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Chapter 1
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Murph

“The regular, Carol?”

I lean out the small service window patiently. A silly children’s song—We want ice cream, yes we do, mint and lime and chocolate, too!—blares from the hidden speakers in the giant ice cream cone on top of my truck. Sure, it may be annoying but at this point?

It’s pretty much just white noise by now.

“I dunno,” Carol hems, the way she does every day. Meanwhile, my Cabana Cones truck idles smoothly outside her Sea Shanty souvenir stand on the bustling Boardwalk. “I was thinking of ordering the Spicy Mango today. How is it?”

I roll my eyes playfully, sighing with the routine sameness of it all. “Same as it was when we had this discussion yesterday, Carol,” I tease my longtime regular good-naturedly. “And the day before that. It’s wonderful. Delightful. Sweet and savory, but...also? Spicy, with a hot sauce shooter and Old Bay rim, remember?”

“That’s what worries me,” Carol hems as if voting for our next President, a finger across her upper lip as if to hide the wrinkles from decades of smoke breaks on the windy, sunny Boardwalk outside her busy souvenir shop. “Maybe I will get that regular after all, huh Murph?”

“One Beach Break Dog, coming right up.” I reach behind me for the hot dog shaped cookie resting in the middle cooler, a variation on the traditional ice cream sandwich with Cabana Cones’ typical spin on it: soft serve ice cream wedged between two chocolate chip cookie buns with alternating swirls of raspberry and lemonade drizzle to simulate ketchup and mustard. “With the Boardwalk employee discount, that comes to $6.99.”

“You’re too good to me,” Carol chuckles hoarsely, struggling with her change purse even though she orders the same exact thing, coming out to the same exact total, every. Damn. Day!

While Carol counts the entire contents of her little shell-covered change purse out loud, I sigh and content myself with admiring the view outside the service window. The sun, the sand, the shops, the strolling tourists but, in particular, the sleek and hustling skater boy doing some kind of flip trick with his board directly across from Carol’s souvenir stand.

He’s long and lean and rangy, the way they always seem to be, neon green ball dap turned backward atop his sandy brown curls, baggy tank top hanging off his scrawny body and his young face a mask of quiet concentration as he tries to nail whatever daredevil trick he’s trying to perfect.

He’s wearing baggy swim trunks, obviously, in a kind of breezy caramel color with chocolate brown racing stripes down each side that complement his long, graceful ease and taut, bubble backside. I’m still busy wondering what his front side might look like—you know what those scrawny little guys are always packing—when I hear Carol’s voice come into clearer focus.

“Murph?” she’s saying and, from the impatient tone in her nicotine-toned voice, not for the first time. “Here’s the money?”

I stand at attention abruptly, nearly knocking myself unconscious when I bump my head on the top of the tiny little service window. Carol snorts at my ribald antics and asks, “What’s gotten into you today, Murph?”

I sigh, struggling to focus on her thin, pinched face as the tall drink of water in the about-to-fall-off his lean, narrow hips skater boy attempts another daring attempt a few feet away. “Just restless,” I blurt before I can stop myself. After all, this is Carol we’re talking about here: boring, sweet, old, kind but far from progressive Carol. Would one of my most regular, diehard customers understand my sudden pining for a sweet, sticky, possibly, probably, hopefully very sweaty skater boy in the middle of some random weekday?

She sighs wistfully, glancing beyond my ice cream truck—beyond the railing behind us or even the sprawling Boardwalk itself—staring out across the shimmering sea at my back. “You said a mouthful there, kid,” she murmurs, as if I’m not the only one itching for a little more out of life than driving an ice cream truck—even if it is my own—up and down the sandy Boardwalk all day.

“I mean, it’s a good problem to have, right?” I tell Carol, and perhaps even myself, trying to cheer us both up.

“Oh sure!” She brightens, suddenly, as if having a bit of the mid-morning doldrums is some kind of crime. “There are a lot worse places to run a business than Seabreeze, right Murph?”

I smile and nod, figuring I’ve made enough eye contact by now that a quick glance at sexy skater boy won’t set off too many alarm bells with Carol. After all, can’t be too careful in a tiny little town like Seabreeze, South Carolina these days.

But he’s gone! The sexy little fucker! Off to terrorize some other local business owner in his backward cap and tight little ass and long, bony arms and effortless youthful, carefree beauty, no doubt. I sigh and sag against the little window where I spend most of my days, peering out at people living far better lives than my own while a mind-numbing children’s sound blares over my head.

Carol notices, cackling around her first bite of her Beach Dog. “Cheer up, Murph,” she chuckles, inching back to the Sea Shanty wearily as I prepare to slide the window shut on another midweek sale. “Only seven more hours to go!”

* * * *
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Chapter 2
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Van

“Baby?”

I keep my voice low. Not quite sure why, other than the deafening silence coming from inside the small, tidy house. He’s usually home this time of day, sprawled across the living room couch in his baggy boxer shorts and not much else, playing Space Crawlers 9 on the big screen TV. But today? The living room is empty. The TV dark. The house quiet but, I feel for some reason, also...occupied?

I inch the door open wider, sliding the key he’d given me weeks ago back out of the lock and hearing movement in the near distance. A footstep, perhaps? No, not quite. It’s closer to a thump sound, like a heavy book falling onto the hardwood floor in the back hallway.

Then? Nothing.

I pause with the front door half-open, me half-inside, leaning my skateboard against the hallway closet the way I know Brent hates and wiping sweat out of my eyes with an even sweatier forearm.

I inch the door shut behind me, another sound coming from the back hallway. It sounds? Sounds...like a laugh. But somehow not Brent’s stupid, coarse laugh. Someone else’s laugh. I frown and take a pit stop in the kitchen, dragging one of his beers from the fridge even as the sound of strange laughter echoes down the long hallway leading to the master bedroom.

I crack open the lid and drink deep of the cheap, cold beer. Frazer’s Light, his favorite brand from back on campus at Carolina Tech. I sigh and let the beer fill my belly, a quick shot of courage for what I suspect I’m going to find back there.

Or, should I say who I’m going to find?

Down the hall. At the end. In his bedroom. I sigh and bring the beer along, careful to avoid the creaky spots in the floorboards, the ones I know so well from sneaking out every morning to spend the day perfecting my air game all over town.

And why the hell not? Brent said I could stay with him all summer and it’s not even the Fourth of July yet, so...I freeze, midway down the hall, the sound of his big, meaty laugh echoing through the empty space I occupy. I shiver and frown. I know that laugh. All too well. Well, not so well lately, I suppose, but in the beginning?

When he first got back from school and he saw me at the skate park one day, shooting the shit with the other skater boys as he cruised us one by one? Took me back to his house, this very place, and fucked me silly for the next three days straight?

I heard it all the time: his sex laugh.

It’s been weeks since I’ve heard that laugh, though. Weeks since he’s touched me, frankly. Or I’ve touched him. Weeks since he’s let me interrupt his daily game play by crawling under his joystick (heh), tugging down his boxer shorts and sucking him off until he couldn’t take it anymore.

I sigh and swallow more beer, nearly to the door now when I freeze again: someone else is laughing their sex laugh! I smirk, not quite surprised, far from heartbroken but...seriously? My sweet, hot mouth and fresh pink hole weren’t enough for him?

I shake my head and keep moving. Down the hall until I’m standing just outside his bedroom door. The noises are more frequent now. Laughing, no...giggling. Then murmurs, low and deep, so familiar once upon a time and now? So distant and new.

There is a pause just as I reach for the doorknob, my hand surprisingly steady. Then I hear the wet, sloppy, surprisingly sexy sounds of a kiss. Loud enough to cover the quiet squeak of the knob sliding to the right and the gentle whisper of air as I inch the door gently open.

I stand out in the hallway, peering in through the crack in the door. There’s a strange man lying on his stomach, bare ass exposed and all kinds of sexy. Lean, taut, shapely and masculine, nothing like me. Or what Brent said he loved about me, anyway: my scrawny arms and hairless ass and smooth, skinny cock. He’s sweaty, but they’re just getting started so maybe from the gym? I glance away from the stranger’s flawless body to see the sweaty gym shorts and tank top piled atop a pair of squeaky white sneakers at the foot of the bed.

I smirk to myself and inch the door a little wider. The air smells like musk: sweat and sex and Brent’s expensive, if basic cologne. He’s standing at the foot of the bed, squat and sticky with that dumb, thick prick of his standing at attention while the sexy stranger whispers across the fat, bulging tip with butterfly kisses as they whimper and murmur and coo to each other.

Brent has his sex grin on: cocky and triumphant, the one that was so charming a month ago but now? Leaves me cold and strangely empty, even seeing it directed at a whole ass other man. I push the door open wider, just enough to let it creak. Brent hears it, glances up and...and...smiles?

“You’re home early,” he purrs as the sexy stud on the bed freezes, turns, sees me and yanks the rumpled comforter over to cover his own stiff cock and that big, hairy bubble ass of his.

“Not really,” I sigh, leaning in the door jam and waving my half-empty beer at the new guy. “I usually get home this time of day, right? Isn’t that why you’re just getting started now, Brent?”

“Brent?” New guy sits up, still struggling to cover his stiff six-incher. “You said you said your name was Grant.”

“Brent, Grant,” Brent sighs, his swollen cock already shrinking as he shakes his head. “What’s the difference guys, am I right?”

I chuckle and turn from the room, Brent’s big, bare feet padding along behind me. “Van, honestly?”

I ignore him, swinging open my bedroom door and shoving a few things in my backpack. The same one I had when we first met at the skate park. It was his first day home from college. Summer break. Said he could use some company. Asked if I needed a place to stay. I didn’t. Not really. I mean, Gramps said I could use his trailer whenever I needed it, but Brent was cute enough and I was lonely enough and summer was just beginning so, sure, why not?

“Baby, listen...”

“To what?” I grunted, zipping up my pack and tossing it over one shoulder before giving his fat, squatty cock one last disappointed glance. “To you and your new guy breaking in the mattress together?”

“It’s not like that,” Brent says.

“Gerald,” new guy huffs, popping up over Brent’s shoulder with a proprietary sneer. “My name is Gerald.”

“Figures,” I huff, brushing past them both and cruising back to the foyer as quickly as my long, skinny cricket legs can take me.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” new guy huffs. Gerald.

I don’t answer. And they don’t follow. I snatch up my board, tighten my pack and simply walk out of the door the same way I walked in. Lonely. Sad. Restless.

And just plain stupid...

* * * *
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Chapter 3
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Murphy

“Girls, honestly?”

Gracie chuckles, rooting through her beach bag playfully and pretending to come up empty. “Come on, Murph,” she whines as her BFFs Audra and Raney giggle conspiratorially, feet bare on the weathered Boardwalk floorboards beneath them. “You know we’re good for it.”

“Yeah, well, I know you literal infants aren’t exactly business majors? But that’s not quite how it works.”

“We’re not infants!” Raney teases, waving her flouncy boho change purse with the colorful little tassels dangling from the bottom. Even from inside the Cabana Cones truck I can tell it’s practically empty. “We just graduated, duh!”

“Good!” I lean across the sales counter, watching them confer over their spare change and crumpled dollar bills, toenails painted assorted pastel colors and the tops of their feet still sandy from the beach. “Then you’ve mastered Basic Math. So, eighteen bucks, cash on delivery. Chop-chop!”

I pretend to wave my hand impatiently. “Come on, man,” Audra whines, smacking neon green gum to go with her Melon Frenzy Swirl Cone and her barely-there micro-bikini with the mismatched lime green bottoms and tangerine colored top. I mean, if you want to call that thing a top! Fact is, I’d be having a jolly old blast right now if big, bodacious tatas, patchouli and belly button rings were my thing. “Can’t you give us a break?”
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