my water and then clear my throat.
“I worked at a restaurant for a few summers in high school; I don’t imagine that much has changed,” I smile.
“You’d be a lifesaver, man. It’s like everyone in town is in the bar tonight, and I was an idiot and didn’t prepare.” Noah smiles with a shrug. “If it works out, and you don’t mind a shift here or there, I can maybe work this into your schedule, if you want?”
“Whatever work you toss my way will be appreciated. Thanks, man,” I answer.
“Sweet. Once you’re done with your lunch, tag out Rhi and then hit the floor.” Noah taps on the wall and retreats back to the front of the bar.
Life is beginning to pick up.
I finish my sandwich and wash my hands before putting on one of the serving aprons. I grab a blank order book, pocket it, and go in search of Rhi.
She waves as I come out of the hallway and winks before giving me the floor run down.
“Looks like Mags is making you meet the parents,” she says, walking past me with a skip in my step.
I look around the dining area, and my eyes land on the beautiful woman who graced my bed for the whole night last night. I put a smile on my face and head to her table.
Her eyes widen as I approach. She cuts a quick glance over to the older woman sitting in front of her and the older gentleman at her side. Neither of them is paying any attention to me but talking to one another about menu items. I pull a pen out of my apron, poise the pad in my hand and wink at Maggie. I look to the woman sitting across from her and recognize her as the woman who was very vocal with her friend the other day about how distasteful I looked with my tattoos.
Oh, great. That’s her mom?















CHAPTER TWELVE











“UM, Hi Wyatt, you’re now serving?” Maggie asks, her voice unsteady.
Her mother and father look up at me.
“You know this fella, Maggie?” her mother asks.
“Um.” She looks apologetically at me. “Yeah, he works here. The Neighborhood is the best place to hang out in town, so of course I’ve seen him here.” She nails the here part of her sentence rather poignantly, her words rush out.
With an upturn of her nose, her mother glances at me and then returns to her menu.
“I’ll need a few minutes; please return when I’m ready,” she says in a snippy tone.
“Mother, you’ve been here a million times, just order what you usually order, and be nice to Wyatt, please?”
“Why should I? I don’t associate with the likes of him, and you won’t either. So darling, Margaret, there is no point.”
“But mama,” she starts but stops suddenly when her mother holds her hand up.
“Son, I’ll take a simple double burger with some rings and a cold lager. I apologize for my wife here, and she’ll take a cheeseburger salad with extra crisps. Maggie, dear, do you know what you want?” he asks.
She looks at her menu and then up to me. “I’ll have the Enchilada salad please.” She avoids my gaze.
“Would you like any drinks, ladies?” I ask them politely.
“Water with lemon please,” her mother says quietly.
“I’ll have a cider please,” Maggie whispers.
“Speak up child,” Maggie’s mom says.
“Cider, please? Thank you, Wyatt.” She looks up to me, and I see the tears brimming in her eyes.
“Now, Mags, why do you look so down?” Her father rests his hand on her shoulder as I walk away, avoiding having to hear what her explanation is.
She wasn’t kidding. Her mother would throw a fit if she knew that Maggie and I were spending time together. From the way she spoke about me the last time she was in here to her distaste tonight, there would be no way that any kind of relationship with Maggie would be accepted, and I understand why she has had the apprehension.
I head to the kitchen, place the order for Percy, and return back to the bar. I check the marker for the tables that need to have service and observe a plan of action for my next moves.
I refill a table’s waters, take an order from another table, and when I notice Maggie’s table’s drinks are ready, I bring them over to their table.
“Your order will be right up, is there anything that you need in the meantime?” I ask politely.
“Yeah, I would like to talk to the owner,” Maggie’s mom says.
“Mother!” Maggie whisper-shouts.
“It’s okay, Mags,” I say to her with more than one meaning behind my statement.
Catching my tone, Maggie stands and pushes her chair out behind her.
I look back and shake my head.















CHAPTER THIRTEEN











FIRM KNOCKS ECHO through the tiny house waking me up. I look to the clock beside my bed and run my palm over my eyes while I roll off the bed and stumble through the house to the front door. With apprehension, I turn on the porch light and pull open the door.
“Maggie, not now. Not tonight, I just can’t. I want to avoid drama, and it’s obvious that your mom would make this thing between you and me to be more drama than needed, While I like you, I feel that she won’t accept us even being just in the same location as one another,” I say quietly.
“I’m sorry,” she says quickly, darting out her hand as I’m about to close the door.
“Maggie, it’s late and I’m tired,” I say.
“Let me in, please? I just want to explain,” she asks.
“I don’t need any explanations, we said that there would be no mixed signals. Maggie, I’m tired and would like to go back to sleep, do you mind?” I ask, my gaze at her hand on my front door.
“I like you, Wyatt. And I’m sorry that my mom was, well, the way she was tonight. I have no excuses.”
I don’t want to deal with this kind of shit. I just came out of prison and the last thing that I want is drama. While the short dalliances with Maggie were a lot of fun, and I am really attracted to her, I’m not willing to deal with the drama that seems to stem from her family. From looks alone, her mother can’t stand me, and I know that a woman’s mama is the deciding factor on relationships. What am I saying? I don’t want a relationship.
Do I?
Sure, I enjoy Maggie’s company, but we haven’t had much interaction outside the bed aside from a few talks about her misconceptions about what I want and a few interactions at the bar.
“Wyatt, please?” she pleads.
I take a deep breath and open the door to allow her entrance. She sets her purse down on the couch and sits down beside it. I stand in front of her with my arms crossed and lean against the wall. We look at one another in silence, neither of us wanting to speak first.
“I’m sorry,” she says.
“You’ve said that already,” I say dryly.
“But I mean it. My mom, she has her own way of thinking.”
“Listen, it’s a little more than I’m wanting. I don’t want to come between your mother and you. I know that this is a small town, so I’m going to save us both the drama. Let’s end this thing now, before either one of us gets deeper into whatever this is,” I say, standing straight and pushing off of the wall.
Even though the lights are dim in the living room, I can see the tremble of her bottom lip. She sniffs and then pulls her purse to her lap as she stands.
“If that’s what you want?” she asks.
“Maggie, I like spending time with you, but I know that if word got out that you were spending time over here, your mama would throw a fit, and I’m not sure if I want that to be part of my narrative right now. It’s just like you originally said, and I’m sorry that it took actually seeing you with her for my understanding. I shouldn’t have pressured you to give this thing between us a go without trusting your word.”
She nods, moves to the door, and puts her hand on the door knob before turning her head.
“You are nothing like how my mother thinks you are. I’m sorry that she’s so simple-minded to not see that, but I understand what you’re saying, and I don’t want to complicate things for you. See ya, Wyatt.” She leaves my home and, likely, my life as quickly as she came into it.















CHAPTER FOURTEEN











LUKE AND NOAH are at one side of the bar talking and looking over whatever is on the laptop between them and several different notepads. They point, bend, and then stand with their arms crossed as if they are contemplating something serious. I am wiping down the benches in the dining area when Noah calls me over.
I come to sit beside Luke and wait for them both to speak.
“This plan won’t be finalized just yet, but when it does become legit, would you want to have something to do with the addition? I never outright asked in an official manner. I mentioned it before, but I want to now officially ask you.”
“Officially?” I look between them.
“We’re signing paperwork next week. We won’t get started on the addition for a bit because we need to make sure we get certified contractors, plans, and the like, but when everything does come to fruition, I think it would be awesome to have you aboard,” Noah replies.
“Not that I’m saying no or anything, but you barely know me.” I spread my hands on top of the bar.
“Listen, I’ve seen a lot of good folk come in this bar and a lot of bad folk come in this bar. I’m a good judge of character, and I wouldn’t choose lightly. I’ve observed you since you started working here. You are sharp, quick, and willing to work, willing to do new things. We can discuss the logistics of your roles between the bar and next door later, and you don’t necessarily need to accept, but I want you to consider it,” Noah says.
“Nothing is set in stone yet with full details. We have to bring the whole idea to the Chamber of Commerce, and we have to make sure no one petitions, and all that shit. Then I’ll be busy with Rhi and the baby, but I want to get started on what we can now and implement other shit down the road,” Luke adds. “We have to do a lot of construction, and that will take time.”
I don’t say a thing but continue to look between the two guys.
“You don’t have to say anything yet, but I just want to put the idea officially in your head,” Noah reiterates.
The front door of the bar opens, and the wind carries the sweet smell of strawberries and mint through the door. My body reacts before I see her.
“Wyatt, can we talk?” she asks, standing behind me a moment later.
I look up to Noah and he nods. “It’s time for your break anyways.” He smiles.
I follow her out through the back hallway and to the back parking lot.
With my hands in my front pockets, I lean against the brick wall and wait.
Maggie is picking threads from her shirt, and the tip of her shoes are kicking at the rocks on the pavement. We’re silent for a few more minutes before I clear my throat.
“Listen, as much as it’s nice outside, I will need to head back inside and get back to work,” I say, my tone implying I’m unaffected by her presence.
“I want to keep seeing you,” she rushes out.
“Maggie,” I say firmly.
“Wyatt, I like you, and I’m not going to let my mom’s attitude define who I date.”
“Maggie, I’m not really sure that your mom will change her mind on me, she was pretty adamant that she thinks I’m trash based upon my appearance alone.”
“What? When was that? I thought she was just rude to you; I didn’t hear anything about her talking about the way you look. And besides, everyone has tattoos nowadays. Some people have them just more hidden than others.” She smiles nonchalantly, probably thinking of the butterfly tattoo underneath her right breast.
“Don’t worry about it. The point is, your mother wouldn’t like that you and I hang out. I’m not coming in between the relationship with your mother.”
“I appreciate that, I really do. But that won’t happen. While my mom will have a strong opinion, she will also get over it. She can get to know you on her own terms, but I don’t want her to control who I see and who I don’t. I want to see you, and I want to see what we can become.”















CHAPTER FIFTEEN











I DON’T KNOW why I agreed to this. I feel like this lunch will end horribly, and there will either be a cold shoulder or a lot of yelling. I tried to stay firm in my decision of not getting involved any further with Maggie, but I like her, and she can be persuasive.
Maggie and I are going to brunch at her parents’ house as it’s a weekend occurrence at their house, and if Maggie doesn’t come every so often, then her mother will complain. She thought this would be a good place to show that we were hanging out, as there would be a bunch of people around and her mother couldn’t cause a scene. We walk up their drive-way full of cars, and she squeezes my hand.
I’m dressed in a simple long-sleeved dress shirt, and when I picked up Maggie, she started to roll up my sleeves, saying that she thought that look was sexy. I wasn’t complaining; if she thinks it’s sexy, then I’ll do it. But now, I’m thinking that move was more of an ‘in your face’ for her parents.
“Who all comes to these brunches and what is a brunch?” I ask her in a hushed voice.
“It’s usually just my parents, a few people from her book club and their husbands,” she replies, stopping at the stairs up the porch to fix her dress.
“And brunch? What does brunch mean?” I ask.
“It’s not breakfast and it’s not lunch. It’s brunch,” She replies.
“Brunch is an excuse to start day drinking!” a chipper voice behind us says.
I turn around to see a young girl stopping beside us.
“You must be Wyatt; I’ve heard a lot about you. Mags here must really like you, if she’s bringing you home to meet the wolves,” She laughs. “Hi, I’m Madison. I live next door to Maggie. I used to be her date to these things, but it looks like she’s got herself a hot stud to replace me.”
“Shut it, Mads,” Maggie says in a hushed tone.
“What? I mean, I get it, it’s not like I could provide you with any special treatment that Wyatt here could likely give you, but still, I have endured so many of these brunches with you, I thought that you would break up with me a little more obviously.”
“Oh God, shut it, will ya?” Maggie rolls her eyes as Madison turns to me.
“It’s probably a good thing that I’m here, I don’t think her mom likes me either.”
My eyebrows raise to my hairline, and I turn to Maggie. “So, you bringing home unapproved people is a regular occurrence?”
“Both of you, can we just go inside and get this over with?” Maggie pulls at my hand.
“I’ll walk in first.” Madison walks around us and up the porch stairs, opens the screen door, and steps inside. We follow behind her. Maggie’s head is held high, her hand in mine firmly. and she takes a deep breath before we breach the kitchen entrance where everyone is congregated. The kitchen is a combined kitchen and large dining area with French doors that open to another large seating area on the enclosed back patio.
No one notices our entrance as Maggie grabs us two plates to fill with the sandwiches and sides. She scopes out her surroundings, and we notice that Madison has two seats saved for us outside. We step outside and take a seat. Once I’ve got a full plate, I look up to see that Madison has saved a seat for us directly in front of Maggie’s parents who look stunned to see their daughter. Or maybe they weren’t expecting to see me.
Maggie stops and puts the glass she is holding to her lips and drinks the entirety of the contents in a single gulp. She reaches for another glass just before the doors and takes a deep breath before we walk to sit beside Madison.
I’m wanting to unroll the sleeves of my shirt to cover up the tattoos on my arms, but it’s too late, her parents have already seen us.
“You’re the fella who works at the bar, aren’t ya?” Maggie’s dad asks.
I clear my throat. “Yes, sir.” I nod.
Her father stands up and offers his hand. “I’m James. I thought there was something going on between you two, and apparently since you’re here for brunch, you guys are a thing. It’s very nice to meet you, welcome to our home.” I take his hand firmly in mine and shake.
“Thank you, sir,” I reply politely.
“Please, no sir. I appreciate it, son, but you can just call me James. And this is my wife Daniella. Please don’t let her bite bother you, she’s old fashioned,” he leans forward and whispers loudly.
“Maggie, can I please speak with you?” Her mother, Daniella stands.
“No, mother, I don’t need to hear whatever it is that you have to say. None of it will make any difference,” Maggie says firmly while staying seated.
“Margaret, I think it would be wise of you to take this matter inside, so we can speak privately. I wouldn’t want our guests to be uncomfortable, or for us to be having this conversation in front of others.” She eyes me.
“Too late for that,” Madison says under her breath.
“Mom, I don’t need to hear what you have to say.” Maggie sets her plate on the table between her parents and us and stands. She’s a little unsteady on her feet but composes herself quickly. “Wyatt, I would like you to meet my mother. Mom, please meet, Wyatt, my boyfriend. Or I mean, we’re dating. I guess we haven’t really talked about it, but yeah, this is Wyatt. He’s great.” She looks between me and her parents.
Boyfriend. Is that what this is?
I mean ultimately, this is what relationships become.
But a boyfriend? Can I be that to her?
I enjoy the time that Maggie and I have spent together so far. Most of our time has been together between the sheets, but in the past few days since Maggie came to the bar, we’ve hung out together and actually have started to get to know one another.
I like Maggie a lot more than I thought I would. She’s smart and very charismatic. She is a picky eater and has big dreams of traveling the world to eat all kinds of different foods as an experiment. She likes to read and admits that her guilty pleasure is buying purses for each property deal that she works when it goes through.
Maggie takes my hand, and I squeeze it in response.
“Hello, it’s very nice to officially meet you. I hope that you and I can get to know one another and that you can see that I’m not the man that you think I am.”
It’s as if everyone’s eyes are on us, waiting for the next sentence to come.
“And what kind of man are you?” she asks.















CHAPTER SIXTEEN











WHAT KIND of man am I?
“I am the kind of man who will treat your daughter with respect. I am the kind of man who will open doors for a woman, put her feelings first, and will never raise my hand - or my voice - to a woman. I won’t take your daughter’s feelings lightly; I will sympathize and consider her in every decision that I make. I will talk to her, listen to her, and hold her when she needs it. And if she doesn’t want me anymore, then I will respect her opinion on that matter. But right now, she wants to be with me, and I wish the same. I respect that you don’t think of me as the man for your daughter, but I also think that she is grown enough to make those kinds of decisions on her own,” I rush out, out of nowhere.
“And, Margaret, this is the man that you are interested in?” she asks with her eyes still focused on me.
Maggie finishes off her mimosa, sets down the glass and looks at her mother. “Yes.” She nods.
“Well then,” Maggie’s mom says. “James, can you please pass me that butter knife? I would like to cut my sandwich in half.”
Is that it? She has nothing else to say.
James looks at his wife in shock, as if he was expecting a little more fight out of her while handing her the butter knife.
“Any man that will stand up to me and make those kinds of proclamations must mean what he says or would be a fool to say them out loud and risk the outcome if he didn’t do as he says. I’m not going to say that I approve of this relationship, but I will not come between my daughter and what she wants. You’re right when you say that she is grown enough to make her own decisions, so on that note, this is her decision or mistake to make and certainly not mine.”
“Thank you, mom,” Maggie says quietly.
Her mother nods and turns to her husband and our presence is forgotten.
The rest of the brunch is indeed what was described by Madison. The amount of alcohol rivals the amount of drinks served up during the lunch hour at The Neighborhood. While I don’t partake in any of the drinking, by the time that Maggie and I leave her parents’ house, I am holding her up and carrying her up the driveway of my house.
I sit her on the couch and go into the kitchen to get her some water.
“Well, I think that went well,” she slurs leaning over to watch me in the other room.
As I return to the living room, she loses her balance on her hand and face-plants onto the fabric of the couch.
I place the water on the table in front of her and take a seat beside her.
“Can we be boyfriend and girlfriend? I should have asked you instead of blurting it out to my mom, but I was nervous, and I wanted everything to go well, and I think I was just talking and talking and talking. And then you were talking, and you shut my mom up real good. Like good. I don’t think she was expecting that. Did you see my dad’s face? It was really good. There was so much talking, and you’re a really good talker, did you know that?” she rambles with a hiccup.
With my finger, I push the hair out of her eyes and behind her ear and lean in to claim her lips. I pull away and she leans forward to kiss me again, her lips connecting with my chin.
I fight the laughter bubbling up in my chest and shake my head.
“I think it’s time to get you to take a quick nap,” I say, scooting back and standing.
“But I’m not tired,” she protests, hiccupping again. “And we need to have this boyfriend and girlfriend conversation.” She hiccups again. “Then, we can finalize it with the fucking.”
“Mags, we don’t need to have a conversation about it. You didn’t see me telling your parents that I wasn’t, did you? C’mon, I’ll tuck you in, and when you wake up, we can continue that kiss,” I promise her.
“Yeah?” Her smile is lopsided, and her gaze is glassy.
“Hey, I keep my promises.”















CHAPTER SEVENTEEN











I DON’T KNOW how to be a boyfriend to someone.
I barely dated when I was younger, and I’ve obviously been out of practice with the opposite sex for the past several years. But I didn’t dispute her telling her parents that I am her boyfriend.
So, I guess that makes us a couple.
I let Maggie take a nap, however her nap extended into the night, and as much as I wanted to wake her, she snuggled into my bed and looked adorable doing it. I may not have noticed how much she drank yesterday, but I do know that she was very nervous.
Adorable.
I’m not usually the type of guy who says adorable.
In the early morning hours, I’m lying in bed, wide awake with my arm behind my head. Maggie is softly snoring; her mouth is slightly open at my side with her arm across my abdomen.
I turn my head and look at the nightstand for the time. The sun is peaking through the blinds, and outside, I hear birds chirping. It’s still early, just after seven, and I’m fully awake.
Maggie lifts her head with her hair wild. She cracks an eye open and sees me, then smiles.
“Good morning. Or good evening?” she asks, looking around, repositioning herself so that way she’s resting her head on my chest. Her hand lightly traces absently over a few of the floral tattoos on my side and she hums in content.
“You slept through the night, so good morning.”
“I’m sorry about yesterday,” she says, laying her head down while her breath brushes across my skin.
“Don’t be sorry, I think that it all worked out in the end, don’t you?”
“Can I confess something?” she asks quietly.
“What’s that?”
“I drank a lot. Like, a lot. I don’t really remember much of what happened once we sat down.”
Wait, she doesn’t?
We were there, at her parents, for another two hours. Where she had several more drinks.
“What do you last remember?” I ask her.
“It’s a little fuzzy, but I want to say that I called you my boyfriend,” she says, pushing her face into my side.
“Yes, that happened,” I reply with a chuckle.
“What else?” she asks.
“Well, your mom probably still doesn’t like me, but she’s accepting of our relationship as far as I can see. Your dad is totally cool, and Madison is hilarious. Come to think of it, you weren’t too talkative after the showdown with your mom, but it’s not like we left too quickly after that. And after that, we came back here. You wanted to talk, but instead, I put you to bed.”
“What did I want to talk about?” she asks.
“Telling your parents that I was your boyfriend,” I say in return.
“Oh, my god. I feel like such an idiot. Why did you let me say all that?” She groans.
“Because, I guess I am your boyfriend,” I say lifting the shoulder she’s not leaning on.
“I am? I mean, you are?”
“Why not? We get along, we have great chemistry in the bedroom, and you brought me home to meet them. So, I gather from all that, that I’m your boyfriend. But if you want to retract all of it-”
“No, no, no, no. I am okay with this…really, I am. You’re my boyfriend,” she says almost as if to herself.
“And you’re my girlfriend.”
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