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      The smooth wood of the bar top under my hand immediately relaxes me from a long workday while I sink into the bar stool at The Neighborhood Bar in the small town of Mercy, my home. My closest friend, Cooper sits beside me fumbling on his phone then looks over at me.

      “Hey man, finally. I thought you were standing me up,” he smirks.

      “I forgot that I didn’t take a shower all day and thought that I should do that before I went out in public.”

      “I love how you want to smell good for me, watch out though, I’m a taken man,” Cooper jokes with a giggle of his eyebrows.

      “You’re not my type sorry buddy.”

      “What is your type?” Cooper turns his body towards me asking.

      “Female,” I respond grabbing the drink that Noah placed in front of me.

      “So, what you’re saying is that I don’t have a chance?” Cooper asks.

      “Nope, sorry,” I shake my head.

      “Very well then. I hope it’s okay, I invited Nyd and Mads to join us tonight. Nydia has been working late shifts this past week and I’ve been passed the fuck out by the time she comes home, so we haven’t seen one another very much this week.”

      “That’s cool,” I say before sipping my beer.

      I haven’t been around Nydia much. Cooper and I became fast friends earlier this year, just after he and Nydia started to date. He was relatively new to town, only just settling in Mercy earlier this year.

      Nydia walks in and behind her trails her friend, Madison. I’ve seen her from time to time in town, but we’ve never really talked. She’s gorgeous with fiery red hair and blue eyes, the color of a beautiful clear sky. Her lips are ruby red and turned up into a cautious smile as her eyes roam the bar as she takes note of her surroundings with a twinge of discomfort.

      Nydia leans in, places her hands on Cooper and kisses his cheek with a smile and Madison stands beside her awkwardly.

      Both Cooper and I swivel around in the bar stools and lean back on the bar behind us now.

      “Ladies,” Cooper greets them. “You know my friend, Lewis?”

      “Hey Lew,” Nydia waves.

      “I’m Madison,” she leans forward and holds out her hand.

      “Lewis,” I reply, my hand encasing hers. “Nice to officially meet you.”

      “I thought this was a small town and everyone knew everyone?” Cooper asks looking between everyone.

      “Well, we’ve seen each other around town, but we’ve never really talked or any of that.” I reply.

      “Yeah, I know he hangs out here, but you know me. I really don’t drink, so I don’t ever come in here,” Madison explains.

      “You know that now there’s the entertainment area, right?” Nydia points back to the addition to the bar that just opened up.

      “Let’s get a booth and stop talking about how Madison and I have never really talked before,” I point over to the back wall.

      The four of us travel to the back of the bar and grab a booth. Nydia sits beside Cooper, resulting in Madison and I to sit beside one another.

      The sweet smell of oranges wafts my way as she brushes her hair off her shoulder. With a glance across the booth to Nydia and Cooper who are sitting closely and whispering to another oblivious to the outside world and nestled in their own, I turn my body to Madison and place my hand behind her on the top of the booth.

      “Well then,” I begin, “you work with Nydia, right?”

      “For now, I just finished nursing school and will be starting to work at Luke’s office here in town. I guess his nurse that he brought here from Hollybrooke is retiring soon.”

      “The older spunky lady with the blue in her hair?” I ask.

      “She’s currently got pink and purple, but yeah her,” Madison smiles with a nod.

      “That’s pretty cool,” I nod and take a small sip of my beer as Rhi, one of the bar’s waitresses, walks up to the booth.

      “Hey guys, you gonna eat or what?” Rhi asks smacking her gum, holding her pen in the air with her ticket book ready.

      “Hey Rhi, I’ll take the usual, wait no, does Percy have any shredded pork?” I ask.

      “Let me double check,” she says, swaying her hips and running to the kitchen.

      “So, you have a usual order?”  Madison asks.

      “Don’t you know, he’s the bar regular,” Cooper chimes in.

      “I know you’re here a lot, but I didn’t know you had special status. You don’t seem like a drunk,” Madison observes looking me up and down.

      “That’s because I’m not.” I reply, trying to act like this line of questioning doesn’t bother me. I don’t like to talk much about myself or the past and the reasoning that I’m always here at the bar, has nothing to do with why I’m a regular at The Neighborhood Bar.
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      After we ate some of the finest food in town - no disrespect to the diner- the four of us went to the new part of the bar. We played some pool and overall had a good time. It was close to midnight before we notice the late hour and determine that it is time to end our evening.

      I walk Madison home, as Cooper and Nydia head back to his place for the night. Since Madison lives on the way to my apartment, it works well for us to continue chatting as I make sure that she gets home safely. Besides, I do not want the night to end.

      “So, where are you from?” Madison asks.

      “I’m from Hollybrooke. So, I’m local, just not Mercy local,” I reply.

      “What made you move to Mercy?” she asks.

      “Honestly? I wanted to be by people.” I say while placing my hands in my pockets feeling a little embarrassed.

      “In the city, there’s a lot more people than there are in Mercy,” she says.

      “Oh, I know, but in a city, sometimes surrounded by a lot of people, you can still feel very much alone. I wanted to live somewhere like Mercy, where I felt at home. Where people know you and talk to you. You don’t get that in the city, at least in my experience, you don’t.”

      “How long have you lived here then?” she asks.

      “It’s been about six years now, I moved here right after graduating college.”

      “That’s cool. I don’t think we ever got to what you did for a living. But it looks like we can add that to the next time that we hang out,” Madison says stopping at a small apartment building.

      “Would you maybe, wanna hang out again?” I ask trying to convey that I’m not shocked.

      “Sure, you seem nice enough,” she smiles placing her hand on my arm, trailing down to my palm and fitting her hand and fingers with mine.

      “I would love to hang out again,” I reply.

      “Good. Well, then come into the diner tomorrow for lunch, I have the morning shift and we can, I don’t know, grab a bite or something?” she asks with a tilt of her head in question.

      “I can do that,” I reply.

      “Good, I’m glad,” she takes a step closer to me and leans up on her tiptoes then places a kiss gently on my cheek. “I’ll see you tomorrow, thank you for walking me home.”

      “My pleasure,” I say stunned with the turn of events of the night.

      I watch her walk away and wait until she opens her front door, wave at me, then disappear inside her apartment. I turn around and walk the two additional blocks to my place and sit on the couch in darkness.

      I’m not a loner by any means, I’m very friendly, and I talk to everyone at the bar. Especially since I work from home and don’t do much talking to others during the day. Occasionally, after a long and hectic day, I will go to the bar and take shots with the bartenders that work and own The Neighborhood.

      After Madison’s earlier random comment about being surprised about not being an alcoholic, it didn’t occur to me that my hanging out at the bar would have anyone thinking that. But now, after an evening between friends, I have another chance to hang out with Madison and hopefully, I can get to know her better.

      When Madison asked me about being lonely in the city, I was terrified that I would have divulged too much information and would have to tell her my life story and the real reasoning behind always being at the bar.

      I make the mental note to thank Cooper for inviting them tomorrow and get ready for some sleep before I need to get my workday started in the morning.
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      I wake up early and stretch as I roll out of bed. I stumble through the darkness of my apartment until I turn on the dim lights in the kitchen to get my computer started up quickly and begin my workday.

      I work in computer engineering creating software for several large companies all around the world. I will sometimes spend hours of my day sitting at my desk without getting up as I get so engrossed in my work. I set up an alarm so that way I make sure to meet Madison at the diner and get to work.

      I shower before heading to the diner and walk in looking for Madison. After a moment, she walks out from the back, while folding up her apron and shoving it into her purse. She looks up and our eyes meet, we smile at one another and I raise my hand in an awkward wave, likely with a goofy smile.

      “Hey there,” she greets walking up to me, leaning up on her tip toes and kissing my cheek.

      “Hey, how has your day been?” I ask her with a smile.

      “It’s been a day, but now that you’re here, I’m excited.”

      “Oh yeah? Well, do you want to eat here for lunch or go to the bar?”  I ask her offering her the only two places in town to eat.

      She looks around the diner and scrunches her nose.

      “Let’s go to the bar. I haven’t actually eaten there in a minute, and it would be a nice break from this place.”

      I offer her my arm; she ropes hers through, I lead her out the diner and down the street to the bar.

      Rather than going to my usual barstool, I lead her over to the booths in the back of the space.

      For a few moments, we’re awkwardly quiet. After our lunch order is taken, our eyes lock and I smile.

      “So, Madison,” I begin, “tell me a little about yourself?”

      “Well, I’m basically an open book, what exactly do you want to know?”

      “Have you always wanted to be a nurse?” I ask.

      “Not always. Growing up, I wanted to be a business owner, but then when I lost my dad, I was influenced by the nurses at Hollybrooke General. So, I changed my mind on paths to take and  began looking into my options in the medical industry.”

      “Oh, I can see that. Is your dad okay?” I ask her.

      “He passed, but those nurses were by far the most amazing people that I’d ever met. They were life changing for me, and I saw all the hard work that they put into their patients and their families.”

      “Do you mind me asking how he passed?” I ask, hoping that I’m not prying too much.

      She looks to the side, takes a deep breath and puts a forced smile on her face.

      “He passed away from complications from a car accident. He was coming home from a business meeting in the city and just as he was about to leave the city, he was T-Boned by a drunk driver. The drunk driver also went to the hospital, but he only had a few broken ribs and a broken arm. But my dad had a lot of internal bleeding and a punctured lung that ultimately was the qualifying factor.”

      “Oh shit, I’m so sorry. Were you able to see him before it all happened?”

      “As soon as we got the call, mom and I went to HB General and yeah, we did get a chance. But I think that everything happened so quickly that I was just not understanding what really was going on.”

      “Shit, well I’m sorry to have brought the mood down, but I like that I’ve gotten to know you just a little deeper.” I say reaching for her hand across the table.

      “It’s okay. It’s kind of one of the reasons that I really don’t come into the bar much. And probably why I don’t really know you. I know that you’re a regular here, and that generally implies that you are a drunk. Except that I don’t get that vibe from you.”

      “Okay, so while I may be a bar regular, it’s purely for non-alcoholic reasonings.”

      “Care to elaborate?” she asks with a tilt of her head.

      “Alright, we’re getting even darker,” I joke.

      “Let’s look at it as building foundation and getting to know one another.”

      “Okay, okay.  So, growing up, my mom and dad left the house a lot, and left me at home,” I begin. “I had little to no interaction while I was growing up. I went to school then home and that’s it. My parents weren’t around to ever allow me to have friends over and none of my friends’ parents ever were able to meet mine since they weren’t around. This continued throughout school and since then I like to be surrounded by other people and the bar is the best atmosphere for that,” I explain.

      “So, you go to the bar to just be around people and not for the drinking?” she asks for clarification.

      “Yup. I’m not really a huge drinker. Sure, I’ll have shit ass long days where I will take some extra shots, but I’m more just hanging at the bar for the social aspect.” I tell her.

      “You’re the Neighborhood Regular, but not in the negative way that everyone always assumes when they hear someone is always at the bar,” she says slowly to understand and clarify.

      “Exactly,” I nod.

      She blows out a breath and smiles, “Can I be completely honest with you?”

      “Of course,” I nod.

      “I haven’t taken the extra step to know you because of what I thought. After my dad died, I made a promise to myself that my future self would not get involved with someone who is an alcoholic, that’s what I thought of you. I’m sorry for pre-judging you,” she says.
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      It bothered me hearing that Madison was pre-judging me and didn’t even think about getting to know me until we were thrown together by our friends. I understand about her feelings and how drinking has affected her life, but what I’m not understanding is how she could judge others without getting to know them first.

      I sincerely like her and want to move past this, but part of me wants to look past her original generalization and show her the actual person that I am.

      Which is what I will do.

      I lean forward on the table, “I knew of you around town, but I’m a little shy and rarely allow myself to branch out of my comfort zone,” I tell her. “But I want to continue to get to know you, if you would like to do the same?”

      She looks at me for a moment, with a slow smile coming to her lips and a nod.

      I sit back in the booth just as our food is brought to us and we eat in silence with glances up and one another in observation.

      We sit in the booth for hours. We talk about our lives up until the moment we’re sitting here. I tell her embarrassing stories about me in high school and she tells me about her first days of waitressing when she would spill on customers. We lose track of time, until I can smell burgers and my stomach begins to growl.

      I look out the window, one of the only windows in the front of the bar and note that it’s dark outside.

      I lean forward, indicating that I have something to say to her, as she does the same.

      “I’m surprised that we haven’t gotten kicked out of here yet, we’ve been holding this booth ransom for hours.”

      She looks around and her eyes widen.

      “How long have we been here?” she asks.

      “I don’t know, but it’s dark out and we should probably get some dinner,” I offer.

      “Crap, I didn’t realize that we would be here so late, I promised my neighbor that I would babysit for her tonight, can I take a raincheck?” she asks looking at the time on her phone.

      Slightly disappointed, but understanding commitments, I nod and give her a grin.

      “I’ll take a raincheck,” I say to her.  “Can I walk you home?”

      That means that she wants to see me again.

      “I would love that,” she says getting out of the booth. I throw a couple of twenties on the table and begin to follow her. She walks in front of me and I admire the view as we exit.

      She holds out her hand to me as soon as we’re outside, I reach for her hand and we begin walking in the direction of her place.

      “I really am enjoying getting to know you,” she says looking at me with a warm smile.

      “Me too,” I agree.

      “I’m sorry that I let my own thoughts get in the way before, we could have known one another this whole time.”

      “You know what, maybe it just wasn’t our time,” I reply.

      “What do you mean?” she asks turning to glance at me while we waited at the only crosswalk in town and for a few cars to roll by.

      “Well, if we would have gotten to know one another before, maybe you wouldn’t have been as open minded about getting to know me. Maybe now, is when we were supposed to meet.”

      “Are you a guru? Astronomist? Or a hippy?” she asks with laughter behind her tone.

      “No, I’m just a computer geek. I read a lot and pay attention to things that have a place and time.”

      “Well, I guess then now is our time,” she says while squeezing my hand.

      We cross the street and then the next to the residential area of town. When we stop in front of her place, she turns to me, looks up at me and smiles.

      “I’m glad that this is our time,” she whispers.

      “Same here, I’m glad that Cooper set this up.” I reply to her.

      “Lewis?” She begins, “can I kiss you?”

      I don’t answer her.

      Instead I pull her against my body and wrap my arms around her middle. Her hands fly to my hips and she leans up as my mouth leans down. I take her lips and gently brush mine against hers, then run my tongue along her lower lip. I take my time lavishing her with soft kisses, before I tilt my head and allow my tongue to seek entrance.

      She sucks in a breath while our tongues tangle, deepening the kiss and holding one another closely.

      We stand there on the sidewalk, our arms wrapped around one another in one of the most passionate kisses that I’ve ever had. When we pull apart, she touches her lips and slowly looks up at me with a glow to her skin and glazed eyes.

      “Wow,” she says in a whisper.

      “Wow, indeed,” I agree.

      I lean my head down and our foreheads press together.

      “Tomorrow night?” she asks.

      “Tomorrow night?”

      “For my raincheck?”

      “Ah yes, I’ll pick you up around six?” I ask.

      She pulls back and then leans back in for another kiss. When her soft lips hit mine, it takes everything in me to not pull her into another sensual kiss here on the street, But I know that she needs to go inside and that she has other obligations tonight - but it pains me to let her go.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow,” she pulls free slowly, her hand lingering in mine as we pull away from one another.

      I watch as she walks up the walkway to her place, she pauses at the door, glances back and offers a smile with a half shy wave before she turns and retreats into her place.

      I don’t move from my spot and run my hand over my forehead before stuffing both hands into my front pockets while I walk the few blocks to my place.

      Once inside, I lock the doors behind me and turn on my office light. I stand in front of the computer for a moment before deciding against working. I want to relish in the events of the day and this evening. I want to bask in what is feels like to be smitten as it’s been so long since that’s happened.
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      I did very little work today in excitement for my ‘raincheck date’ with Madison. She sent me a text earlier in the day with a short note saying that she was looking forward to the night, and after that I was seriously preoccupied with thoughts of her and potentially what we would do tonight.

      How do I make an impression on her?

      How do I woo her?

      There’s a restaurant that just opened up on the outskirts of town, a steak house type joint. The head chef at The Neighborhood Bar is dating a meat vendor and her family owns a farm and subsequently owns the steak house. Around lunch time, I stop by the bar this afternoon and asked if his lady could hook me up with a reservation.

      I start up my car in my parking spot, a car that while, I love it - I barely have to drive it with not having a commute to and from work. It also helps that I rarely will drive out of the city limits and everywhere in this town that I need to go to is in walking distance.

      I pull my car to the curb and practically run up to knock on her door. When she answers, she looks breath-taking. She has light make-up on, and her long red hair is swept up in curls. I try to not obviously check her out, but I don’t think that my mind got the same memo as I sweep my gaze up and down her body.

      She smiles shyly while she transfers her weight from one foot to the other with her hand on the door. She looks nervous, but appreciative that I’ve dressed up a little more than jeans and a t-shirt, as she stares longer at me that she has before.

      “You ready?” I ask her.

      “Sure, am. But I’ve got some questions first, will I need a coat? Am I overdressed? What are we doing? Where are we going?”

      “Okay, um, no to all of it, we’re going to dinner, crap, I didn’t ask, do you eat meat?” I internally beat myself up for not asking her that sooner.

      “Meat? Oh, yeah I will eat things with faces for days,” she says awkwardly.

      I try to not laugh, but a chuckle forces out as she steps out of her place and turns to lock her door.

      I offer her my arm as I walk her down to the curb where my car sits.

      “So, we have to drive there?” she asks nervously looking back and forth between the car and me.

      “Is that a problem?”

      “You haven’t had anything - wait, no. I’m sorry. It’s not a problem at all.”

      I know what she was about to ask, but I don’t acknowledge it. Instead, I change the subject.

      “So, a friend of mine, well actually a friend of a friend’s family owns a restaurant outside of town. I was thinking that it would be sweet to check out.”

      “The Roadside?” she asks.

      “Yeah, have you been?”

      “No, I wanted to check it out though. Doesn’t that Percy guy, the grumpy cook from the bar work there too?”

      “Yes and no. He’ll do a night here and there in the kitchen. But ultimately, his fiancée is the one whose family owns the place. I think she might be part owner too, but I’m not sure. I know Percy was in the restaurant business before, at least that’s the rumor.”

      She nods, taking in the information with a smile from her seat.

      “Well, whoever cooks the slab of meat, I’m sure they are good.”

      “What happens if they’re not?” I joke.

      “Well, then I’ll write a yelp review that says that I demand Percy to cook there full time.”

      “You can’t take him away from the bar! Where would I get all my nutritious meals from?” I playfully whine.

      “Well, you know there is always the diner. You know, the establishment that I work at, down the street,” she deadpans.

      “Oh, yeah, that place. I forgot about it.” I look at her out of the corner of my eye as she lightly swats at my arm.

      Minutes later, I’m parked on the side of the restaurant. I turn off the engine and turn to her in the front seat.

      “There’s one thing that I wanted to do, but I forgot to do because you look absolutely stunning.”

      “Yeah, what’s that?” she asks.

      I raise my right hand and cup her jaw, lightly pulling her face closer to mine. I brush my lips against hers twice, then I pull back with a smile on my face. I look into her eyes and see the same happy expression on her face that I’m sure is on mine as she hums and opens her eyes.

      “That was nice,” she says quietly.

      “Now, let’s go eat.” I reply with a smile and a good feeling.
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      Dinner is exceptional and the company was the best that a man could ask for. As I pull up to her curb, I walk up to the door with my arm around her.

      “Well, I hope that the raincheck date, was good for you,” I say as she reaches to unlock her door. She does so quietly, then turns the knob to open it. She turns in my arms and drapes her arms around my neck, tilts her head and then licks her lips.

      “Come in?” she asks.

      “Yeah, I can do that.” I don’t even need to think about it before I act.

      She takes my hand and I follow her inside.
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      Her apartment is cozy.

      Colorful throw pillows are lined up on her gray couch that sits in front of the medium sized television. She has a bookshelf that has books spilling off the shelves and a small dining table with two chairs off the galley kitchen.

      She has picture frames with inspirational quotes on a few of the walls and a few photos of her and others that I imagine is her family.

      She pulls me by the hand past everything and down the small dark hallway which passes by a bathroom and then into another dark room.

      She lets go of my hand and then the dark room fills with a low light from the lamp beside her bed.

      “Is this okay?” she asks hesitantly.

      I nod, as words cannot form at the moment.

      She sits down on her bed and pats the space beside her.

      “I don’t want to be too presumptive. But I really like you,” she says.

      “I like you, too.” I say sitting beside her. She places her hand on my thigh and through her lashes, she looks up at me.

      “Is this okay?” she asks.

      “You’re good. I promise you that you are all good and I’ll be okay with whatever you want,” I reply with a smile.

      The look of nervousness disappears from her brow as she leans in, making the first move. I lean forward and kiss her with as much passion that I can spill into a kiss. We must have kissed for minutes, memorizing one anothers mouths and how the other likes to be kissed before she pulls back and maneuvers to sit astride me.

      “Let me know if I crush you,” she whispers against my lips. Before I can protest, her tongue dives into my mouth and we’re running our hands across each other’s backs and moaning in the back of our throats.

      Her hand moves in between our bodies as she fingers the waistband of my jeans and in a second, she has my pants unbuttoned. She lifts slowly then pulls the zipper down as  I pull back to gauge her mood.

      “I don’t want you to rush if you don’t want to, I’m not going anywhere and I’ll go whatever speed that you want me to,” I say to be clear to her that I genuinely like her.

      “I want to do this, after last night, you’re all that I can think about.”

      “I feel the same way,” I say pulling her back into the kiss by the column of her slender neck.

      Her shirt comes off as she leans back on my thighs and cups my cock through my pants. She smiles when she feels around with the length and then looks up at me with a sparkle in her eye while biting her lower lip.

      “What’s that look for?” I ask her.

      “I am just surprised, that’s all.”

      “Surprised, by what?” I ask her confused.

      “You didn’t strike me as a big dick.”

      I laugh, then clear my throat. “Excuse me? I’m not quite sure what that means.”

      “I just was expecting you to have an average sized dick,” she explains nonchalantly like she’s talking about the morning news.

      “Average sized?”

      “You know, not as big as you.”

      “This is an odd conversation to have with your hand on my dick without wearing a shirt.”

      “Sorry, I have a habit for saying what I’m thinking out loud without my filter,” she says sheepishly.

      “It’s no problem, but now I’m intrigued.” I say with a wink.

      “Don’t be. Random thoughts occur all the time, and this is a moment of one of them. You’re welcome.”

      She leans into me and kisses me again, my mind continues to wander to why she thought I had an average sized dick, instead I relish in enjoying her hand rubbing my length as our tongues tangle together, our breaths get heavy, and her skin erupts with goosebumps.

      Our breaths begin to get ragged as we continue kissing. Madison pulls my shirt over my head and runs her hands over my chest, then she pushes me onto my back and leans down to continue kissing as my hands move from her waist to her ass. I squeeze lightly and she begins to circle her hips on my lap, pressing down as she moves.

      It’s been years, likely since high school since I’ve done this much making out with someone. I am fairly certain that if she took my cock out and stroked me, that I would immediately blow my load. So much so that when she leans up on her knees, grips the waistband of my pants and pulls down, I hold my breath in preparation.

      My cock springs free, the crown poking through out of my boxers and Madison looks at it like it’s a piece a candy.

      “Are you just going to stare?” I ask after a moment of no movement.

      She snaps her head up to look at me and smiles.

      “I’m trying to decide what I want to do with you,” she replies.

      “And have you decided?”

      She shakes her head with a grin, stands up from the bed and walks over to her closet. She turns around and returns to the bed with a velvet bag in her hand that has me curious.

      She reaches in, pulls out a blue rubber ring, still in its original packaging, and holds it up to me.

      “A cock ring?” I ask.

      “Have you ever worn one of these?”

      “Not yet,” I reply audibly swallowing.

      “Are you against wearing one?” she asks with her eyebrow lifted an a mischievous grin.
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      We’re laying naked on her floral duvet cover, Madison rolls from her back to over me, her bare pussy hovering over my vibrating cock. She fists my hardness and messes with one of the settings on the blue cock ring, then moves with me at her entrance before she slowly moves down and my cock is buried inside her warmth.

      We let out a moan at the same time, as she arches her back, with one hand on the wall for support and the other on my chest. She begins to move up and down on me, finding her rhythm with my hands lightly guiding her tempo on her hips.

      I move from underneath her, pumping my hips up to meet her bounce for bounce. I watch as she places her fingers against her clit and massages when she pulls up. She makes small sounds and heavy breaths while I groan loudly from the base of my throat.

      She starts to move faster, rotating her pelvis when she lifts and slamming down to a grinding motion to get the vibrating piece to hit her clit for an extended period of time.

      After a few minutes of the repetitive movements, our breaths became shallow and our movements joined are erratic and soon we both are whispering that we are about to come.

      I lean my head back into the mattress and close my eyes as tingling begins from the base of my spine and spirals as I erupt.

      She slowly moves up and down on me as the last of my orgasm is pulled out of me. With a lazy and satisfied smile on her face, she stops and sits with my cock inside of her to the hilt.

      “What’s that look for?” I ask her once my eyes focus on her.

      “I was just thinking about how I want to do that again, and again, and again.”

      “I think that I can accommodate that, but how about without the cock ring?” I ask her.

      “Didn’t like it?” she asks.

      “My cock went numb at one point from all the vibrating,” I say with a laugh.

      “Shit, well I know that we should have spoken about this previously, especially since we um, already had the sex. But I’m totally clean, like sparkling clean. You could take a white glove to me and I’m that clean.” she laughs awkwardly.

      “I mean that’s a really weird description for how clean you are, but I get what you’re saying. And yeah, I could be just as clean, but I’m not going to compare myself to household cleaners.”

      “Talk about romantic bedroom talk, I don’t know about you, but I think I’m totally horny again,” she laughs.
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      The next morning, I’m slowly waking up and recognizing that I’m not at home, but still at Madison’s house. We talked more last night, ate a late-night snack of Cheetos and ice cream in our underwear and then had a little more fun before we passed out for the rest of the night.

      The space beside me is cold as I reach out to touch her. I roll over onto my back and turn my head to look at the alarm clock on the nightstand beside the empty space. It is still early, but I don’t want to look like a total slacker by sleeping when she’s likely been up for a while.

      I slowly come to a sitting position, rub my eyes and stretch while standing. I look around the room for my clothing. I find my pants and then walk out of the bedroom, through the small hallway and into the main living space. I see Madison, wearing loose fitting sweats and a Henley baseball shirt. Her red hair is in a messy bun and she stands in front of the kitchen sink facing the wall staring at the coffee maker as it churns out the heavenly liquid from the gods.

      Slowly, I walk up behind her, place my hands gently on her hips and feel her startle under my touch. She slowly turns and I see her breath return from heightened to normal.

      “Morning. Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you,” I say to her with a smile.

      “No, you didn’t. I was just deep in my thoughts. Good morning, do you want something to eat?” she asks.

      “I was hoping we could go grab something to eat, what time do you need to be at work?” I ask her.

      She looks over to the microwave clock and says, “I’ve got about forty minutes, sorry. I guess that’s not enough time for anything other than a bowl of cereal,” she says turning towards me with an apologetic look.

      “It’s okay, what if I came into the diner with you and had breakfast?”

      “That would be weird,” she laughs.

      “Why?” I ask.

      “Tip your waitress, it’s not like I’m a prostitute or anything, but that kind of would be weird.”

      “Well, then I will not sit in your section. But I can’t promise that I won’t flirt with you or ogle you like a creep would.”
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      I follow her into the diner and as she walks into the back of the diner, I grab a seat at the breakfast bar and grab a menu from the basket in front of me.

      Gladys, an older woman who’s worked at this place since I moved to town, likely since the day she was born, stands in front of me holding up a pot of coffee. I flip over the coffee cup and push it forward, silently agreeing.

      “You know, I don’t think that I’ve seen you in here too often,” she says.

      “Yeah, I usually eat over at the bar,” I say, just as Madison walks out of the swinging doors that the staff would go in and out of.

      She looks at me with a small smile and then goes over to her station almost ignoring me, but Gladys doesn’t miss a step.

      “I see why you’re here; you’ve got a sweet tooth for Red,” she leans forward on her elbow into my space.

      I look over to Madison and smile as our eyes catch and she glances down with rosy cheeks.

      “Well, from the looks of it, she’s got a sweet tooth for you too.”

      “You think so?” I ask swinging my head back to Gladys.

      “Oh, honey, there’s a lot of fellas that come in and out of this town and I’ve never seen that girl give anyone beside her friends an ounce of time. But you sir, she’s looking at like she could snack on you all day long.”

      “Oh, Gladys, now you’re just embarrassing me,” I playfully say to her.

      “Darlin’, you don’t know that half of it,” she winks as she pulls out her notepad. “So, other than Red over there, what can I get for you today?”

      “Is she giving you a hard time?” Madison asks walking up to me and places her hand on my shoulder.

      “Oh no, she’s just filling me in on town gossip.”

      Madison smiles and heads into the back as Gladys smacks her lips and hums with a knowing look.

      “Oh yeah, honey.  Looks like I was wrong, you aren’t a snack. You are the whole meal.”
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      I spend the rest of my day working on a new program that one of the companies I work with on a regular basis requested. I order a burger ahead of time from the bar and head that way to grab my food.

      On my way back home, I walk past Madison’s street, pause and then continue on my way. I need to work on the software and make a sizable dent before I can socialize, except all I want to do is talk to her. I don’t want to go dark on Madison, right after we sleep together. So, I pull out my cell phone and find her number.

      She answers after three rings and I can hear the smile in her greeting.

      “How was your day?” I ask her.

      “It was so-so. Not crazy busy, but not boring as shit. How about yours?” she asks.

      “Busy, working on a new thing, just got some dinner and was heading back home.”

      “I can tell.”

      “You can?” I spin around and see her at the end of the block with her phone up to her year.

      “Hi there,” she waves, saying into the receiver.

      “Are you following me?” I tease her.

      “You happened to be walking along the same path that I was, I’ve actually been behind you since Main Street,” she says beginning to step forward.

      I begin to walk forward and then when we meet in the middle, we both hang up.

      “So, you must have seen me stop and look down your street then, right?”

      She grins, “I might have.”

      “Well, shit. I’m an idiot.”

      “Well, I wouldn’t say that you are an idiot. I would like to say that you are a snack, no wait… a full meal!” she continues grinning.

      “I take it that Gladys mentioned that to you?” I ask her.

      “She might have clued me into what she was chatting with you about. More so that what she observed. I guess I gave things way a little bit?”

      “She implied that, yes.” I answer while nodding at the same time.

      “So, you’ve got more work to do tonight?” she asks gripping the strap on her purse.

      “I do, but, if you wanted to come and hang out and keep me company, we can totally do that?” I ask.

      “No, get your work done. I don’t want to be a distraction. I did talk to Nydia and she  wanted to know if we could head to the city with them tomorrow night to go see a movie?”

      I look up thinking while accessing my mental calendar and then return my gaze to her.

      “I will do whatever it takes to take you out tomorrow night,” I say crossing my heart.

      “Perfect, I’ll let them know that we’re in. Maybe we can do food before? Just you and me?” she asks with hope.

      “Sounds perfect,” I say stepping into her space, wrapping my palm around her neck and pulling her close to me.

      With a gentle kiss on the corner of her street, I let her go on about her night, while I go to finish my work and likely pull an all-nighter.
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      I stay up until five in the morning before I finished the outline of the new software. I sent off what I had so far to one of the partners of the company and finally fall asleep.

      When I wake up to my phone dinging, it is four in the afternoon. My emails indicate that my client is happy and that I can move onto the next phase. They give me a timeline of their release plan and after looking at it, I know that I have enough time to have a good night out without worry here and there. With tonight, being the first.

      I head over to Madison’s house a few hours later. I’m standing in front of her front door with flowers behind my back, like some cheesy teenager taking a chick out for the first time.  I stand nervously until she opens the door. Her long red hair is in braids, she’s wearing a red, teal and brown flannel, a white top underneath, and short shorts.

      “Here,” I hold out the flowers for her and she blushes while taking them. “Are we going square dancing?” I ask.

      She tilts her head and smiles, “No, but we are going to a bonfire out in the woods.”

      “Out in the woods?” I ask.

      “Word is that there’s going to be a band out there throwing a renegade show,” she bounces on the balls of her feet.

      “Interesting. Who’s the band?”

      “Some guy who used to live here in town and has some major connection to Mercy,” she shrugs.

      “Sounds interesting, haven’t been to a bonfire since I was in high school.”

      “Want to come in for a little bit? Nydia and Cooper said they would text when they were on their way and that they’d swing by and pick us up.”

      “How much time do we have?” I ask wiggling my eyebrows.

      “I don’t think we have enough time for that, mister,” she puts her hands on her hips while I walk by, kiss her cheek, and enter her apartment.

      “There’s always a little time for something, darlin’,” I reply turning to face her as she closes the door.

      I walk up to her and put my fingers through the belt loops of her shorts and pull her closer to me.  She drapes her arms around my neck and leans up on her tippy toes.

      Our lips touch gently, and I tilt my head opposite hers to deepen the kiss. Her fingers thread into the hair on the back of my head and moans quietly into the kiss. My hand moves from her belt loops up her side and to cup her breast.

      I squeeze lightly as my tongue searches her mouth and our tongues dance together just as Madison’s phone dings from the kitchen counter.

      She pulls away reluctantly, peppering a few kisses before we completely pull apart and I rearrange myself.

      She looks at her phone and then puts it in her small purse on the counter.

      “They’re on their way over,” she says.

      “To be continued,” I wink.
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      There are hay bales, lanterns on posts and a small sound stage in the middle of the woods just outside of Mercy.

      I don’t even think the parties that the high schoolers throw out here are this nicely put together. The band that is playing has a professional set up and looks legit.

      So why are they playing out in the middle of nowhere?

      “Hey man, can you help me with this keg?” a guy asks in a deep voice from beside me.

      I turn to look at him and he’s a big guy, he’s got some 5’o’clock shadow happening and looks like a tough guy.

      “Sure thing,” I reply, “so, why do you think these guys wanna play out here?”

      “Ah, that’s because Mr. M doesn’t want his father to know that he’s playing.”

      “So, then why not go to the city?” I ask.

      “Because, if he goes to the city, that’s too many people knowing he’s back on the scene, and Mr. M wants to stay on the down low to make sure he doesn’t bring attention to himself or the area.”

      “So, who is this Mr. M?”

      “Mr. M? You telling me you don’t know Mr. M?” the guy shakes his head in asking.

      “I don’t, should I?”

      “You from around these parts?” he asks.

      “I live here, but I’m not exactly from here.”

      “Ah,” he nods in understanding as if it’s something that he’s used to hearing.

      We move three kegs to a hidden spot behind a bush, and then the stranger thanks me and then walks away without any more explanation.

      I’m still left with no answers and a curiosity about whoever this Mr. M is.

      The roar of the generator breaks the silence of the rustling trees and the lights hanging around the large space flicker on and come to life. It’s not too bright, but enough to lighten the space up a little.

      Now, I see more people milling around the stage area, plugging things into amps and fiddling with a few other instruments. More onlookers are milling around the wooded area and looking around than I thought.

      Madison smiles and walks over to where I’m standing in the middle of the field.

      “Hey, making friends?” she asks.

      “Just helping out where needed,” I reply. “Do you know who Mr. M is?”

      She looks at me in confusion, “that sounds so ominous. I have no clue who you’re talking about, any clues?”

      “The guys gotta be the front-runner of the band or something. The dude I was talking to made it sound like he was someone big.”

      “Interesting,” she threads her arm through my arm on my hip and around my waist. “Thanks for coming out tonight, I think this is fun, a double date.” She says as Cooper and Nydia come up beside us.

      “So, you guys doing good?” Cooper asks.

      “Yeah, how did you guys hear about this?” I ask.

      “Wyatt met one of the guys in the band the other day, and yeah. Speaking of which…” Cooper trails off as Wyatt and Miles approach.

      We all share niceties as the band begins to sound check their instruments.

      “This is a killer set up man, I wish they had this kind of shit when I was a damn kid, it would have been a whole lot of trouble and drunk ass nights,” Miles says looking over at the row of kegs behind the bushes.

      “You grow up around here?” Wyatt asks.

      “Sure did, I was homeschooled though, kinda hidden from the town due to shame from my mom’s indiscretions and shit.” Miles replies.

      “Sounds sinister,” Cooper replies.

      “She hooked up with Noah’s dad, made me and so I was hidden for the most part because it was known that my mom had no man,” Miles shrugs and says quickly.

      “Such scandal for such a small town.” Cooper says with a laugh. “But hey, you got a brother out of it, Noah is a cool guy.”

      Miles nods as a big gorilla of a guy steps up to the microphone.

      “How we doing out there?” he asks.

      A few whistles and cheers sound from just below the stage. There’s at least fifty to a hundred people hanging out now, all waiting for the band to go on.

      “So, for those of you who don’t know who we are, we’re Mercy’s Grind. We’re a local band, who got too big for their britches out in the real world, so we’re taking some time off. But we miss playing out, so we’re doing it in secret. Are you ready for this?”

      Cheers erupt and the first chords from the guitar play.

      Mercy’s Grind.

      I recognize that name. Not just because they have the towns name in their band name, but I swear, that I’ve heard their music before.

      I take another look at the lead singer.

      The name is familiar.

      He’s a giant, has big biceps, a short manicured blonde beard and short blonde hair on top that is styled perfectly as if he constantly runs his hands through his hair out of frustration.

      It can’t be.

      Can it?
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      It’s Caleb fucking Mercy.

      When I first moved to this town, he almost ran me over with his car on his way out of town. He swerved and instead of hitting me - thank heavens- he hit the driver’s side of my car instead.

      When I took his information down, he said that he would do his part for the insurance to make sure the end of my insurance was taken care of.

      But I never heard from the guy after that.

      Granted, his family name is the name of this town, but I’ve never seen him in town again.

      A few months after the small accident, the record company that he had just signed with that I contracted for, wanted me to add his band to their site as well as wanted to create a site for them.

      Mercy’s Grind.

      And now, I’m standing in the woods, with this band that spiked high in the charts for a few years until rehab and trouble came their way.

      The music echoes perfectly through the woods; the beer flows perfectly as the evening goes into the later hours.

      Soon enough, I forgot about how I knew the leader of the band and just swayed to the music with Madison in my arms.

      It was truly a perfect night, unlike any other date that I’ve gone on and kinda romantic as well.

      I had a few drinks and was having a good time with Cooper, Wyatt, and Miles when the band stopped playing and the lights shut down.

      I hear someone murmur to be quiet and then see spotlights in the distance bouncing off of shadows and of the trees.

      Madison grabs my hand and we take off running in the opposite direction of the spotlights and head towards where we parked the car.

      When we get to the car, we’re all out of breath and jumping immediately into the back seat with Nydia and Cooper right behind us.

      We gun it out of the spot that we parked in and we are soon on the highway back into town. As soon as we hit Main Street, Cooper pulls the car over and kills the engine.

      As if on cue, we all break out in laughter.

      “I feel like I’m fifteen again and out past curfew,” Nydia laughs.

      “Seriously, do I have braces again?” Madison laughs.

      “Bonus is that the few sheriffs and deputies around this area, means that we could do anything. I doubt that anyone is left at the station. Wanna loot?” Cooper says with a glimmer of mischief in his eyes.

      “Hey Mr. Bad Boy, none of that talk. You know I like good boys,” Nydia points at Cooper.

      “You know I’m kidding, babe,” he says leaning over and kissing her chastely.

      Laughter fills the car again, and Cooper starts up the car again and drives back to Madison’s place. We get out of the car and stand awkwardly on the sidewalk after we say our goodbyes to Nydia and Cooper.

      “So, do you want to come in?” Madison asks. “I have a busy morning tomorrow, but I figure we could hang out just a little bit.”

      “Oh yeah, what do you have going on tomorrow?”

      “I have the morning shift, so that means I have to be up around four in the morning to make sure I’m in at five.”

      “Well, that works for me, I need to be up early to work on a work project,” I wink.

      We walk side by side up the rest of the sidewalk and into her place. As soon as the door closes, she has me pressed up against the wall. Her hands grips the collar of my shirt as she presses herself against me. She licks my lips and I open for her instantly. Our tongues tangle as my hands slide down her hips and grip her ass to press her against me more.

      She fists my shirt and pulls it over my head as my hands fumble to do the same with hers. I get her shirt off and her bra unclasped then toss her shirt aside. I grab her by the hips and hoist her up with her legs wrapping around my middle while I move through her apartment to her couch. I turn and sit down with her sitting astride me.

      “I want you,” she whispers against my lips in between kisses.

      “You have me, you can have me in any way you want.”
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      While I said that I needed to get up early and work last night, after getting back home this morning at four-thirty in the morning, I go directly to my bed and pass back out only to wake up a few hours later to a pounding on my door.

      I drag myself out of bed and with a yawn, I open the front door to a very excited Cooper.

      “Why are you knocking on my door so early? And why the hell do you looks so happy?” I ask him to step aside to allow him entrance.

      “I asked Nydia to marry me last night, and she said yes!” he says excitedly.

      “Man, that’s pretty awesome. Congrats. But why are you here with me when you should be in bed with your woman?”

      “She needed to head into town, some appointment that she already had lined up. Why are you looking like you were still asleep, it’s noon?”

      “I passed out when I came back from Madison’s.”

      “Come with me to the bar, I want to celebrate and make sure no one is messing with my work site.” Cooper says shoving his hands in his front pockets.

      “Sure thing, let me switch out of these clothes.”

      We’re sitting at the bar, with burgers in front of us, a few empty shot glasses beside a full one and a beer in front of us as well. We’re properly lubricated, and I know that at this point no work will be done today.

      We have a small crowd gathered at the bar with us as we are taking turns telling jokes with Noah and Miles when the crowd breaks for both Nydia and Madison.

      I open my arms for Madison and almost fall back in my seat.

      “Didja hear the good news, they’re getting married, so we’re celebrating!” I tell Madison, likely at too high of a volume.

      “Yeah, yeah, I heard. Geez, you stink, how much have you had to drink?” she asks looking at the bar where the scene of my evening lays.

      She looks over everything in front of me, then slowly returns her gaze to me. She has a look that my fuzzy brain cannot compute, I smile at her, hoping that she will return the smile, but she doesn’t.

      “So, I’m going to go. I don’t want to see you like this,” she says to me as Miles walks up to us.

      “Hey there, can I get you a celebration shot?” he asks her.

      “No thanks, I was just leaving,” she returns her gaze from Miles to me again. “I’m not a fan of drunk Lewis.”

      I have nothing to say, not because I don’t agree with her, but because I can’t actually form the words of apology.

      She gets off my lap and taps Nydia on the shoulder, whispers something to her and without any other words, she leaves.
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      With a nasty hangover, I work on the last bits of programming in one of the software’s that I’ve been commissioned for from a huge client of mine, a company that I’ve done quite a bit of work for.

      I’m running the last bit of tests to look for additional bugs, so I figure now is a good time to finally shower and grab something to eat.

      I pull up my phone contacts and press for Madison. I haven’t spoken to her yet today, so I’m curious as to what she’s been up to.

      There’s no answer, so I send her a quick text message instead.

      Me: Hey, how are you on this fine day? It’s already the afternoon, and I haven’t heard your lovely voice yet?

      I wait to see if my text has been read or for that bouncing bubble, instead, there is no response. I put down the phone and head into the bathroom. Once I shower, I return to the kitchen and pick up my phone. Still nothing from her.

      I make myself a sandwich and settle back down in front of my desk as the computer runs through a few more pass throughs.

      Upon the results returning completely polished, I send a message to my client and wait for them to return the call.
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      After an exceptionally long and shitastic day, I decide to head over to the bar and drink my sorrows away. Today has been a blow to the gut, something that I haven’t dealt with in an incredibly long time and I just want to forget that it never happened. 

      One of my biggest client’s businesses tanked today. 

      Apparently, the business has been on the verge of bankruptcy for the past year and I had no clue during any of my dealings with them that this was even possible. I have developed three programs of which they used, and I was still waiting to get paid for the last two which was completed within this last quarter. 

      When I reached out to their accounts receivable department today, I received constant ringing. When I tried two cell phones with the partners, one sent me directly to voicemail and the other answered with apprehension. 

      “I’m sorry, Lew. This was something that we were trying to prevent, but ultimately, it was a looming shadow on us. We have no money in any of our accounts and I’m so sorry,” the partner that I signed my contracts with said. 

      “So, you knew that it was going to happen, and you still contracted out for new software? I’m not understanding here,” I say with my hands running through my hair in frustration. 

      “We might have something else happening in the next few years, and I wanted to get a leg up, that’s all.” he explained as if it was nothing. 

      “I’m still expecting payment, you understand that, right?”

      “Can I just pay you piece by piece? I don’t have all the money right now, but I have a little bit to get by, it just would be a solid piece by piece payment, will that work?” 

      I slam the empty beer bottle on the bar top and signal for another. Miles approaches and leans on his arm. 

      “I haven’t seen you drink this bad since you made me take shots with you that one night,” he observes. 

      “I know, but today is mighty shitty,” I say pulling a long drag from the bottle. 

      “Need another shot to numb you,” Miles asks. 

      “How about you just line them up and I’ll say when?” I close one eye, point at him over the lip of the bottle. 

      Miles shakes his head, grabs a bottle of something amber colored and lines up a row of shots in front of me. He looks at me one time with a quirk of the eyebrow, “Are you sure about this, my friend?” 

      When I nod, he begins to pour. 

      Once he’s finished, I grab the first shot and lean my head back to shoot it. 

      One down, nine to go. 

      My fingers are gripping the last shot, when the hairs on the back of my neck stand. I slowly turn my barstool and come face to face with Madison. 

      And while Madison is generally smiling and looking happy to see me, right now, she looks disgusted with a hint of worry? Or is that anger? 

      She’s a little bit blurry and I can’t really tell right now. 

      I reach behind me for my beer. 

      I hold it up in a cheers manner, then take a sip. 

      “Hey Mads.” Miles says from behind me. “Our friend, Lewis has had a pretty bad day. Don’t be pissed off or anything, he just needs to let off some steam.” 

      She smiles, then takes a seat beside me at the bar. 

      “Is this why you’ve been ignoring my phone calls?” she asks. 

      “Phone is home,” I slur using both of my hands to move my body in the stool. 

      “Okay, so you are not ignoring me?” she asks.

      “Darlin’, I don’t think I could even operate a phone right meow. Meow.” snort, “I said meow, like I am a cat. Am I cat? I have no fur, but I could be a person cat.” I put my finger up in the air at my thoughts. “Have you seen the trailer for that movie? Creepy as hell, loved seeing it on Broadway, though”

      She turns to Miles, “how much has he had to drink?” 

      Miles stands straight, “well, if we’re counting everything. He’s had three beers and ten shots. No, make that nine shots, he still has one left.” Miles points. 

      As if in slow motion, I watch Madison turn to look at me. Her eyes are wide, and her mouth is wide open. In shock. 

      “How are you still standing?” she asks. 

      “Um, I’m not. I’m shitting. I mean sit-ting,” I enunciate for my benefit more than hers. 

      “Miles, how much does he owe you for tonight?” Madison asks him. 

      “He’s got a tab. He pays it weekly,” Miles replies. 

      “Good, I want him to remember how much he drank, when he’s not only dealing with a hangover but the repercussions from tonight.”

      “He doesn’t really pull out all the stops like this.” Miles waves his hands piling up the shot glasses. 

      “He’s here all the time,” she says.

      “Half the whole town is in here all the time,” Miles defends.

       I watch the exchange while they argue quietly back and forth. Madison places her hand on my arm, turns to me and smiles with her jaw clenched. 

      “C’mon, we’re leaving. He gave you enough alcohol to kill a person, I’m not sure how you’re still alive right now and not drowning in your own throw-up.”

      “I know when to schtop,” I slur while she swings her death stare gaze at me. 
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      I know when it’s time to shut up, and this is one of them.  Madison looks pissed off and I’m not entirely sure if it’s because I’m drunk or what. I decide to try to pay attention to her cues and do as she says as much as I can. 

      I’m not in the right frame of mind to be making any decisions anyways, so I go along with whatever she says and wherever that she leads me. She has my arm gripped in her hands and we’re briskly walking down the street in the direction of where we both live.

      My feet are trying to keep up with her fast-moving feet as well, but I stumble, and my palms are in front of me to break my fall. Only my arms failed me, and my face broke the fall. 

      I watch Madison’s feet stay still as I groan and move my face to face her feet. I roll over onto my back and look up at her. Her hands are on her hips and she sneers down at me. 

      “I’m not sure why you’re so mad at me?” I say, lightly touching my nose. “Oh man, I think that my nose is broke. Actually, my face is broken. Ow!”

      “Why am I mad at you? I’m not really sure why you are asking me that question,” she straightens her arms and balls her fists. 

      “I’m asking, because I don’t know. Oh my God! My face feels like it’s on fire! Isn’t alcohol supposed to make me numb?”

      “Your stupidity is making you numb,” she huffs out. “Why am I even still here!” she steps over me and then walks out of my eyesight leaving me laying on the sidewalk, alone. 

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I’m still in my clothing from yesterday. 

      I’m face down on my bed and the sliver of light coming through from the blinds in my bedroom. 

      How the hell did I get home last night?

      When did I leave the bar?

      Why does my face feel like someone took a baseball bat to it?

      I try to sit up, but my body is achy, and my head is pounding. 

      “Fuck! What did I drink last night?” I say to myself rolling over onto my side on the bed. 

      Bam! Bam! Bam! I’m not entirely sure if that’s the heartbeat bashing around in my head or if someone is at the front door. But when the same sound happens again, I can tell that it’s the front door. 

      “Come in!” I shout from the bedroom, and even that was hurting me. The pounding on the front door came again and I knew that it wouldn’t stop until I answered the door. I brace myself as I push up from my position on the bed and wobble on my feet as I take my first steps since waking up. With each foot placed in front of the other, I can feel every fiber in my body screaming at me as I approach the front door. 

      Just as I place my hand on the doorknob, more pounding ensues, and I pulled the door open to see Madison standing on the other side looking pissed. The same expression that she has on her face right now, flashes into my mind. Was that from last night?  

      “Fucking finally,” she says pushing past me. 

      I shut the door and slowly turn toward her. She’s looking in my fridge and comes out carrying some orange juice. She grabs two glasses and fill them, pushes one towards me and then gulps her own. 

      “Is everything okay? Listen, if you’ve been trying to call me, my phone is,” I look around the space, “around here somewhere.”

      “Well, a part of me is happy that you made it home, the other part of me hoped that you were still passed out on the sidewalk where I left you,” she says. 

      “So, I was with you last night?” I ask. 

      “Not all night. I came around when you were likely blackout drunk and then you fell at some point and I left you there.” she explains.

      “You, you left me there? What if I was to get run over? What if some rabid animal decided to chew on my leg?” I say dramatically as she laughs running her hand through her red mane.

      “Last night sucked. I don’t like drinking and you know it,” she says.

      “I know you don’t, but if you could just understand my shitty day yesterday, you would see some reason behind my drinking last night. I got fucked over last night,” I say in means of an explanation.

      “I don’t think that I can listen to any of this right now, I’m sorry if I’m being closed minded, but the drinking and how drunk you were last night, I’m just not sure this is something that I want, that I need in my life. My family is still recovering, will be recovering for a long time.”

      “I told you that I’m not an alcoholic,” I say firmly, pushing through the pain in my head as I straighten my posture, or at least I hope I am.

      “It’s not that I don’t believe you, but now I’ve seen you shit-faced twice. That’s two times more than I wanted to think you did when we first started this thing,” she sits down on the wooden chair next to the small table in the corner that I use as more of a second office than somewhere that I eat.

      I sit at the opposite end of the table, leaving enough space between us, to give her enough room to figure shit out.

      “Sure, you’ve seen a few of my bad days, and yeah - I go to the bar and drink a few extra beers than I normally would. But I do not, I repeat, do not have a drinking problem. What you’re seeing here is usual relationship shit. You see people in their good times and in their shit times. Congrad-u-fuckin-lations, you’ve seen both.”

      “Is that how you normally cope with a bad day? You go to the bar and drink?” she questions.

      “I’m sure there are other ways to cope, but that’s the quickest and I’m surrounded by people instead of wallowing in my sorries alone. I told you, I’m not an alcoholic, I’m a casual drinker.”

      “What kind of casual drinker needs a tab?” she asks coldly.

      “If you would look at what’s on my tab, you’d notice that I rarely owe high amounts, but either way, it’s doesn’t matter. What matters right now is that you are judging me for how I deal with shit,” I say quietly shaking my head.

      “Maybe, just maybe we should cool things off, maybe I need to reframe everything.”

      “Reframe? What’s there to reframe?” I ask.

      “Maybe we should take a step back,” she says, “I think we’re moving too fast, too soon.”

      “A step back?” I repeat.

      “Yeah, I wasn’t too sure about the future when we first began dating, but maybe I need to see if I can manage dating someone who hangs out at a bar, and not let it affect my own personal judgements.”

      Too late for that! I think to myself.

      I nod, not really wanting to say anything as well as giving into the hangover.

      I can’t force her to see it my way and I really don’t think I would have any power over her decision. She feels one way and no matter what I tell her, I don’t think that she will listen. So, there’s, no point.

      “I’m just going to let myself out,” she says standing.

      “Do we just leave it like that and go our separate ways?” I ask turning and walking behind her to the front door.

      “I mean, we’ve existed in this town before without really knowing one another, why not?” she shrugs.

      “Right,” I respond. “Mads? Do you really think that I’m an alcoholic?” I ask.

      “I’m not saying that you are, but I think overall what I am saying is that I can’t deal with the little bit of drinking that you do on an occasional basis as it stands.”

      “So, the standard line of, ‘it’s not you, it’s me’?” I say.

      She avoids my gaze and then nods.

      “Okay then, well, just to be clear, this is not something that I want,” I tell her.

      “I know. And you are a great guy, but I can’t be around someone who–”

      I hold my palm interrupting her, “I know, you don’t need to say it again.”

      The front door opens and she steps over the threshold, then stops before turning around again.

      “For what it’s worth, you’re a great guy. But I think that you’re just not the guy for me,” she says sadly, lowers her eyes to the ground and walks away.

      One more thing to add to my hangover, a break-up.
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      A few days of radio silence from Madison and I’m crawling out of my skin. We were only dating for a few weeks, but I felt that we grew close and sort of bonded something powerful.

      One part of me is pissed off that she can be so closed minded the other part of me understands. She dealt with some horrific shit, losing her dad due to someone drinking, but she also cannot put restrictions on someone as soon as she meets them.

      I never showed her any disrespect or show her that I didn’t care. I was open with her about why I hung out at the bar and truth be told, I was hanging out less at the bar than I normally would since she and I began dating.

      Before starting something with her, I was there daily, as soon as I finished my work for the day. But since we started dating, I worked a little longer and would spend more time with her.
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      I’m sitting in my normal stool at the bar, with a bottle of beer in one hand and my phone in the other.

      “I bet you could save a lot of brain cells by just putting down your phone and stop thinking about her, man,” Noah says putting a fresh beer in front of me.

      “Yeah, probably. But there was something refreshing about being with her,” I explain.

      “You mean, refreshing as in you were getting laid on a regular basis?” Noah says with a laugh.

      “Possibly, but she is the opposite of what I thought about her,” I say taking a sip of my drink.

      “Were you falling in love with her?” he asks.

      “I’m not sure. We were in the beginning of our relationship and basically just had our first fight, but it was totally one-sided so I’m not sure if that even qualifies as a fight.”

      “I think a fight is a fight. Even if it is one-sided. But it would have been cool for you to be able to fight back. Heard you were shit-faced, but why?”

      “I had just finished my third project for a huge client, when I finally got them on the phone, they broke the news to me that they’ve gone bankrupt and wouldn’t be able to pay me for two of the programs that I created for them.”

      “Oh shit man, isn’t there some kind of insurance that you can get for shit like that? There’s insurance for everything.”

      “They’re going to startup another company and they were planning to use the software that I created for them, for these new ventures. Said that they would pay me then. Suing them would mean nothing, they have no money, I’d just be wasting money of my own.”

      “Have you already delivered the products to them?” he asks.

      “I delivered the first and the second, but not the third. However, without the third, the other two would be obsolete. I was smart thinking with that one.”

      “What does the program do?”

      “They’re all under the computer science element. But one cannot work without the other. They paid for the first program, so I can’t really resell all three as a bundle.”

      “Can you recreate and rebrand? Is there any non-compete with your contract with them?”

      I think about his question and smile immediately.

      “Noah, you are a brilliant businessman!” I stand, chug the rest of my beer and walk to the front of the bar with swagger.
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      It’s been a week since my conversation with Noah at the bar. Day and night, I’ve been inside my cave of an apartment working on the changes to the programs. I’ve gone through the first two programs and rebranded all the elements and changed some of the paths for a functional program that any corporation could use on the mass scale. I call a marketing company to set up a zoom meeting to make packaging plans and about showcasing this product series to prospective clients. Now that I had spent time getting to know Madison and had spent time with her, I’ve started to miss her. I’ve had to stop myself a few times from having a meal at the diner versus my usual spot at the bar.

      My next move is the implement a plan to get the girl back.
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      I’m dressed in a nice button-down shirt, with my sleeves rolled up my forearms. My jeans are hole free and dark with converse shoes. I look polished and it’s the first time that I’ve been out in public in a week.

      I’ve got a solid plan for my future and a way to secure myself financially for several years, if my plan goes well. I just need someone to share my life with.

      I spoke with Nydia and she gave me a short run-down on Madison’s schedule. I know that she is here right now, Nydia is also working which will be helpful to give Madison and myself some privacy to take our conversation outside.

      I take a deep breath, shake out my arms and open the diner door. I step inside and look around to not see Madison anywhere. Nydia angles her head towards the back and just as I look to the doors that divide the space, she walks out fanning her face.

      She stops immediately as soon as our eyes connect, and I see her lips straighten into a forced frown.

      I walk up to the breakfast bar where she is frozen in her steps and lean in towards her.

      “Can we chat for a few minutes?” I ask quietly.

      “I’m at work right now, and no, we cannot chat. I don’t think right now that there is much to talk about,” she whispers back to me.

      “You forgot that there are two people in a relationship, and you didn’t give me a chance to speak. It’s your break time, so how about we take that break out back and have a quick chat?”

      “It’s not my break,” she protests.

      “Yes, it is,” Nydia says reaching for Madison’s elbow. “Go out back, have a quick chat with him. I think that it would be good, for the both of you.” Nydia looks between us.

      “Why are you taking his side?” Madison asks.

      “I’m not taking anyone’s side, but just listen to him. You at least owe that to him. And if you don’t give him a chance which you know you are dying to do, then you guys go your separate ways like before.”

      I see hesitation as Madison looks between us, but I watch the moment that she relents, and she nods.

      “Thank you,” I whisper to Nydia.

      “Hey, don’t thank me yet. I just pushed a little. You’re the one who has to do the work”

      And she’s right.

      Completely right.

      I follow her out the back of the diner and into the back parking lot. I walk us over to the park benches that are back there, and we sit on opposite sides.

      “I have fifteen minutes before I need to be back inside,” she tells me.

      “Okay, I’ve rehearsed this a bunch, so if it sounds rehearsed, it totally is,” I clear my throat. “We are a relatively new couple, and when you came over that morning, the morning after, you did all the talking, all of the insinuating. You broke up with me and that was that. I want a chance to talk and I want you back.”

      “Well, then talk,” she says.

      “You mentioned you’ve seen me twice, drunk. The first time was a celebration of our friends getting engaged. Then the second time was when I had one of the worst days in my career. A day, that I had banked on financially and in one phone call, it went down the drain. I know that you have something about drinking, but I would never put anyone in harm’s way. I’m not an alcoholic, but I’m an adult and I can make my own decisions.”

      “I’m sorry,” she offers.

      “I like you, a lot. But if I have a drink here and there and you’re judging me, calling me a bad person because of it, then maybe breaking up was the right choice. But you shouldn’t define me or our relationship from just two nights.”

      She takes a deep breath, her eyes never faltering from my own.

      “I will admit that I ran at the first opportunity.  I know that I didn’t give you a chance to fight for us and I didn’t let you talk. I know you’re not an alcoholic, and I didn’t listen to you about why you were drinking so much that night, if for any reason at all. I saw you drunk, and I acted horribly.” She pauses and then asks sincerely, “what happened at work?”

      “A client who I had created several programs for went bankrupt and my money was tied up in them for at least the next six to nine months, so I went to the bar and drank. I was upset and pissed. You can ask Miles and Noah, it’s not often when I get that hammered.”

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t know. What are you going to do for work now?”

      “Well, Noah and I had a conversation last week and I decided to pull back on the software rebranding and put it on the public market.”

      “So, you mean, you’re going to list a software product that you designed for someone else to the whole market?” she asks.

      “It’s a bundle of programs that work together.”

      “Why couldn’t it be just one program?” she asks.

      “The information is too large.”

      “What if someone buys only one of the three?”

      “They will be prompted to purchase the other two. There would be a better price point for the companies to purchase together. My marketing manager is going to assure that the program gets in all the leading tech companies. My goal is to be a household name in the computer science industry and to be the go-to for future design products.”

      “Is that how it works?” she asks.

      “I have no idea, but we’ll see.”

      We’re quiet for a moment. I’m watching her and she’s nervously biting her lower lip and playing with a piece of her hair.

      She looks up at me and smiles.

      “So, you and I?” I ask.

      “Yeah? What about us?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      I am currently contracted with the government for a hefty price tag to have my programs dedicated solely to them for a period of five years. Coming straight out of the individual contracts into this mega contract with such a strong entity was not something that I was expecting, but I am definitely glad to have mentioned trying it to my marketing guy and so, here I am.

      I am no longer struggling for business. I am no longer wondering where my next pay day will come from and I am one hundred percent focused, okay ninety percent focused on maintaining the interface of the programs with the updates as needed as well as creating new software content for fun, for side projects.

      I sit at my workstation in the house that I purchased just outside of Mercy, on the piece of land by Nydia’s house once I received my first check. My monitors are going through a scan of one of my fun projects just as hands wrap around from behind me and cover my eyes.

      “I’ve got something for you,” she whispers into my ear, then playfully pulls at my ear lobe with her teeth.

      “Yeah? What do you have?” I ask.

      “Do you know what today is?”

      I shake my head.

      “Today is the 1-year anniversary of when you and I got back together,” she says unwrapping her hands from me and then coming in front of me to sit on my lap as I push out a little bit from the desk and wrap my arms around her.

      “Is that so? Are you sure?” I ask her.

      “I am. I added it to my calendar so that way I can remind myself how lucky I am that you decided to come to the diner that day.”

      “Oh, do tell me how wonderful it is, that you and I are together?” I tease her kissing the side of her neck.

      “It’s pretty wonderful, but you don’t have to be a douche about it.”

      “You know what, I did remember today was that day. In fact, I got you a little anniversary present,” I say maneuvering so that I can reach inside my desk drawer.

      I hid the box from her eyesight and then I kissed her gently before placing my palm with the ring in the middle in front of her.

      She looks down and sucks in a breath.

      “Madison, you gave me a chance when it went against your original thoughts, but I did what I could to get you to see that I wasn’t that guy you pinholed me for. We moved into this house together and made it our home, made each other our home. I want to be with you day after day, through all the good and even the bad. I want to grow old and be forgetful with you. Ultimately, I want you to be my forever and I really, really want to be yours. So, what do you say? Will you give this guy a chance and risk your forever with him?”

      I hold my breath as she stares at me, with tears streaming down her cheeks.

      “Really?” she finally asks.

      “Of course, really. Will you marry me?” I say.

      “Well, I mean it doesn’t sound like a bad idea. You’re kinda cute, you’ve got money and well, this house… it’s pretty nice,” she smiles.

      “Is that a yes or no?”

      “It’s a hell yes, I will marry you!” she leans in and says loudly, wrapping her arms around me, kissing me all over the face.

      I still spend a good amount of time at the bar, but it’s mostly to play pool and have the weekly check ins with our friends in town. Nydia and Cooper live on the property beside us, it was an added benefit to getting Madison to move in with me.

      “I need to call everyone that I know!” Madison says standing up and looking at the ring that I slipped on her finger.

      The front doorbell rings. Madison stops jumping in celebration and then looks at me.

      “Who the hell would that be?” she asks.

      I smile even wider and stand up.

      “What do you know?” she whispers shouts, turns and then walks to the front door.

      “Congratulations!” the group on our porch cheers.

      Nydia, Cooper, Noah, Valerie, Missy, Luke, Percy, Bev, Deb and Darrel all stand on our porch. Some holding flowers, some holding balloons, a cake, cookies and beer. It’s almost everyone that we know standing on our property ready to celebrate us.

      We welcome them into our home and soon everyone is standing around the island in our kitchen, happily talking.

      “Sorry, Miles, Rhiannon, and Micah are at the bar. We couldn’t very well close the place, but they send their congrats to you guys,” Noah says.

      “I think that we need to first and foremost say congrats to you two. We’ve known you each separately, together and have watched you guys grow as a couple. While we do have to say that we’ve missed our bar regular, we will admit that now when we see you it’s a little more special. Here’s to another happy couple in Mercy and to a life full of happiness together,” Deb says holding up a beer.

      “Who knew that my forever would be a bar regular,” Madison laughs with my hold around her was it tightening and pulling her against my chest.

      I did.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            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 your favorite book retail site (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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      I am a contemporary romance author who is all about the feels, with the twists of sexy mixed in between. I have been writing since before I can remember.  Writing has always been a passion, that was kept it under wraps, stayed on the back-burner and never vocalized or followed through with my desire to be a writer, until I read a horrible book and thought: ‘I could do better than that!’
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      More in this series:

      THE NEIGHBORHOOD SERIES

      Your Neighborhood Bartender

      Your Neighborhood Bastard

      Your Neighborhood Vixen

      Your Neighborhood Convict

      Your Neighborhood Chef

      Your Neighborhood Cowgirl

      Your Neighborhood Biker

      Your Neighborhood Manager

      Your Neighborhood Regular

      THE MELTED SERIES

      Frozen Over

      FROZE

      Freezing

      THE NIGHT MOVES SERIES

      STRIPPED

      The Night Manager

      Tapped

      STANDALONES

      New Year, New You

      The Brute

      Summer Fling

      CLUTCH Endgame

      Change of Scenery

      The MORE DUET

      More than Friends

      No More Heartbreak

      

      Coming Soon:

      Hahahaha Just kidding! You need to subscribe to my newsletter for the coming soons!

      http://eepurl.com/cm6Ru5 to subscribe
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