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Buster

 

I’m the luckiest son of a bitch on the planet, Ted thought as he lay naked on the bed, the sheets strewn over half his ass. The air still held the mingled essences of perfume and sex. From his prone position he took in the view over the Willamette River towards Portland’s downtown core.

He heard bare feet pad back towards the bedroom. Ted turned his head around on the pillow. From his new vantage point, he could see past bare legs and into the hallway that led to the main bathroom, kitchen and living area. Leaning against the bedroom door frame stood Iris, the love of his life, her hair in a high ponytail tied with a red ribbon.

She wore a white, loose-fitting t-shirt with an image of a rocket taking off amid plumes of smoke. Beside it were the words “Launch Time.” The hem of her shirt was just long enough to hide her panties from view.

If she’s wearing any. The thought brought a warm smile to Ted’s lips and he felt himself getting hard again. In front of him was still the woman he had imagined underneath that black business suit five years ago. Confident, intelligent, and sexy as hell. Business and pleasure: Ted had the best of both worlds.

Iris reached up with her left hand and pulled out her hair ribbon, one red inch at a time. With her left arm raised, the hem of her t-shirt lifted enough to offer Ted a glimpse of her white bikini-style panties, the ones with a small red bow on the waistband that he loved so much.

Like a present waiting to be unwrapped.

Iris licked her lips, anticipating Ted’s desire. “Ready for round two?”

Before Ted could answer, Iris placed her hands together and dived into the bed, the covers rippling like water as she disappeared into the mattress.

“What the hell?” Ted propped himself up on his elbows and looked toward her point of entry. “Where did you go? Iris?”

“Hey lover-boy.”

Ted followed the source of Iris’s voice and found her underneath him. She kissed his chest. “Wait. How did you—”

As his last rational thought slipped out of his head, Iris appeared behind him, layering kisses on his back.

“Iris, how are you—”

“Shut up.” Iris pushed Ted down onto the bed. She was no longer wearing her t-shirt as he could feel the hot skin of her breasts and nipples brush against the small of his back, buttocks, and thighs.

Iris disappeared under the sheets and spread Ted’s legs apart. He closed his eyes and took in the warm, wet sensations as they traveled down his back and over his buttocks.

Ted heard Iris’s voice whisper into his ear. “Beep. Beep. Beep.”

Logic fought for attention in his brain. How can your mouth be in two places at once? he thought.

Iris continued. “Beep. Beep.” But her voice became more rhythmic, more electronic, until all that remained were the wet caresses under the sheets.
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Ted opened his eyes to the clock radio on the bedside table. It read 6:00 a.m., flashing with each beep. He groaned as he reached out and silenced the alarm.

You have got to be kidding me, Ted thought, as he turned his head towards Iris’s side of the bed. Crumpled sheets remained where she had been sleeping. Ted heard the shower shut off and the stall door open and close in the ensuite bathroom, yet the wet sensation on his backside remained.

Wet and cold.

Then he heard a jangling collar. Ted reached down with his right hand to find a cold nose attached to a furry snout. He pulled back the sheets to reveal a seven month-old golden retriever nuzzling and licking his thigh.

“Buster!” The dog refocused on Ted’s face, layering wet, excited dog kisses on his cheek. “Okay, okay. I’m up.”

Ted swung his legs off the bed and sat up. His erection still commanded full attention inside his boxer shorts.

I’m really up.

He looked down at the tent in his shorts and considered rubbing one out in the main bathroom, but an inquisitive head-tilt from Buster distracted him.

“Going to have to teach you about consent, buddy. My butt’s off limits.” Buster moved to rest his head between Ted’s legs, which was a little too close to his deflating erection. He intercepted the dog’s playful approach with a head scratch. “Above the waist is okay. Below… not so much.” He wagged his finger back and forth and made a tsk-tsk sound.

Buster chuffed like he understood.

“Where’s Mom?”

The dog navigated to the foot of the bed and scratched the door to the ensuite bathroom.

Ted followed Buster’s path, gave the bathroom door a knock, and opened it. The ensuite bathroom was warm, steamy, and smelled like sweetened coconuts. Iris stood in front of the mirror with a large towel wrapped around her body, hand-drying her hair with a smaller chamois. Beside her on the counter sat her phone. She was lost in serious thought until she saw Ted at the door.

“Hey you,” she said with a smile that faltered once she spied Buster panting next to Ted’s feet.

Ted recalled fragments of his recent dream before they tumbled out of reach. “I just had a great dream about you.”

Iris looked at the receding bulge in his boxers. “That’s nice, hon.”

Ted stepped up behind her and planted a line of kisses, starting just below her right ear and down to her shoulder. “Want to get busy? We got time.”

Usually this was a turn-on for Iris, but she deflected. “I have depositions scheduled all day, so I need to get to the office early.”

Buster trotted into the bathroom and began to lick Iris’s feet and legs.

“Read my mind, buddy.”

“No dogs. Out!” Iris shooed Buster out. “Go.” She waved her hands. Buster got the message loud and clear. He whined and made a hasty retreat back into the bedroom.

“He was just saying hello.”

“I know,” Iris said, “but I just got out of the shower. I don’t want to smell like dog.”

“Besides…you don’t smell…like dog,” Ted said, punctuating his words with more kisses. “What do you say?”

Iris could sense his hard-on through the towel. “Rain check?” Her phone chimed an incoming text alert. She turned and offered a quick kiss on Ted’s forehead before grabbing her phone and leaving the bathroom. The accordion doors to the walk-in closet squeaked open and Iris began to pick out her clothes for the day. 

Ted looked at the empty shower stall. He imagined his remaining arousal swirling the drain. A tile next to the hair trap had chipped off.

Got to fix that, he thought.

As Ted closed the bathroom door, he could hear the familiar clacking sound of a phone keyboard. Iris was texting a reply to someone. It was a sound he had begun to loathe, and one more reason to dislike cell phones. Technology got in the way too much these days.

Ted dropped his boxers and sat on the toilet. He never stood up to pee at home. Iris had drilled that habit into him early on in their relationship. But in an attempt to reassert his manhood, he stood up to pee in every other bathroom in the free world (but mostly in Portland.)

Peeing sitting down with a hard-on was particularly difficult. To pass the time, Ted grabbed a Wired Magazine from the back of the toilet and began flipping through it. Just as he was settling into an article, he heard Iris knock.

“The dog’s hungry and I’m running late,” she said through the bathroom door.

“His name is Buster.”

“What?”

“Never mind. I’ll take care of him.” Ted tossed the magazine aside, flushed, and washed his hands.
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Ted’s condominium was appointed with modern furniture and appliances, but represented more of Iris’s style than Ted’s. Iris loved European high-end design and tended to favor form over function. Ted was the opposite. If it was comfortable, reliable, or easy to use, it got two thumbs up. Most of the time they were able to compromise, but Ted would never understand why a plastic chair had to cost almost two hundred dollars.

“It’s the design that’s important,” Iris would say on their many trips to Contempo Imports, their current go-to store for “fine furnishings and state-of-the-art appliances.”

Ted tucked his well-worn button-up shirt into his jeans. Buster whined at his feet. “I’m hungry too, buddy, but you’re going to have to wait a bit.”

The dog’s nails clacked on the engineered hardwood floor as he scrambled to all-fours and led the way to the kitchen, just as he had every day for the past seven months. The aroma of fresh-brewed coffee permeated the space.

Iris looked sharp in the outfit she had picked for the day. She always looked sharp. Ted recalled falling head over heels five years ago, his first sight of her confident walk in a black-skirted business suit with a baby blue blouse, hem at a tasteful knee-level, and the shine of her straight, auburn hair. 

Today Iris wore a dark gray skirted suit with a white blouse. Her hair was tied back with a narrow red ribbon. Iris preferred skirts over pant suits because she considered her legs an asset. She wanted to assert her confidence and individuality as a woman in the firm, especially since she was trying to make partner. Wearing a pant suit felt like being one of the guys.

Ted walked past the kitchen counter and watched Iris. He still felt horny as hell. The small, red ribbon in her hair didn’t help.

“I love that outfit on you,” Ted said.

Iris sat at the dinner table, eating a muffin between sips of coffee from her favorite Contigo travel mug. When her hands were free, she typed notes into her open laptop as fast as her fingers could manage. An incoming text chimed on her phone and Iris switched gears, answering the text without delay.

“Aw, you’re sweet,” she said without looking away from her phone. “It’s one of my power suits. Oh, by the way, we’re out of coffee.”

Ted grabbed the French press that sat on the counter, emptied its contents into a mug and took a gulp. He was met with a mouthful of lukewarm grit and dumped the rest into the sink.

“Can you bring some home today?”

“Yeah, sure,” Ted said as he worked grains of coffee out of his molars with his tongue. He walked over to Iris and kissed the back of her neck, smelling a mix of perfume and faint coconut. He got down on one knee.

Iris stopped cold and looked at him. “Ted…? What are you doing?” There was an odd hint of terror in her eyes.

Ted ran his hand down Iris’s left leg, then back up, stopping at the hem of her skirt. “Someone finished the coffee. I need some kind of morning stimulation.”

“Rain check, remember?” Iris’s face relaxed and she presented her travel mug. “Want a sip?”

Ted accepted the casual rebuff. “Nah. I need sugar in mine. I’ll wait until I get to the shop.” He stood up, kissing the top of Iris’s head on the way by.

Buster sauntered over and gave Iris’s leg a lick.

“Not my nylons, Buster.” Iris shooed the dog away. “I don’t want hair on me.”

Ted walked back to the kitchen to inventory the remaining coffee beans. When Iris said they were “out of coffee,” that usually meant there wasn’t enough beans for a full pot. “Come here, boy. Mommy’s busy.” Buster trotted back to Ted.

Iris clenched her teeth. “Don’t call me that.”

“Oh, come on. Work with me. You’re Buster’s mommy and he loves you, don’t you, boy?”

Iris shot a look at Ted, her eyes narrowed. “I’m not his mommy.” She closed her laptop and placed it in her attaché case. Ted remembered buying it for their first date anniversary. Iris was difficult to buy for, but the case was one thing he got right. She used it every day and it had become scuffed and worn in places.

Buster whined and nudged his food dish towards Ted with his snout.

Iris wiped muffin crumbs from her mouth with a napkin and slung her attaché and purse over her shoulder. She finished her text and dropped her phone into her purse. Then, as if on autopilot, she dug out a compact mirror and refreshed her lipstick.

Ted met her at the door, holding her travel mug. “You almost forgot this.”

“I didn’t forget it, but thanks.”

Ted leaned in to kiss Iris, but she turned her head and presented her cheek.

“Lipstick.”

“Right.” Ted planted a light kiss on her cheek, again reminded of how terrific she smelled.

“I’m probably going to be late tonight.” Iris opened the door and stepped into the hallway, walking towards the elevators.

“Maybe we can talk about that rain check later.”

“Maybe,” Iris said without looking back.

“The fine print says it expires soon.”

Iris punched the elevator’s call button and glanced back at Ted. “You’re funny. Don’t get drunk with the guys, especially Ray.”

“Ray’s just misunderstood.”

“I understand him just fine. He’s gross.” The elevator dinged and the door slid open. Iris offered a small wave as she stepped inside.

Ted placed his hand on his heart. “Until tonight, my love.” His words arrived too late. The elevator doors had already closed.

Buster whined again and looked at his empty food dish.

Ted sighed and closed the door. He kneeled beside the dog and gave him a scratch and a hug. “I know you’re hungry. Just a little while longer.”
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The waiting room at Pets West Veterinarian Clinic was packed and heavy with warm dog breath.

“It’s pretty funky in here this morning.”

The receptionist gave Ted a warm smile. “It’s always like this on a Monday.” As Ted checked in, he made a mental note not to make an appointment on Monday again.

Buster sat on the floor next to Ted. The dog was on edge, as were all the other pets waiting their turn. Ted imagined that they all had an innate sense that something unpleasant was going to happen to them.

Ted reached down and gave Buster’s head a scratch. “I know it’s your big day, buddy. Mommy just forgot.” Buster emitted a low whine.

Next to Ted and Buster sat a chihuahua with numerous bald patches breaking through its thin fur coat. Despite being held on its owner’s lap, the little dog trembled so badly that Ted thought he could hear the dog’s teeth chattering.

Neurotic, Ted thought, as he began to scan the room. Project Diagnosis was a game he played in waiting rooms to pass the time. Animals were more of a challenge.

Next to the chihuahua sat a bulldog, with drool mixed with what Ted hoped was food flowing off its tongue in rivulets. Halitosis.

The pug in the corner looked over-fed and struggled to breathe. That one was easy. Asthma.

The Doberman and the German Shepherd sat bolt upright next to their owners. They kept at least one eye on each other at all times and watched for any breach of waiting room protocol. Aggression issues.

A veterinarian assistant in her mid-twenties entered the waiting room carrying a clipboard. “Buster…and Ted?”

“That’s us.” Ted stood up, prompting Buster to stand as well.

The assistant extended her hand and smiled. “Hi Ted. I’m Cherise. I’ll be cumming during our encounter.”

Ted did a double-take as he shook Cherise’s hand. It was warm and smooth. “Pardon me?”

“I said I’ll be accompanying Buster during his procedure.” Cherise looked at Ted with a careful eye. “Are you feeling okay?”

Ted nodded, a little perplexed. “I’m fine.” He crouched to Buster’s level and ruffled his fur. “You be good, buddy. Okay? Treats for you for sure after.” He kissed Buster’s head and stood up. Ted handed the leash to Cherise. “When can I pick him up?”

“Anytime after four.” Cherise jotted down some notes on her clipboard. “I’m open for anything.”

“What?”

Cherise paused and stared at Ted with her dark brown eyes. “Um, we’re open until seven.”

Am I losing my mind? I could have sworn I heard something else, Ted thought, his brain racing in all the wrong directions but all involving Cherise in various stages of undress.

“Are you sure you’re okay?”

“Uh…I just need a coffee and some fresh air.” Ted headed towards the clinic’s entrance. “Give Buster an extra Milk Bone for me.”

Once outside, Ted took a deep breath, shook his head, and tried to piece together the last ten minutes.

What’s happening to me? he thought. The answers he sought would come later.
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Ted had always wanted to own a coffee shop. Now he was living the dream. Buster’s Beans Coffee Shop was small compared to many, but what made it unique was its heritage. The shop had been built around an old freight elevator from the early 1900s. The interior was long and narrow, framed by old red brick walls, and the ceiling twice as high as a typical coffee shop. There were a few round tables at the front and rear, and a couple outside when the weather was agreeable. In keeping with the building’s original purpose, the front of the shop could be shuttered with a rolling corrugated steel door.

It was comfortable inside Buster’s Beans and the variety of coffee, warmed pastries, and bagels served provided a delicious olfactory experience. The shop enjoyed brisk business almost year round. It was a prime location for walk-by traffic in the mixed commercial and residential East Portland neighborhood.

In the five years that Ted had owned and operated Buster’s Beans, he had developed a loyal clientele. There was enough business now to reliably support two full time employees.

Danielle and Joe were both in their mid-twenties, but Danielle had seniority, having worked at Buster’s Beans for three years, compared to Joe’s two. Danielle’s favorite color was purple and she incorporated it into everything in her life, from her jewelry and make-up, to her form-fitting t-shirts in summer and long sleeves underneath during winter. Everything needed a touch of purple. Her hair hung shoulder-length, black and straight with purple highlights, but it was unclear if black was her natural hair color. That was Danielle’s secret. However, it was her smile that lit up the place. It was one of the reasons Ted had hired her.

Joe was two parts barista and one part starving artist. Tall and wiry, his dirty blond hair was cut short on the sides, with the top pulled back into a loose man-bun. He took immense pride in his sculpted beard and manscaping prowess. Joe’s wardrobe included many varieties of short-sleeved button-up shirts that were always one size too small to emphasize what little musculature he had. The top two buttons remained unfastened to expose his neck and give his beard “room to breathe.”

Ted entered the shop just as Danielle and Joe were finishing up with the morning rush. “Sorry. The vet clinic didn’t open until eight-thirty.”

“You’re the boss.” Joe pointed at Ted with both index fingers. “You answer to no one.”

“Should’ve seen it a half hour ago.” Danielle placed both hands into her hair and squeezed in faux frustration.

“Are you still going to call this place ‘Buster’s Beans’? I mean…” He motioned to his own crotch. “It’s inaccurate, anatomically speaking.”

“Real funny,” Ted said.

“What else would you call it? ‘Buster’s Decaffeinated Beans’?” Danielle gave Joe a friendly shove. “Don’t be so literal. Besides, you can’t change the branding now.”

“Yes, exactly.” Ted grabbed an apron as he pointed at Danielle in agreement. “I knew I hired you for a reason.”

“You mean you didn’t hire her for her spectacular breasts?” Joe smirked.

“Pig. That’s harassment. I’ve got seniority here and I could have you fired.”

“I’d be fine with it, too,” Ted said. “I don’t condone harassment of any kind.”

Danielle threw a wet rag at Joe, hitting him in the face. “Go clean the toilet with that rat’s nest you call a beard.”

“Touché, my lady.” Joe extended one hand, placed the other on his heart and settled down to one knee. “Forgive me for bestowing your ample bosom with compliments.”

“Thin ice, Joe. Enough.” Ted nodded towards the last remaining customers preparing their coffees at the condiment station.

The front door swung open, ringing the bell attached to the door frame. Kunal and Ray, Ted’s besties, sauntered in. Kunal removed his mirrored aviators and placed them in the front pocket of his light blue silk shirt. His pressed khakis terminated in a pair of black leather loafer slip-ons. Everything he wore complimented his olive-skinned complexion.

Kunal had made his fortune creating mobile phone apps. Six years ago his Gigologo app, once described as “one stop shopping for people wanting to connect with single men,” had gone viral. Gigologo had taken off in the U.S., and he developed versions for the United Kingdom and Canada soon after. It didn’t take long for buyers to start knocking on Kunal’s door. In the end, he sold his company in exchange for stock and an undisclosed sum, reportedly mid-eight figures. Even Ted and Ray didn’t know how much he’d been paid. Since then Kunal had devoted himself to realizing his notion of a trendy, playboy lifestyle.

Ray on the other hand couldn’t find style if it hit him in the face. He wore a bright green track suit with white pinstripes extending down the arms and legs. The waistband was too tight, which formed a muffin top, even with his diminutive Asian physique. On his feet were a pair of red Adidas sneakers with white trim. His only modern feature was his close-trimmed beard.

Ray owned a medium-sized television and appliance store in Northeast Portland called Tronikusu. The name was inspired by the Japanese word for electronics. He made a modest living and paid his employees well. Unfortunately he often spoke and acted before his brain could catch up.

Ted had chummed around with Kunal and Ray since meeting in business school, long before Iris was on the scene. They had watched Ted’s relationship with Iris develop over the years, and Ted had taken extra measures to keep their friendship alive, a fact that always irritated Iris. She took pleasure in calling the trio “The Three Stooges” whenever the opportunity arose.

“I’m just joking,” Iris would say, but Ted never quite believed her. He was well aware of her deep dislike for Ray. However, Iris wasn’t as forthcoming about her feelings for Kunal. At bare minimum, she admired his fashion sense, but she had no respect for Kunal’s playboy way of life.

Ted waved the two over.

“Hey, dude.” Kunal high-fived Ted over the counter.

Ray followed, checking out two women adding cream and sugar to their coffees at the condiment station. He nodded at them, winked, pointed an index finger at one, then raised his right hand, fingers in a “V” sign and was about to stick his wiggling tongue between them.

Ted knew Ray’s unpredictable, yet predictable nature and tried to intercede. “Ray!”

Ray dropped his hand to his side and shrugged at Ted, but the damage was done. The two women left with visible disgust on their faces.

Ted tried to diffuse the situation. “I’m sorry, ladies. He didn’t mean it.” He ran out after them.

Ray sucked in his ample gut and placed his hand on his hips. “So? What do you think?”

“About what? The leisure suit?” Joe shot a quick glance at Kunal, then back at Ray. “Does it glow in the dark?”

Danielle sighed. “The beard. It’s always the beard.”

“Correction,” Kunal said. “The ‘Star Trek’ beard.”

“Nothing beats my beard.” Joe ran his hand over his face, compressing and stroking the shaped hair. Danielle shook her head and snickered.

“Here’s a hint.” Ray exhaled and his gut flowed out past his belt line. Then he sucked it in again. “Shields up! Red alert!” he said in his best William Riker impression, which still wasn’t very good. He held his gut in for a few seconds longer before releasing a tidal wave of flab back over his waistband.

Joe shrugged.

Danielle’s jaw dropped and her eyes widened. “Seriously, Joe? Even I know that one. William Riker, ‘Star Trek: The Next Generation.’ ”

“Nailed it!” Ray held up his hand, wanting to high-five someone. He settled on Kunal.

“Have you washed your hands?”

“Yeah.”

Kunal accepted Ray’s awkward high-five, then wiped his hand on his khakis.

“Hey. I said I washed them.”

“Sorry, dude.” Kunal shrugged. “Habit.” He dug into his pocket, pulled out a small bottle of Purell, and squeezed a drop into his hand. “Want some?”

Ray pushed Kunal’s hand away, annoyed.

Joe shook his head. “I’m drowning in a sea of nerds.”

Ted re-entered the shop and slapped Ray on the shoulder.

“Hey!” Ray flinched. “Why’d you do that for?”

“Why? You know why.”

Ray stared back, clueless. He was a loyal friend but had no social compass.

“For being a vulgar pig.” Kunal looked at his fingernails, spotted a hangnail, and dug out a nail clipper.

“That, and disrespecting my customers. Even after giving them two prepaid coffee cards, I’m not sure they’ll be back.” Ted glared at Ray. “You’re a friend, but I don’t allow behavior like that in my shop. I’ll ban you.”

Ray stared back, surprised. “You wouldn’t.”

“Try me.”

The two of them locked gazes, then Ray laughed. “Nah…I would’ve been kicked out long ago.”

Ted stepped back behind the counter. “Don’t fuck with my business, Ray. You’re on thin ice as it is.” He looked at Kunal trimming his nails. “And you…what are you, twelve? Do that somewhere else.”

“Sorry.” Kunal pocketed the clipper.

Danielle watched the door, then looked to the seating at the rear of the shop. No customers in sight. She leaned over the counter. “Look at this.” She stuck out her pierced tongue and wiggled it. “I got it for my boyfriend.”

Ray shifted his eyes from Danielle’s breasts settling on the counter to her tongue moving in her mouth. “That’s hot! You think my wife would go for it?”

“Not a chance in hell, dude,” Kunal said, shaking his head.

Joe eyed Danielle’s piercing, restraining his fascination and drying cups from the dishwasher. “But do you like it?”

“Not really…at least not yet.” Danielle captured the metal bead in her teeth, then let it go. “It’s hard to get used to, but it…” She glanced around the shop again before continuing. “It drives my boyfriend wild when I…you know.”

“Okay, too much information,” Ted said.

But it was too late. Ray’s pupils dilated like he was high on drugs. His eyes followed the little metal bead on Danielle’s tongue bounce up and down as she flicked it.

Ted tapped Danielle’s shoulder. “Stop. You’ll give him an aneurysm.”

“I think she’s already blown his mind,” Kunal said as he scanned the boldly titled “stimulant” board. He turned on his bedroom eyes and gazed at Danielle. “What’s good today?”

“The Nicaragua Jinotega is good.” Danielle said, returning Kunal’s look and raising the corner of her mouth in a sly smile.

Kunal raised his eyebrows. “Not a chance, huh?”

“Nope.” Danielle grabbed a cup and poured a Jinotega for Kunal. “I got a boyfriend, remember?” She wiggled her tongue at him.

“Ray?” Kunal said. “You want anything?”

“Give him a Green Eye.” Joe tossed his drying towel over his shoulder. “He’d be up for two or three days straight.”

Ted shook his head. “For Ray? No, that would kill him.”

Joe laughed.

“I’m serious.” Ted stared down Joe’s laugh. “Ray needs his sleep to live.”

“I bet I know what he wants.” Kunal revealed a perfect toothy grin and flashed his eyebrows.

“No.” Ted wagged his finger. “The bathroom is off limits.” Ted looked at Ray. “Remember what happened last time?”

“He’s kind of creeping me out.” Danielle handed Kunal his coffee. “Should we call someone?”

“Yeah, his wife.” Kunal said, laughing as he walked to the condiment station. Joe and Ted joined in the laughter.

“Give him a moment,” Ted said.

“We don’t have a moment. The mid-morning rush is going to start soon.” Joe filled a mug with cold water and threw it in Ray’s face, breaking his trance.

Ray blinked and wiped the water off. “Did I zone?”

“Yeah, you did.” Ted looked at him. “You want anything to drink?”

Ray shook his head.

“What are you doing later?” Kunal said to Ted as he sipped his coffee. Then he gave Danielle a nod, accompanied by his bedroom eyes again. “It’s good. The Jinotega.” She returned a smile and wiped down her section of the counter top.

Ted shrugged. “No real plans. Got to pick up Buster at the vet. That’s about it.”

“We should hit a couple bars,” Kunal said. “Can you get past ‘the guard’?”

Ted didn’t appreciate the sarcasm. “Of course, but—”

“Cool.” Kunal draped his arm around Ray’s sodden shoulders. “I’ll pick you up.” The two of them were halfway out the door when Kunal called back, “Thanks for the coffee, dude.”

Ted sighed. An evening of drinking wasn’t what he had in mind. He had a rain check to claim.
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Ted left the shop early to pick up Buster from the vet clinic. He had all the windows rolled down in the SUV, letting the warm air circulate. He loved Portland, especially during summer.

This is a perfect place to raise a family, Ted thought as he drove along Southwest Capitol Highway. Dotted with houses, greenery and intermittent sidewalks, the route was more like a typical city street than a highway. Ahead, he spotted Ella, the daughter of his next door neighbor, Sheridan Blake. Her signature bright pink baseball cap topped long blond hair in the style she’d sported for the past year.

This section of Southwest Capitol Highway had no sidewalk. Ella sauntered along the side of the road wearing flip-flops and a pool cover-up, her knapsack in one hand. Ted honked his horn and pulled over.

“Hey, Ella,” Ted said through the open passenger window. “Can I give you a lift?”

Ella stopped and approached the SUV with care. Upon recognizing Ted, she gave him a sweet smile and rested her forearms on the open window. “You going home?”

Ted thumbed at blankets and pillows in the back seat. “I have to pick up Buster from the vet, first. Then it’s home. Is that okay?”

“Yeah, sure.” Ella opened the door, threw her knapsack into the footwell and climbed into the front passenger seat. Her pool cover-up loosened and fell open just enough for Ted to see she was wearing a red and white striped bikini underneath.

Ella had been ten years old when Ted bought his condominium unit six years ago. While not technically friends, Ted had remained friendly towards Ella and Sheridan. He respected Sheridan’s ability to raise her daughter as a single mother, and helped them out with chores whenever he could. Ted had watched Ella grow up and thought of himself as an honorary uncle, although he had never shared that notion with anyone, not even Iris. And for as long as he had known her, Ella had been precocious and intelligent. Now sixteen, nothing had changed except for her physical appearance. Puberty had a way of doing that. Ella would break some hearts, if she hadn’t done so already.

Ted averted his eyes back to the road ahead. “Buckle up.”

“Already on it.” Ella pulled the seatbelt across her chest and waist and clicked the buckle into place. She pulled closed the gap in her cover-up.

Ted merged into traffic. Bits and pieces of his morning dream kept floating around his head, drawing his thoughts to Ella’s bikini. Not the teenage girl that wore them, but the colors red and white. He had to force the image of Iris in the same bikini out of his mind.

“Rain check,” Ted said. 

“What?” Ella gave Ted a sideways look.

Ted shook his head. “Sorry. Thinking out loud.”

“Oh.” Ella returned her eyes forward. “You’re working too hard.”

“You’re probably right.”

The two of them drove on in silence. Ted gave Ella a look and a smile, which she returned, but it felt awkward.

Ted tried to ease some of the tension. “It’s turning out to be a nice summer so far, huh?”

Ella slipped off her flip-flops and placed her feet on the glove compartment door. Her cover-up began to slide down her thighs, but she stopped it and kept it in place with her hands. “It’s not hot enough for me.”

“You like it hot?” The words were out of Ted’s mouth before he could stop them.

“Um…”

“Hot out. I meant hot out.” Ted kicked himself mentally as he felt the burn of embarrassment spread across his cheeks.

“I guess so.” Ella dropped her feet back to the footwell and smoothed the cover-up over her thighs.

“What are you up to this summer? Anything interesting?” Ted was desperate to return to the previous level of awkwardness.

“Not really. Just swimming.” Ella adjusted her baseball cap. “They’ve got an outdoor pool at Wilson High.”

Ted nodded. Unlike the SUV, the conversation was going nowhere and Ted decided to stop embarrassing himself. The two of them sat in silence until they arrived at Pets West.

Buster was still groggy from the anesthetic. Ted carried him to the SUV and placed him in the back seat on top of several pillows.

“You did real good today, buddy.” Ted tucked blankets around Buster. Ella watched Ted work from the front seat and her eyes softened. Ted held Buster’s head in his hands. “You comfortable?”

Buster chuffed and laid his head to one side. The dog had a black and gray striped BiteNot collar around his neck to prevent him from licking the incision site.

“That’s a good boy.” Ted planted a quick kiss on Buster’s head and returned to the driver’s seat. He navigated out of the clinic’s parking lot and began the journey home.

Ella looked back at Buster trying to snooze in the back seat. She returned her gaze forward, stopping on the way to study Ted’s face in profile for a second. Her lips curled in a faint smile.

“So, any summer jobs lined up?”

“No.” Ella fidgeted with her hands. She turned and looked back at Buster again. “So, what’s wrong with Buster? Did he get hurt?”

“Nothing that dramatic,” Ted said. “He just got neutered.”

“Really?” Ella looked at Ted in surprise, then back at Buster. “Aww.” She unbuckled her seatbelt, kneeled in the passenger seat, and worked her way towards Buster. The dog spied her approaching hand with a sleepy eye.

“Hey. Put your seatbelt back on.”

“Poor little guy.” Ella stroked Buster’s groggy head and the dog closed its eyes again. “You can’t make babies anymore.”

Ella reached farther forward to get closer to Buster and run her fingers over the dog’s fur. Her cover-up slid up her back, exposing her red and white bikini bottom.

Ted looked in the rear view mirror, and that’s exactly what reflected back at him: a rear view of Ella in her bikini.

Objects in mirror are closer than they appear, Ted thought. That’s for damn sure.

“You want to sink your face in my ass, don’t you?”

Ted’s eyes flicked forward. “What?”

“I said, do you think he’s going to be mad at you?”

I’m going crazy, Ted thought. First, the vet clinic, now this. “Uh…I hope not.” He looked over his shoulder. Ella’s raised backside was impossible to miss.

“I think I’d be mad at—” Ella turned her head as she backed out from between the front seats and caught Ted looking at her behind.

Ted returned his eyes to the road, trying to look as if nothing happened, yet feeling the heat of self-consciousness rising on his neck.

Ella returned to the passenger seat, a smile creeping across her face. “Were you just checking me out?”

“No,” Ted said without hesitation. “Get your seatbelt on.”

“It’d be okay if you were.”

“No, it wouldn’t…and no I wasn’t.” Ted reached for the paper cup of coffee from the dash cup holder, brought it to his lips for a sip, only to discover the cup was empty. He fumbled and dropped it into the footwell.

Ella stared at Ted’s face. She took pleasure in making him squirm. “Do you think I have a nice body?”

“What? Oh, Jesus.” Beads of sweat began to dot Ted’s hairline. “Uh, it’s fine. Now please, put your seatbelt on.”

Ella spotted Ted’s phone sitting in a cubby in the dash and grabbed it. She worked the display with her nimble fingers.

“Hey, what are you doing with that? Put it back.”

“This is an 8? Cool.” Ella swiped the screen into camera mode and leaned back into Ted, her cover-up laying open and slack. She held the phone out from her body and framed the two of them in a selfie: Ted driving and looking very annoyed and Ella grinning and wearing practically nothing.

Click!

“Give me the phone!” Ted took his right hand off the steering wheel and reached out. Ella began to giggle. She swapped the phone into her left hand and hid it under her left thigh.

The SUV drifted onto the shoulder. Ted over-corrected, causing the vehicle to swerve and sway. Ella slipped off Ted’s shoulder, the back of her head landing in his crotch.

Ted’s eyes bugged out. He grabbed the steering wheel with two white-knuckled fists and slammed on the brakes. The SUV skidded to a stop.

Buster cracked one eyelid open, looked around, and closed it again with a huff.

Face damp with sweat, Ted looked down at Ella giggling in his lap, cover-up open, pink baseball cap knocked askew, without a care in the world. She raised the phone again and framed a photo. Ted reached out to stop her before she—

Click!

The selfie captured Ella laughing, head in Ted’s crotch, with his arm reaching out over her sixteen year old bikini-clad body.

Ted was livid. “Seatbelt. Now!”

Ella righted herself, tucking in her cover-up and buckling herself into the passenger seat again.

Ted held out an open palm. “Phone.”

“Can I take Buster’s picture?”

Ted just stared at her. Ella stifled a giggle and returned the phone. He began to work the passcode when Buster whined from the back seat. He placed the phone back into the cubby in the dash and looked back at him.

“Sorry, buddy. We’ll be home soon.” Ted reached back and gave Buster’s head a scratch, which helped to diffuse his anger. He looked at Ella. “When you’re in this vehicle, you’re my responsibility. We could have gotten into an accident. You could have been hurt or killed.”

Ella sat, glued to her seat, and said nothing. The fun was definitely over.

“Not a peep.” Ted checked his side mirror and pulled out into the road. “And no funny business.”

Ella’s luck had run out. She did as she was told and kept her eyes front and forward.

“I always knew you cared.” She grinned to herself as the gears in her head began to spin.
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Ted stepped out of the elevator to the fourth floor, followed by Ella in her pool cover-up and with her knapsack slung over one shoulder. Buster, still groggy, lay in Ted’s arms.

They walked down the hallway to Ted’s door in silence, except for the low hum of the building’s air conditioning, the churn of the elevator returning to the first floor, and Ella’s flip-flops slapping her heels.

Ted looked at Ella, surprised to realize that she was almost as tall as he was. “Hey, could you do me a favor and unlock my door?”

Ella looked at Ted, then down at the front pockets of his jeans. The denim fit him well, accentuating all the right parts. She reached for the closest pocket.

Ted whistled. “Up here.” He jangled the ring of keys hooked onto the index finger of his left hand. “There’s nothing in those pockets.”

Ella took the keys, unlocked Ted’s door and placed the key ring back on Ted’s finger. “Thanks for the ride, Mr. Cooper. See you around.”
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