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Something sexy this way comes

My next door neighbor is the hottest thing on two legs. No, really. You should see him. There is no way to accurately describe a man like this, but I can give you the basics. He’s around six-foot-four with short, shaggy brown hair and a body that could cause heart failure. I didn’t know anything about him except the way watching him each morning made me feel.

Our small, sleepy little community was what I’d always categorized as “dead.” That is, until three weeks ago when he moved into town. The house next door to me had been vacant for two years. No one was murdered there or anything sensational. The real estate market was poor and no one had been interested. Most people didn’t want to live in the middle of nowhere. There were two kinds of people here—the kind who were born here and the kind looking to escape from something somewhere else. I was born here.

I’d seen plenty of others come and go, but nothing like him. The privacy fence still allowed me a fairly good view. Early each morning I’d found him working. While I enjoyed my cup of coffee on the front porch he toiled away. Digging something from the look of it. I could clearly see he had a shovel, but that was about it. Three weeks’ worth of digging. What the hell was he planting? A jungle?

I had never been shy. So why was I just watching him? I couldn’t say except that maybe I was simply enjoying the view. He worked in jeans, without a shirt. The muscles of his back flexed and rippled beneath the skin as he bent to his task once more. I could only see from his chest up above the fence. But that was more than enough. Surely he knew I was watching? Then again, he never looked up.

At first I thought he was working on his garden. You know, new house, new start. Maybe he just wanted to freshen the old place up? But he hadn’t bothered to repaint the chipping shutters and I had yet to see him bring any pots, fertilizer or plants into his yard.

He had, however, brought the most amazing body I’d ever seen. And he brought it outside every morning. I wanted to speak to him even though I didn’t have the slightest idea what to say. “Hey there, I’ve been watching you for three weeks. Nice abs.” I laughed at the very idea, then quickly put a hand over my mouth. He must have heard me.

But he never looked up and I took another sip of my coffee. Hmm. It needed more sugar. And from the way I was reacting to the sight of a little male flesh, so did I. Just as I was making a mental note to buy some more batteries, an old beat-up red truck came pulling into my yard.

“Aren’t you ready yet?”

Justina crawled from the vehicle as if her feet were made of lead. She was not a morning person. For that matter, neither was I. Her long black hair was pinned back in a ponytail that looked tight enough to give her an eye lift as a bonus for wearing it. Justina was not born here.

She’d moved here two years ago after a final confrontation with her violent boyfriend. He hit her for what she said was “the last time.” When I asked what happened to him she only gave me a dark look in reply. I’d never asked again. It was her secret and if she didn’t want to tell me, that was fine. I trusted her like I didn’t trust even my family. I’d already decided at this point that even if she’d killed him it wouldn’t have mattered. From what I knew, the bastard had it coming.

Her knee-high combat boots creaked as she walked toward the front steps and one of the straps on her magenta tank top slipped down her shoulder.

“Lucy! Are you even listening to me? What the fuck could be so ... interesting?”

By the end of the question her tone had obviously changed. I looked to find her watching my new neighbor with visible interest.

“Nice, huh?” I asked. “That’s my new neighbor.”

“What’s his name?”

“Don’t know.”

“How long has he been here?”

“Three weeks.”

She crossed her arms in irritation and her ponytail shook. “Three weeks and you don’t even know his name?”

I took another sip of coffee. “Nope.”

“What have you been doing? Sitting out here and watching him?”

“Every morning, yes.”

She laughed. “You’re unbelievable.” Justina shivered and ran her hands up and down her arms. “I haven’t gotten used to the weather here yet. One day it’s hot, the next cold. And how long does the goddamned summer last?”

“Welcome to the South, Stina.”

Her smirk might strike some as rude, but I had come to understand that was about as close as she ever came to a smile.

“You want some coffee?” I offered.

She took one look at my purple bathrobe and put her hands on her hips, clearly impatient to get started.

“What? I’m dressed under here. I had a chill.”

“Fine. Coffee, for the road. Get a move on, beyotch, we’ve got supplies to look for.”

Justina and I own a decorating business. We sell all sorts of things, candles, and flower arrangements both fresh and artificial. We’ve got paintings from local artists, plus we even make our own soap. Oh, and I almost forgot, we do weddings. Stina isn’t too fond of that part of the venture, but it is highly profitable in springtime. Our shop, Passionate Petals, has been up and running for a year and a half now.

The old floorboards in the foyer creaked beneath our feet as we made our way back into the house. The hardwood floors were one of the few things I had not remodeled after purchasing the house. Sure they were a bit scuffed up, but I considered that character. I liked character, whether I was looking at a home or someone’s face. It needed a few flaws in order to be perfect. A contradiction by most standards, I know. But it made sense to me.

Justina followed me into the kitchen and flung herself down at the breakfast table as if she were bone-tired.

I took off my robe and tossed it onto the back of one of the chairs. I was wearing a pair of faded jeans and a tight green t-shirt that said, “I love cheese.” Stina had gotten it for me as a joke. I’m lactose intolerant.

I got out some of my “to go” cups from the cabinet and started by putting a heaping scoop of sugar in Justina’s cup.

“You could probably get a better look at your neighbor from here,” Justina said, nodding toward the French doors that opened onto my patio.

“Probably, but I’m not going to. It’s bad enough that I watch him like some kind of pervert every morning.”

She laughed. “Oh, so now you’re a pervert?”

“I always take my coffee on the porch when the weather is nice. I went out one morning and he just happened to be there.” I snickered. “And I happened to enjoy the view enough that I went out early the next day.”

I handed her the coffee and she took a sip, waving her hand as she burned her tongue. Stina never changed. Every time she drank something hot she couldn’t wait for it to cool. And every time she’d say, “Burnt my fucking tongue.”

I picked up my own travel mug and headed toward the door. “Come on then. You’re the one who wanted to get an early start.” As I pulled on my black leather jacket I asked, “Did you bring the list?”

Justina slapped her back pocket. “Yep.”

While I locked the front door behind us I caught her taking in the view again.

“Does he always work without a shirt?”

I couldn’t hide the grin as I turned and took her by the arm. “Yep.” I led Justina down the steps while she kept glancing back over her shoulder at the hunk next door.

“I thought you switched sides,” I teased.

She sighed. “I tried. Hell, I’m sick of men, it sounded like a good idea at the time.” We both laughed. “I’m just not attracted to other women. I can appreciate whether or not someone is beautiful, but that doesn’t mean I want to get with them, you know?”

“Yeah, I understand. I’m an artist, remember? I appreciate the human body the way people around here think is just pre-verted.”

She laughed at the way I deliberately mispronounced the word.

We stopped for Justina to get her wallet out of her truck. She hated to carry a purse. Instead she had a colorful wallet to match almost every outfit. If she ever carried a bag it was because she was traveling or needed somewhere to put tampons.

My SUV was much more suited to what we had to do today. I’d been thinking of re-painting the plain white vehicle for a while now, but couldn’t decide what I wanted. I didn’t want an ordinary paint job. I wanted something decorative.

Justina fidgeted on the lawn while I backed out. I don’t think I’d ever seen her stand completely still. She checked her pocket to be sure she had cigarettes three times before I could get the garage door closed. Her pale blue eyes always looked haunted, but some days were worse than others. It looked as if today was going to be one of those days. I knew she’d been through a lot, but she never elaborated. Justina just wasn’t that sort of person. Every now and then she’d say something about her past, but it was rare. She knew I was here for her if she ever decided to talk. However for the moment she seemed content to roll down her window and chain smoke.

“Good luck with the hole digging, hot stuff!” she yelled as we drove past my neighbor’s house.

“You bitch!” I laughed. “I can’t believe you just did that.”
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[image: ]




Supplies and alibis

We continued to suffer from bouts of laughter until we were out of town. Peace, Mississippi, is a good ways from what most people would consider civilization. But it’s still within driving distance of some of the larger cities like Biloxi and Gulfport. I enjoy the isolation just as much as I enjoy an occasional trip to the city.

We were just outside of Biloxi at a little shop called Mama’s. We could have had all our supplies shipped directly to the shop, but both of us enjoyed the trip once a month. Of course there were lots of things we did order online, but we got all our soap and candle making supplies from Mama’s.

Edward, whose mother actually started the shop, met us at the door.

“Good morning, ladies. Is it that time already?”

His blond hair and blue eyes were enough to make anyone swoon. And the way his ass filled out those jeans wasn’t bad either.

“Yeah, it’s that time of the month,” Justina blurted out.

Edward and I exchanged a funny look and she turned dark enough to almost match her magenta top.

“I’m just gonna go look at some oil. I mean um, pick out some essential oils for the sap, um, soap. Fuck, I’m going over there.”

Edward smiled and turned his attention back to me.

“And how are things with you, little red?”

His nickname for me always made me smile. I’m five-foot-three with what Justina describes as “glow-in-the-dark” red hair. It reaches to the middle of my back and I prefer to wear it down.

“I’m not little, Edward. I’m fun size.”

He laughed. “I’ve got your stuff ready. You want to have a look around first?”

“Yeah. I’m going to make sure Justina found the oils.”

At the mention of my friend his smile grew wider. I had to resist the urge to try to play matchmaker. Justina was still so distrustful of men I wasn’t sure she could handle a relationship. I’m pretty sure she could handle Edward though. Needed to handle him, in fact. But sex and a relationship are not the same thing. He seemed like a nice guy. He deserved better than being treated like an object.

“You could just talk to him.”

Justina jumped at the sound of my voice.

“Shit, I didn’t know you were behind me.”

“Lavender essence is fascinating,” I teased.

“Don’t be a cunt.”

“Too late,” I replied without missing a beat.

“Cunt” was one of Justina’s favorite words to describe other women. Even though it is offensive to many, it had quickly worked its way into my vocabulary as well. There were some people that no other word quite did justice. And right now I was being one on purpose.

“You know, every man is not your enemy. Besides, I can see that you like him.”

She snorted and picked up the bottle of lavender oil.

“Everything with a dick is my enemy.”

“Like your vibrator?” I was certain that my smirk matched hers this time.

“You really are a cunt sometimes.” Her comment sounded harsh, but a smile was quickly spreading across her face.

“Fine. I’ll talk to Edward when you talk to your neighbor.”

I pretended like I’d been stung. “Bitch.”

“That’s the deal.”

I had another smartass comeback ready. But instead images of someone I’d tried to forget came unbidden to my mind. My expression obviously changed and Justina noticed, putting her hand on my shoulder as the look she gave me softened.

“What’s wrong? Was it something I said?”

I shook my head. “No. I saw James the other day.”

James was my ex-boyfriend. But that was putting it mildly, giving him a title like “ex” was so inadequate. He was the love of my life and now he was with someone else.

“What happened?”

“Nothing really. I saw him coming out of the grocery store. We made eye contact, I smiled and then he turned away.”

The tears that burned my eyes could not be helped. It hurt.

“He turned away from you?” I could tell she was outraged. It was nice to know she cared, to know that someone did.

I wiped my eyes and turned back to the oils.

“I don’t know what I would have said if he hadn’t.”

When she spoke again, Justina’s voice had lost some of its usual sarcastic quality. “You dated for three years. The least he could do is speak.”

I agreed. Having him turn away from me hurt like hell. Although it didn’t hurt quite as much as the time before, when I saw him with his new girlfriend. Our split was mutual. I could tell that he wanted to be free. So when he asked, I let him go without a fight. I don’t want to be with someone who doesn’t want me, no matter how much it hurts to watch him go.

“Did he have her with him?” Justina asked.

My voice was soft and I hated the pain I could hear in it. “No.”

Watching him leave ... it was like watching a piece of my heart walk away. And then seeing him with someone new? That felt like being hit in the chest with a brick. I don’t think James was cheating on me before we split. If he was, then I really don’t want to know. It would only hurt worse and there’s no point in that. At one time we really did love each other and despite what I felt now, I didn’t regret anything. Still, two months seemed fast for him to move on. It had been almost a year now and I hadn’t been able to.

At first I’d tried to lose myself in a hot body and a bottle of wine. But all that accomplished was getting myself a stalker for a few months. I just wasn’t ready to be with someone new. Not when I still saw his face every time I closed my eyes.

James’ new girlfriend was named Rachel, or so I’d been told. The first time I saw him with her, I couldn’t breathe. Come to think of it, I don’t think I’d been able to take a deep breath since. I guess something like that can take the wind out of a person quite literally.

Justina sighed and put her arm around me, bringing me back to the present moment and someone who actually cared. I forced myself to smile.

“I know it’s not easy to move on. Trust me, I know. But you really should. Besides, it looks to me like you’ve got over six feet of therapy next door. Moving on might not be so bad.”

After that my smile wasn’t forced. “You’re awful. Besides, for all I know he’s digging a grave over there.”

She shrugged. “Or maybe he’s building a fallout shelter.”

“Great, so he’s either a nutcase or a murderer. Course, that still would make him nuts.”

“I’m saying that maybe you should sleep with him, not become his sidekick. You know, if he really is plotting something diabolical next door.”

“At least I don’t see James that often. With him moving closer to Biloxi and all, I only run into him if he’s in town to see his folks.”

“Look at me.” Justina turned me to face her. “Fuck him and the horse he rode in on.”

“You’re right. Fuck him.” I cleared my throat and repeated with more conviction, “Fuck him.”

“And the horse. Mustn’t forget the horse.”

Once we had finished our shopping, Edward asked me for directions to our store.

“I can’t remember where you said it was. It’s on Main Street, right?”

“That’s right. It’s straight across from a beauty shop called Creative Cuts.”

At the mention of the beauty shop Justina and I both stifled a laugh. Someone kept taking a magnetic letter N and slapping it on their sign between the U and the T. Whoever it was, they were clever. Sometimes it would be there every day. About that time the shop owner, Melissa, would have a shit fit and get the police to start patrolling more often. Then, once everyone forgot and the cops went back to late night visits to the doughnut shop instead of Creative Cuts, the N would show back up. It was hilarious.

“Here’s all of the soap stuff,” Edward said, placing a large box onto the counter. “I’ll put everything in your car if you like.” He turned to Justina then. “Oh, and I’ve got that other thing that you asked for.”

She shook her head and gave me a strange look, like she didn’t know what he was talking about. Whatever it was, she obviously didn’t want him to mention it in front of me.

Edward sat another, smaller box onto the counter.

“Fifty of them,” he said.

Justina smiled and handed over the cash for whatever it was she had ordered.

After Edward helped load everything into the SUV and we were back on the road I asked, “That wouldn’t be a box of fifty letters would it?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“I’ll bet you don’t.”

We decided to stop just outside of town for a late lunch. Our favorite place was The Flaming Fig. I went to school with the owner, Chase. Yes, he was gay, but the bar wasn’t. He just gave it the “gayest” name he could think of to keep out all the homophobes close by.

“Well, if it ain’t my favorite two bitches.”

Chase’s voice carried from behind the bar and once my eyes had adjusted to the dim light, I smiled in greeting. If you were his friend, he referred to you as his bitch. I’d gotten used to this in high school, but it had taken Justina quite a while to realize she wasn’t being insulted.

Chase’s shoulder-length brown hair was pulled back in a low ponytail and he was wearing a blue tank top to match his eyes. He tossed a towel over his shoulder, apparently giving up on polishing the glasses in front of him.

“You guys look hungry,” he commented as we took our seats at the bar. “What’ll you have?”

“Cheeseburger with extra cheese and extra onions.”

I stuck out my tongue as Justina ordered, faking a gag. Chase laughed and turned to me.

“And what about you?”

“A chicken sandwich.”

He gave our order to the cook, walked back over and propped on the bar directly in front of me.

“You want a beer?”

I laughed. “Chase, I’ve got to go back and work today.”

“I didn’t ask if you had to work, I asked if you wanted a beer.” When I didn’t respond he crossed his arms, flexing his perfectly toned biceps. His glare said it all, but he still felt inclined to explain. “James is still in town and I suspect that’s why you just crawled in here looking like a whipped dog. Now, why don’t you let me make you a drink and your whole day will be brighter? I promise.”

I reached across the counter and Chase moved to hold my hand. Just that simple contact from an old friend made me want to cry. Maybe I should be drinking.

“Look, I’ll come back tonight and you can make me whatever it is you think I need. But this afternoon I’ve got things that require concentration.”

Justina snorted around a mouthful of peanuts and nearly choked. “Soap and candle making don’t require concentration. Not as many times as we’ve done it.”

“Maybe not, but operating that old gas stove in the back of the shop does. I don’t want to burn my stupid ass.”

At that they both laughed and Chase released my hand to go back to polishing the glasses.

“You won’t come back,” he said.

“I will. I promise.”

He raised a brow. “If I give you what I think you need, you’ll want a driver.”

“Fine, I’ll bring Justina.”

This time he raised both eyebrows. “Someone who can pick you up and carry you around if need be.”

“She’s not that heavy,” Justina said around another mouthful of peanuts. “Besides, I’m like six inches taller than her I think I could get enough leverage.”

She did have a point there. Justina was around five-foot-nine and outweighed me by about twenty pounds. Of course that didn’t make her big. She looked slender and curvy to anyone who cared to take notice. As a matter of fact, I thought she was one of the most beautiful women I’d ever met.

“You should probably bring Ozzy,” Chase suggested. “Besides, I don’t think he’d mind getting to put his hands on you.”

“Ozzy is a gentleman,” I said at which point they both raised their eyebrows and turned away from me.

Ozzy was the one who put up the money for Passionate Petals. He bought the building and the first round of supplies. People say he’s my sugar daddy, but that’s not the case. He’s my closest friend besides Justina and he’s never once made an inappropriate gesture of any kind. It used to piss me off that people thought we had something going on, but I’ve learned to ignore it. Well, mostly.

Justina went to stand outside and smoke while I waited for our food. After disappearing in the kitchen for a few minutes Chase returned with more advice.

“Why don’t you just sleep with Oz for a while? It’d probably be safe.”

My face must have given away how shocked I was by his suggestion, because Chase started to laugh.

“What?” He shrugged. “Don’t pretend you never thought of it. He ain’t half bad looking and he’s got plenty of money. Besides, anybody with eyes can see that he cares for you.”

I took a deep breath, but stopped short because of the pain in my chest. It must be stress.

“That’s right, he cares for me which is exactly why I could never use him. I care too much about Oz to mess with him like that.”

Chase smiled. “You recon he’d mind if I messed with him a little?”

I laughed, grateful for the slight change in subject.

“I really don’t think he’s your type.”

He leaned forward conspiratorially. “Oh, honey, you’d be surprised who’s my type.” When I gave a skeptical look he winked and said, “People you know.”

“Well, I don’t doubt that. But I do doubt that Ozzy is one of them.”

This time Chase gave me the skeptical look. “And why is that?”

The words came tumbling out before I could stop myself. “Because he’s got the lips of a world class pussy eater.”

“Ah! So you have thought about it.”

There really was no arguing with Chase.

After lunch we drove back to the shop with our supplies. While Justina went to unlock the door, I walked around and started unloading the boxes. When I looked up I saw that the sign across the street read “Creative Cunts” once again.

“Where were you last night, Stina?”

“I was down at the Fig, you can ask Chase.”

But there was a smile in her voice when she answered. A perfect alibi meant only one thing: he’d helped her do it. A few kids had stopped on the sidewalk to laugh at the sign. The instant they started pointing at it Melissa stormed out front and shooed them along.

“Son of a bitch!”

She pulled out her cell phone and started dialing. No doubt she was calling the police again. Her frizzy blonde hair bounced as she paced on the sidewalk.

“Charles? This is Melissa. Those assholes have vandalized my sign again!”

She turned in my direction and I pretended to be busier than I was.

“Well, maybe you should get your fat ass out here and check it out!” she yelled at Charles.

Poor Charlie. He was a little bit chubby, but I wouldn’t say fat. He was actually kind of charming in a clueless sort of way. The sign was right. Melissa really was a cunt.
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Chapter Three
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Put a little umph in it

Business was fairly steady once we opened the shop. Even though we got a late start that afternoon, we’d already done several hundred dollars’ worth of sales. And since most of those sales were candles and soap, that’s what I was in the back making more of. People drove for miles around for our stuff which made Stina and me very proud.

At the moment there was a lag in customers. I was melting down a large pot of ingredients for soap while she mixed some fragrances in neat little bottles on the table behind me.

“God, I can’t seem to wake up today,” I said, yawning as I stirred the mixture.

“Well, while I pour these into molds, why don’t you go down to Morrison’s, get us some more coffee? I could use a little more caffeine myself.”

Morrison’s was the name of the coffee and doughnut shop on the corner of Main Street. It was the only place in town open twenty-four hours and it always had business. The owner worked during the day and hired someone to work at night. I could taste their espresso just thinking about it.

“Fine, but no more penis molds, okay?”

Justina laughed. “That was just that one time. See, nothing vulgar.”

She held up a few seashell molds and I smiled at her before turning for the door.

“Be right back.” As I left I called back over my shoulder, “No peckers!”

The day was turning stormy and the wind was even cooler than it had been that morning. Leaves were already starting to turn and you could smell fall in the air. How is it that fall always smells like fresh baked pies and burning leaves?

When I entered Morrison’s I wasn’t surprised to see Charlie there. His aunt owned the place.

“Well, hey there,” she greeted me from behind the counter.

Mrs. Morrison was pleasant enough, but nosy as hell. I did my best to speak politely and go on about my business.

“Hi, two espressos to go please.”

While she prepared the coffee she started talking. Mrs. Morrison wasn’t the kind of woman who could resist conversation.

“You know James was in here earlier. He seemed so happy. Rumor has it he’s talking about starting a family and everything. I never would have thought that ...”

But I was no longer listening. The knife in my chest just twisted and broke off at the hilt. James was thinking of having babies? With her? The whole room started to spin. It took me a minute to realize Mrs. Morrison was looking at me and the espresso was sitting in a carrying case on the counter.

“Lucy, are you okay, hun?”

I hurt so bad. It felt like my insides were being twisted by some cruel torture instrument. Was I okay? Humph. I pushed a bill across the counter without looking to see what it was and took the coffee.

I walked numbly for the door and as I left I could hear Charles asking his aunt, “Are you completely retarded?”

It wasn’t that I wanted children so badly or anything. I’d never really given much thought to starting a family. What upset me was the thought of a part of him and a part of her walking around. Would it have his smile and her eyes? I imagined the combinations in horror as I trudged back to the shop.

I don’t remember walking through the door or going to the back. All I remember is sitting the coffee down in front of Justina and hearing her voice.

“What the hell happened? Sweetheart, you’re crying. Did someone do something to you?”

She walked away from the cooling soap and tipped my face up to hers.

“What’s wrong?”

“Mrs. Morrison said that—” But I couldn’t finish it. I could not repeat what she had said. It hurt way too much.

“Mrs. Morrison is a nosy old bitch, now what did she say?”

I opened my mouth a couple of times, like a fish trying to get air after flopping up onto a river bank. But nothing came out. When I finally found my voice I said, “I’m going back to the Fig. Can you handle things here?”

“Yeah, that’s fine. Do what you need to and call if you need me.”

I cried the whole way home. You’d have thought that after a while a heart couldn’t break any more, but that’s not true. I didn’t bother pulling into the garage because I was only there to change.

For the first time in three weeks I didn’t bother looking next door before going in my house. Whatever my neighbor was doing didn’t matter right now. Normally when someone is in shock, they don’t feel pain. Maybe that was only true for the physical kind. Because I was definitely still in shock from what Mrs. Morrison had said and I was most certainly in pain.

My bedroom had recently been redecorated along with the rest of the house and it usually made me smile. But I was oblivious to the luscious red and gold bedcovers and the fresh new honey-colored paint. I was also oblivious to the fact that the curtains on my French doors were wide open. By the time I noticed I was already in my underwear. Fuck it. If my neighbor was out there, let him look. After all, I’d been ogling him for weeks. Maybe I could return the favor.

I pulled on a pair of my favorite jeans. They’ve got slashes all down the legs and one that falls just short of indecent exposure under the left butt cheek. I considered wearing a skirt. But I planned to get stinking, falling down drunk tonight. I wanted something that covered my crotch. My breasts are too large to go without a bra, so I picked one that I felt enhanced what I had without making them look like they were jacked up underneath my chin. Lifting and separating is all well and good, but when you’re a D cup you don’t want them lifted too high. It looks unnatural. The black thong I was wearing already matched so I didn’t bother changing panties. Yes, I think my bra and panties needs to match. Even the skuzzy ones I wear when I don’t feel well.

The black shirt I picked out had just a little bit of sleeve and slashes across the midriff to match my jeans. It was made that way. I feel the need to explain since so many people in the South can’t seem to figure out that it’s okay to wear clothes with holes in them sometimes. In fact, some even come with them on purpose. My grandma has been offering suggestions for years on how to patch up my favorite jeans. I’ve given up trying to explain fashion to her.

Since the jeans were cut low, the shirt just barely met them. This showed off my new tattoo quite nicely through the decorative slashes. I’d gotten the long-stemmed red rose along my hipbone about a month ago and hadn’t properly shown it off yet. I’d always wanted a tattoo, but never could decide on a design. Finally, I just walked into a tattoo parlor and let the artist pick one for me. James would have disapproved. Fuck him. I like roses.

A pair of low heeled black boots completed the outfit and I was good to go. I had no intention of redoing my makeup or doing anything different with my hair. I’d let my hair dry naturally the night before, which meant I had curls galore. I did spare a quick glance in the mirror though and realized that my eyes looked more red than brown. I took a minute to use some drops and then reapply a little bit of eye liner before grabbing my jacket and heading out.

When I walked back into The Flaming Fig Chase seemed surprised to see me. He checked his wrist, then realizing it was bare, looked up at the clock on the wall.

“It’s six o’clock. What happened?” he asked.

I sat down at the bar and threw my jacket onto the seat beside me. The place wasn’t that busy yet, but it would be. This was one of the few locations you could buy beer on Sunday. I’d always thought that was a stupid rule. “No beer sold on Sunday,” so many signs read. Why the hell not? It just drove up sales for Saturday night. Then again, this was coming from the same people who banned many beloved children’s books that contained “magical elements” and said they were evil or “devil worship books.” Some days I’d love to bibbity boppity boo their stupid asses into dog shit. Man, I was in a bad mood.

“Are you going to answer me or just sit there with that frown on your face?” Chase asked.

I leaned forward and propped on the bar. “I’m just keeping my promise.”

“It’s early. Someone must have pissed you off.”

“Oh, so it’s too early to keep my word?” There was definitely more venom in my tone than Chase deserved.

His voice was kind when he replied, kinder than my rude remark deserved. “You had no intention of keeping your word. You said you’d be back so as not to hurt my feelings. Now, how about I fix you that drink and you can tell me who pissed you off?”

Halfway into a pitcher of key lime margaritas I had nearly concluded my rant about Mrs. Morrison.

“That stupid fucking cunt. Oh, hi Charlie.”

The policeman sat down beside me and slapped his badge onto the counter.

“You must be talking about my aunt Jackie.”

“Look, don’t take it personal.”

He waved off my comment. “No, she’s retarded. I can’t believe what she said to you today.”

“Oh, so you were there,” Chase said, moving closer. “Was your aunt dropped on the head as a child?”

Charlie laughed. “She needs to be dropped on her head as an adult if you ask me. Can I buy you a beer, Lucy?”

I toasted him with my margarita. “I’m good, thanks.”

“Well, give me one then, Chase. I’m officially off duty.”

Charles was just a few years older than me. He didn’t think I noticed, but I’d always known he had a thing for me. For some reason tonight, that didn’t bother me at all and neither did the thought of being close to him. Normally, I kept my distance just a little bit so as not to give a false impression. Damn, those margaritas were strong.

“You’re not planning to drive home now are you, Lucy?”

Before I could answer Chase said, “No sir. She turned in her keys to me almost an hour ago.”

“Where’s Sam?” I asked out of nowhere.

Sam is the other cop that works with Charlie. Actually, he’s the sheriff. We’ve only got a few cops and they are the only two who work regularly. Sam is around six feet tall with shaggy salt and pepper hair he keeps tucked neatly underneath his hat. But I’ve seen him around town riding his motorcycle and I know what his hair looks like down or in a short ponytail. I also knew what he looked like in leather pants and the thought made me so wet that for a minute I thought I’d peed in my pants.

I’d had a thing for Sam since I hit puberty, but no one knew that except me.

“He’s probably back at the station listening to the radio. Why?”

That really made me want to place an obscene phone call. But what I said was, “No reason,” and smiled.

As I poured myself another drink from the pitcher, Charlie turned toward me and seemed to take a good look for the first time that night.

“I’m not saying that there aren’t good things about James. But he ain’t the kind of man worth getting drunk over.”

“This has nothing to do with James,” I lied.

Chase fanned with the towel he was holding like the heat of my lies would burn him right up.

“Oh, it doesn’t? You planned on getting stinking drunk before Jackie opened her mouth?”

I raised my arm and took a sniff. “I don’t stink.”

Charlie laughed. “It’s an expression, honey. Are you all right?”

“Fine. Chase, could you help me move to that booth over there?” I placed my hand on Charlie’s arm and said with a smile, “Nothing against you, Charlie. I just want to be closer to the juke box. You’re welcome to join me.”

I didn’t really want company, but I didn’t want to hurt his feelings either. Hell, I’d known him since I was six years old. No sense making enemies now.

“That’s sweet of you. But I’m gonna finish my beer and head on out. I should be able to catch the last of the game on TV.”

“Suit yourself.”

I picked up my coat and glass while Chase took the pitcher and brought it to the corner booth. The bar had started to fill up by now and I wanted to get to the juke box before it already had three days’ worth of country songs selected. I hated country music, aside from a few slow classics. It was all too damn sad for my taste and especially too sad for my mood. “My wife shot my dog so I had to shoot my wife before she ran off with the mobile home” was not my idea of entertainment. Actually, it hit a little too close to home sometimes.

Chase took a wad of quarters out of his apron and slapped them onto the table in front of me. “Knock yourself out. Dance, drink and have fun.” He turned to leave, and then looked back over his shoulder. “And babe, put a little umph in it.”

With a smile I took his quarters and started selecting every R&B song on the list.

Alcohol had never made me so horny before. Ever. It usually did not have that effect on me. Normally I just got relaxed and if I drank enough I’d pass out. Although that had only happened twice in my life. I wasn’t a heavy drinker. At least, not on a regular basis. Every now and then, like tonight, I’d get good and liquored up. Rarely was this done in public either. I should have stopped after one pitcher, I really should. But I didn’t.

Chase had just delivered a second pitcher of key lime margaritas to my booth as I started a particularly nasty little dance routine. I loved to dance, but I saved the really raunchy, crotch grabbing, breast cupping stuff for when I was alone. Except for tonight. I had no qualms about running my hands up and down my legs as I bent over and rested my ass against the juke box. I flipped my hair back with a violent sort of motion, running my hands down my breasts and over my slowly rotating hips.

I stroked the seam of my pants and could feel the lusty grin spreading across my face. My makeup was probably running, but I didn’t give a damn. Up until then I had tuned out the crowd, but when I looked up I saw Ozzy coming my way. He was not quite six feet tall. His short red hair was darker than mine, so dark that it almost looked brown. Ozzy is short for Oswald. All I really knew about his past was that his family used to be rich, but they weren’t anymore. Despite that fact he’d come to town six years ago with lots of money. I didn’t ask and he didn’t offer to tell. He did say that paying for my shop to get started might help to change his karma.

Ozzy always looked like he’d escaped from a dinner party somewhere and just started to loosen up. No matter where he went he wore black slacks and a white dress shirt. In six years I had never seen him in jeans and now I found the thought of seeing him in nothing at all very appealing. I had a weakness for redheaded men. Not the kind with freckles all over, but the kind who had a normal complexion and just happened to have red hair. It did something for me.

Aside from the hair I liked so much, Ozzy had deep brown eyes and a nice body. Oh, and let’s not forget his lips. They weren’t particularly large or full or anything you hear about in romance novels. They were just sexy and right now they looked fun to touch.

He approached me slowly and his smile matched mine. When he was close enough to touch I pressed my body against his and reached down to cup his balls in my hand. To my surprise his expression didn’t change. A low, anguished whistle could be heard somewhere in the crowd as I said, “Hello, Ozzy.”
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Chapter Four
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Unfriendly ideas

I squeezed gently and his expression still remained the same. Damn it felt good to touch him like this. His pants were soft and to my delight, his cock was growing hard.

“Have I ever told you how much I like your lips?”

I leaned forward as if to kiss him and Oz pulled back, but not enough to remove my hand.

“You really have been drinking a lot tonight.”

Reluctantly, I released his crotch. He put his arm around me and with his hand against the small of my back, led me to my booth. 

“How did you know where I was sitting?”

He smiled. “Because your coat is here.”

I refreshed my drink and took a sip. “Have one with me?”

He dangled my keys over the table. “I’m your designated driver, but I’ll watch you drink all you like and if I have to, I’ll carry you out of here over my shoulder.”

Oz could have said that to me any other time and I’d have thought nothing of it. But tonight it sounded more sexual somehow, and I liked it. He reached across the table and took my hand. Where I normally found comfort I now found an almost painful state of arousal. Why had his touch never done this to me before?

“What’s gotten you so worked up?” he asked softly.

“The touch of your hand for one thing.”

“You know what I mean. You don’t usually drink like this.”

“Chase called you, didn’t he?”

“Yes.”

We sat there in silence for almost a full minute, Ozzy quietly waiting for my answer while I continued to drink. I couldn’t tell Chase or Justina what had happened, but I could tell Oz. By that I didn’t mean I couldn’t talk to them, because I certainly did that. I didn’t let them in the same way I did Oz. With him, I had absolutely no filter. He had joked with me before that he must look like a priest because I had no trouble confessing my sins to him. I’m not sure why, but I could tell him things sometimes that I couldn’t tell anybody else. Like how I felt right now.

“I saw James a few days ago and he didn’t even acknowledge me.” I blurted it out before I had time to really think. Here I was thinking that what Jackie Morrison had said was the worst of it, but apparently that wasn’t so.

“I smiled at him and everything, Oz, and he just turned away like I wasn’t there at all.”

I could feel the tears burning my eyes and knew that the instant they fell my mascara would run if it wasn’t already. Ozzy put his hand back over mine and I looked down as big droplets of tears hit the table.

“Mrs. Morrison said that he was thinking of starting a family.”

“Fuck Jackie Morrison.”

I snapped my head back up and couldn’t help but laugh. It wasn’t that Oz never used bad language; he just didn’t normally use the f-word when talking about old women.

“I’d rather not,” I said with a laugh.

“No one would, and that’s part of her problem. She never thinks before she opens her mouth. I bet that old bat hasn’t had anything nice to say in thirty years.”

I laughed harder and it felt really good.

“Don’t listen to what she has to say and don’t let yourself get worked up over a moron like James.”

Ozzy had remained quiet on the subject of James and our breakup. He had refrained from offering an opinion of any kind before now. I wasn’t sure how to take his comment.

“You think James is a moron?” I giggled just a little bit, further evidence that I’d had too much to drink.

“He left a smoking hot redhead with a beautiful body and ended up with a mediocre blonde with no tits. Are you kidding me? The man is obviously brain dead.”

To my surprise I could feel myself blushing at his words. Grabbing my crotch in front of a room full of people hadn’t made me blush, but Ozzy’s compliment did. Imagine that.

“You think I’m hot?”

“I think you’re gorgeous, but that’s not news.”
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