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      Heidi

      I step inside Branwen Beach Bakery and the smells of fresh out-of-the-oven pastries interrupt my lack-of-sleep haze.

      “Heidi!”

      Turning, I see my friend Willa waving me over to a corner bistro table. She lifts two large coffee cups.

      “Oh my lord, yes. Thank you.” I say, gripping the paper cup in my hand and downing the steaming hot caffeinated goodness.

      My friend giggles at my caffeine desperation.

      “I knew that last shot would do you in.”

      “Why the hell did we drink so much? Is getting plastered patriotic or something?” I whine before drinking the rest of my coffee and standing up to order more at the counter.

      “Will you get me a blueberry scone while you’re over there?”

      I give Willa a pathetic thumbs up and place an order with a friendly looking auburn-haired woman wearing a badge that reads Dulce.

      “Cool name,” I say, indicating her badge.

      “Cool hair,” she responds, pointing to my mop of purple waves.

      After I order, she hands me a number on a stand and I sit back down with Willa, who is staring out of the bakery window with a wistful look.

      “You’re kicking yourself right now, aren’t you?” I say, with a slightly teasing tone.

      “Yes,” she groans back, “I should have taken the full week off like you. I don’t know why I thought two days for the 4th up here would be enough time for me to decompress.”

      “Well, for one, you’re a workaholic.”

      She rolls her eyes at me, which is typical whenever I bring up her habit of overworking herself.

      “You already know I have to be ten times better than the men I work with or I’ll be looked over for every damn assignment. It is what it is.”

      “Well, you still deserve more than a two-day vacation, Willa.”

      “Yeah, yeah.”
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        * * *

      

      After I wave goodbye to Willa when she heads home to Los Angeles, I walk to my hotel room to change into my bathing suit. Grabbing the thriller paperback I am reading, I stroll down to the ocean.

      It’s the day after a holiday, so of course the beach is busy. Walking down a bit, away from the crowds, since I am not in the mood for “people” today. I just want to lie in the sun, lathered in high SPF sunscreen, and finish my book.

      Feeling overheated after an hour of reading, I skip down to the water and float around in the waves for a bit. The water feels amazing. I need to do this more often. And make Willa join me.

      From the waves, I notice a group of young men set up near my spot. I groan internally. I’ll probably have to move. Hopefully, I’m wrong and they don’t go all loud and bro on me.

      I wait in the water longer than I originally planned, because I hope they go swim or run off to the volleyball nets. But the men stay in their spot, eating, drinking, and laughing loudly. I finally suck it up and head back to my spot. When I walk by the young guys, I hear them snickering and making quiet comments. Minus one who uses his outdoor voice.

      “I bet that ass jiggles when you spank it.”

      An eruption of laughter bursts out behind me. Flashes of red color my vision and I slowly turn around to face the men. Several smiles falter, but the guy I am pretty sure said that last bit gives me a smarmy grin. I quietly raise my middle finger at him, turn around, and head back to my book. Hooting laughter rings in my ears as I walk away.

      A few chapters into my book, several figures walk up to my blanket, blotting out the sun. I glance up to find the guys, who look tipsy now, hovering over me.

      Shading my eyes with my hands, I say, “It’s illegal to drink on the beach, you know.”

      The young men snort, with one remarking, “You’re not my ma.”

      This causes the dude I flipped off to crack, “But she is a mom I’d like to fuck.”

      “Fuck off and leave my sight.” I say firmly, although these idiots are starting to make me feel unsafe.

      “Your purple hair is hot,” says the Lead Idiot, sitting down on my beach blanket.

      I sit up straighter, gathering every bit of bravery I can find inside myself.

      “I said, fuck the hell off. I am not interested.”

      His friends don’t look as pleased with themselves now, but Lead Idiot leans toward me, his breath stinking of cheap beer, and says, “You getting me off with a fuck sounds delicious, baby.”

      Jumping to my feet, my hands are balled into fists by my sides. I am keenly aware of how exposed I am standing here in my swimsuit. I am also very aware that we are far away from the crowd of beachgoers.

      Lead Idiot staggers to his feet and swipes at my bare stomach. I open my mouth to scream at him, but a deep voice behind me speaks up.

      “She told you to leave her alone.”

      The gang of fucktwits all puff out their chests and, before I see who stepped in to help me, a loud roar freezes me with fear.

      A bear’s roar.
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      Orson

      With my ears ringing from the fireworks, our group schleps through the sand to head to Main Street. My cousin, Artina, is leading the way as usual. Reaching the sidewalk, she stops abruptly and whips around to face the rest of us.

      “We need to toast Artio and Ray!”

      My sister just got engaged a month ago and tonight is the first time all of us have been together since they announced it.

      “Art, it’s OK. It’s late.” Artio says, snuggling into her fiance.

      “Branwen Beach Tavern is literally open, look,” Theo, my older brother, points to a flashing sign in the bar’s window, “I could have a beer.”

      “It’s decided, chop chop!” Artina orders, gesturing for us to follow her.

      I take my time from the rear. My sister’s engagement is fantastic. She deserves all the happiness in the world. I am thrilled for her.

      And it bothers me. I have felt so incredibly jealous of her situation ever since she announced the engagement. Which makes me feel like a piece of shit.

      The post-July Fourth fireworks crowd fills the tavern. The five of us squeeze in together at the end of the bar.

      “My treat, everybody,” I say, waving away their protests.

      “You haven’t gotten that promotion yet, little brother,” Theo says with an arched eyebrow.

      “No, but I can afford a few drinks, anyway.”

      “When do you think you’ll find out?” Artio shouts over the din.

      Placing the drink order with the bartender, I turn back to my family with a shrug.

      “Who knows with my boss? But he’s coming to Branwen Beach in a few days and wants to meet with our office up here.”

      Everyone throws words of encouragement my way. The support feels good, but worry knots inside of my stomach. I may not be in love like my sister, but I would very much appreciate a promotion at 40.
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        * * *

      

      Two hours later, several more drinks, and after the other three called it a night well over an hour ago, Theo and I shuffle out onto the street. Our duplex is a half-mile walk up Main Street, which we pull off without either of us falling into the gutter.

      At the top of our separate stairs, we give even other intoxicated wave goodbyes before heading inside. I kick off my sandals and collapse onto my couch. The amusement I felt hanging out just now dissipates as I mull over the evening. My family, as always, was great tonight. But the self-imposed feelings of inadequacy, because of my lack of love life and my possibly stalled career, lulls me to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      The morning greets me with a wave of nausea and a visit to the porcelain throne. Gut emptied, I sit back on my bathroom floor with a groan. I am too old for this crap.

      After taking a quick shower, I throw on shorts and a tee, and head out. I need to load up on liquids and vitamins, so the Branwen Beach Juicery it is. I find it busy inside, which is the norm during summer’s touristy months.

      Green juice in hand, I walk down to the ocean. Not surprisingly, beachgoers crowd the sand, and I struggle to walk without constantly avoiding beach blankets. The sun feels amazing on my face, but I need to get away from people while I recover from my previous evening’s decisions.

      I head down the beach, away from the crowd, and find my walking groove. When I pass the last of the sunbathers, I can’t help but notice a curvy, purple-haired goddess standing up from her beach blanket. The woman is thick, with curves in all the right places, and her pale skin shimmers in the sunlight. She bends down to put something away and my cock twitches at the sight of her ample cleavage pouring out of her bathing suit top. Standing back up, she spins on her heel and heads to the water.

      I don’t stop and watch her swim, as much as I would love to see her tits bouncing in the waves. Instead, I continue my walk while downing my green juice, which I already know is just a starting point for me in order to feel normal again. I walk far enough for a good view of the cliffs off of the Pacific Coast Highway and turn to head back.

      The voluptuous beauty from before is easy to spot on my way back, given the bright shades of plum crowning her head. When I get closer, I see some young dude-bros walk up to her blanket. Well, guys, I am just assuming they are dude-bros based on how douchey they look.

      When I can make out the young men’s features, suspicion trickles down my spine and my inner bear tenses up. I watch the woman sit tall before responding to the broseph, who obnoxiously sat down on her blanket, with a loud voice.

      “I said, fuck the hell off. I am not interested.”

      The obvious pieces-of-shit dude-bros all smirk, while the one on the blanket sneers, “You getting me off with a fuck sounds delicious, baby.”

      Picking up the pace, I watch the woman jump to her feet and the man stumble up and make a grab for her when I come up from behind.

      “She told you to leave her alone.”

      The gang of fucktwits turns my way, ready to jump me. And, as tempted as I am to surprise them mid-fight, I shift to let them know who they are dealing with.

      In my black bear form, I stand up on two legs and roar over the pounding of the surf. The pseudo-tough guys react as if they are the Three Stooges and take off.

      I immediately shift back into my human form because I can’t help but laugh at them while they run away. The gorgeous woman is staring at me, smiling but also very confused looking.

      Hot damn, she is sexy as all hell.
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      Heidi

      I watch the enormous black bear vibrate and blur, shifting into a drop dead gorgeous man.

      Did I fall asleep? I look behind me and see the idiotic brosephs running away. I turn back to the man, who is chuckling while he watches the dudes taking off, and my nipples jump to attention.

      This delicious piece of eye candy is laughing, but I am too focused on taking in every inch of him. His dark brown skin glistens in the hot sun, which only makes his muscular arms and legs stand out more to me. His joyful, copper-colored eyes look away from the fleeing wannabe-men and meet mine.

      My heart jumps into my throat, but I squeak out, “Thank you.”

      The man’s full, suckable lips break into a smile and he says, “Any time. Are you okay?”

      “Yeah. Yes. Thank you.”

      He tips his baseball cap and continues down the beach. I stare out at the waves, dumbfounded by what had just occurred in such a short period. I then look over to where the man is now, far off down the beach, and bite my lower lip. Lord, he is a dish.
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        * * *

      

      After a quick shower in my hotel room, I take a class at Branwen Beach Yoga Studio down the street. Willa and I tried it out on our first full day here and I loved it, so I wanted to squeeze in a couple more classes before I have to return to real life in Los Angeles. Today I try out the hot yoga session, which makes me sweat through my clothes within minutes.

      After the class, I walk to the juice place down the street. As soon as I step inside the door, I bump into my sexy bear shifting protector walking out.

      “Well hello again,” he says, his voice like baritone butter.

      “Hi. I take it you like this place?” I say, awkwardly.

      He arches an eyebrow at me and I realize I am probably coming off like a stalker. I point to the plastic cup in his hand.

      “Your juice. I noticed you had one earlier as well.”

      “Oh, yeah,” he says with a laugh, “I had a bit of a rough Fourth, so I am only juicing today.”

      “I’m Heidi, by the way.”

      “Orson. Orson Baer.”

      We stand awkwardly for a moment, when my mouth speaks without first consulting my brain.

      “Thank you again for what you did earlier. Um, I’d love to show my appreciation somehow. Buy you coffee? Or lunch?”

      The knotted fear in my stomach melts away when his gorgeous face breaks out into a sexy grin.

      “That sounds amazing. What about tomorrow? It’s supposed to be another beautiful day, so maybe a picnic on the beach?”

      His readiness with a lunch suggestion throws me for a loop, making my pussy clench. I suddenly become very aware of my tight, damp yoga outfit and how it easily shows my happy little headlights.

      “Sure. Meet at the parking lot at noon?”

      “See you then!”
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        * * *

      

      Willa, via a video call, helps me pick out my outfit for the beach picnic.

      “Girl, if you don’t wear that sundress, I am going to be late for my 11:00 am because I will lecture your ass.”

      Giggling, I twirl in front of the mirror one more time. I have to admit, I look smokin’ in this dress.

      “You sure it isn’t too slutty?”

      “Ahem, Ms. Heidi York, you know I will not tolerate any slut-shaming in my presence.”

      We both laugh and I salute her, saying, “Yes, ma’am.”

      A half hour later, seeing Orson’s face when he catches sight of me, tells me Willa was right about this dress. I don’t mind that his eyes linger on my rack, either. I think it’s my best feature.

      Halfway through the picnic, my nerves abate because he keeps making me laugh. He’s hilarious and charming. Which adds to the panty-melting factor.

      Orson leans back on the blanket and lets out a satisfied post-meal sigh.

      “You know how to pack an excellent picnic, Heidi.”

      “Thanks. I go on a lot of picnics to Griffith Park with my friends.”

      Nodding, he says, “My company is based out of Los Angeles. In fact, my boss is here in two days for some meetings at our satellite office out here. I’m up for a promotion, but I have no clue when he will decide or if I even have a chance.”

      “Well,” I say, allowing myself to flirt a little, “You definitely have the charm to win over your boss.”

      Orson sits up, smiling at me in a way that makes my panties wet.

      “Oh yeah? You think I’m charming?”

      Laughing, I feel my cheeks burn. I let my hair tumble in front of my face to hide my blushing, but he reaches over and tucks a purple strand behind my ear. The boldness of this move excites me.

      “You have cool hair, by the way,” his voice sounds sultry.

      “Thanks,” I say, staring at my lap like a stupid teenager.

      “I know you’re leaving in a couple of days, but I was wondering if I could take you out for dinner tonight?”

      I look up into his copper eyes, surprised by his question. He looks at me with sincerity.

      Sexy sincerity.

      “I would love that.”

      “I’ll pick you up at 6.”
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