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For Jason.

Thank you.

{kiss, kiss}

 



CHAPTER ONE

 


JACK

 


IT WAS THE DUST THAT
first caught Jack’s attention. The farm was big,
sprawling, and deserted. Just him and the chickens, so to speak.
Only there were no actual chickens.

The closest house was the
Myers house a piece up the road. It had been deserted since the old
man died in 2017. The dust must be a realtor or a long-lost family
member. Not that Jack thought the old guy had any. If he did, it
had taken them long enough to show up.

He walked to the front
window, pulled his binoculars from the sideboard, and patted Casey
on the head. The black lab whimpered once, licked his hand, and
pounded his big tail against the floor while his master gazed
outward.

It was a pickup. A big
beat up white one with a bunch of stuff bungee corded in the back.
It was on the same level of epically fucked up as his red Jeep out
in the side yard. He smiled. He had company.

It had been
ages.

The truck farted smoke as
the engine cut. The sudden silence a reminder of how noisy that
behemoth had been careening up the main road.

He felt a stab of surprise
when she hopped out of the cab. He’d been expecting a large good
old boy, a lanky farm hand, or even some ancient coot who’d come to
check out the large property. Instead, she stood there, shielding
her eyes from the bright sunlight.

Her hair was short and
choppy. Maybe black. She was just a tiny thing in the lens of his
binoculars so he was unsure. Faded jeans hugged the trim flair of
her hips and she wore a white wife beater with a black
bra.

Slut-wear, his mother
would have called it.

Jack just thought it was
fashion. Nothing more. Nothing less. And looking at the newcomer
and the way she carried herself—comfort.

She kicked up dust with
her boots as she walked toward the wide, weathered front porch. It
had been a while since they’d had rain.

She walked up the steps
like she owned the place, and she very well may. A quick thrum of
electric attraction hit him and he kept his binoculars trained on
her.

She shoved both hands in
her back pockets as she walked the length of the wooden porch. She
toed the old aluminum glider and watched it rock creakily back and
forth. Leaning over, she shielded her eyes and peeked inside. Then
she walked to the very edge, peered over the railing, and into the
weed and vine-tangled yard.

She was stunning. He could
picture her at his table with him eating dinner. A nice chicken
parm, garlic bread, salad. Okay, maybe not garlic bread, maybe just
a nice loaf of good Italian bread. Girls—women, he corrected
himself—could be funny about garlic on a first date.

And wine. Definitely wine.
It wouldn’t be a Jack West dinner without vino. Spiked, of
course.

“Right, Casey?” he
muttered.

Casey’s tail thumped
agreeably.

He continued to watch her.
She pulled a key out of her pocket and tugged open the storm door.
It was only on by one hinge so she had to grab it. She was
laughing. She had a lovely smile. A long, thin, gorgeous neck and a
clavicle men should want to worship with kisses. She fit the key
into the door and entered.

“Either a realtor or a
renter or an owner. We shall see,” he muttered.

He shut his eyes briefly,
picturing it perfectly. Pouring her a glass of wine. Pouring his
own. Not drinking it, though. Just letting it sit there. Watching
her drink. Watching her falter. Watching the realization
hit.

He felt the heaviness
between his legs but ignored it. He had recon to do.

What was her name, he
wondered? Alice? Jane? Or something complicated or trendy? Britany?
Monet? Bella?

She came out a moment
later, propped the screen door open with a door stop from the
porch, and went to the truck. She climbed onto the tailgate, moving
very much like a farmhand or an athlete—he’d have to remember
that—and undid the bungee cords. She grabbed a big duffle, then
another, and hauled them into the house. She made a return trip,
snagged some boxes, carrying two of them, one stacked atop the
other. Her biceps popped, her delts, too.

This was getting more
exciting by the minute.

He’d have to go introduce
himself very soon. It was the neighborly thing to do.


CHAPTER TWO

 


MEG

 


SHE DROPPED THE DUFFLES
IN the bedroom, the boxes in the kitchen.
Her phone gave a little jingly burble but she ignored it. Dating
apps. Constantly going off, usually for no damn good
reason.

So far, she had yet to
find the guy for her. Or even a guy fit for any woman,
really.

“And yet, I
persist.”

She flipped open one of
the boxes and pulled out a clothesline, some clothespins, an iron
she never used, and various other things.

A glance out at the yard
told her she’d been right. Barren, empty, one broken lawn chair, an
old clothes tree for hanging, and what looked to have been a
sandbox at some point. She wasn’t sure if that would stay or go.
She had time to decide.

She had to bang the wooden
frame of the window to get it to give. She wrestled it up and
sweet, clean air came flooding in along with the sounds of birds.
She had a love-hate thing with birds. She liked the predatory
nature of them, but the sound of them chirping made her
insane.

That made her think of her
BB gun in the truck and that made her smile. Not that Meg would
shoot a bird. Birds were innocent.

Unless they chirped too
much. Too early.

She kicked some dust
bunnies out of her way as she went back out to the truck. The front
door was still propped open to let some clean air in the dirty
house.

She shielded her eyes and
stepped back to stare at her new home. She had some decorating and
cleaning up to do before it was fit for any of her online suitors.
But she’d get it there.

She grabbed two more boxes
from the bed of the truck and then the BB gun. She froze for a
moment, not hearing anything, but feeling
it. Like someone was watching her. She set
her load down and spun slowly in a circle, shielding her
eyes.

The only thing she saw was
a house up on the hill. Across the road. Way up there. Looming.
There were a bunch of outbuildings and what looked like an old RV,
maybe a camper too. A lot of it looked old and dilapidated. Maybe a
farm?

If anyone lived there,
they had a lot of property to look after.

She stared for a moment
longer. Then there it was, the wink of sunlight on a shifting lens.
Someone was watching her. The hair on the back of her neck tingled.
She laughed under her breath and gave a jaunty wave.

Then she turned and
grabbed her stuff to carry the rest inside.

Her phone jingled again.
There was Chris. Tall, thick, dark hair, scruff along his sharp
jawline, dark blue eyes. He was cute. “I like spirited women. Women
who like to please their man. Women who are feisty.” He was a
pretty boy, clearly. He wanted a woman who was DTF, that was for
sure. She stared at his face, tapped her lip. Then smiled and hit
the button for INTERESTED and waited.

Maybe he’d be her first
visitor.


CHAPTER THREE

 


JACK

 


HE’D REARED BACK A
LITTLE when she waved. He wasn’t used to
that. It was weird, someone picking up on what he was doing. It was
hard to remember other people were perceptive while living out here
amongst the nothingness.

He winked at Casey. Casey
whined and thumped his tail.

“She saw me,” he said,
feeling slightly unnerved. “She waved to me.”

Casey licked his
lips.

He figured he should go
visit very soon. Just to get a handle on his new neighbor. It was
clear she was moving in now she’d dragged a bunch of stuff out of
her truck.

Best to fix up the house.
Invite her to dinner, maybe. That made his stomach tumble a little.
The thought of her being here. Her in her faded jeans, her wife
beater and black bra, her no bullshit haircut, and cheeky
wave.

The tension between his
legs was back again. Time to occupy his mind lest the devil get his
hand in his pants. His mother would have beat him
senseless.

Jack put the binoculars on
the windowsill and found a broom, a dust pan, and some disinfectant
spray. He went into the basement and opened the door to the cage.
He swept and sprayed and checked the linens.

He might be having a new
guest soon. Had to make sure everything was nice.

Then he went up through
the kitchen and put on his sneakers. Jack didn’t wear shoes in the
house. They were dirty.

Casey followed him out
back as he did a walk through. He visited the nice barn first, his
shoes crunching across the dry grass. The nice barn was tidy and
clean. Hay in bales. Farm implements oiled and hanging on walls. No
livestock for Jack. The only things that visited his barns were
human.

He shut his eyes, breathed
deeply, and let the memories of the last girl to visit this
particular building run through his head. The smell of her long
blond hair—when he first brought her home and then later, when
she’d been there a while. In the beginning it smelled like peaches,
in the end it smelled like hay and pennies.

She had the sweetest
cries. Her name had been Polly and she was buried back by the large
rocks at the bend of the shallow creek.

A plane flew overhead and
his eyes snapped open. He walked to the wall and found a pick axe.
He’d wrapped a few strands of her lovely hair around the handle.
For the sake of memory.

He touched it and resisted
the urge to smell it. He stared down at the dog. “Come on, let’s go
to the old barn.”

The old barn had been the
main barn when his grandfather had owned the property. Time and
elements and farm life are usually enough to dilapidate even the
finest farm. His grandfather had kept the old barn standing for his
cars. He’d had a thing for cars of all kinds—old, new, foreign. He
also had a thing against the county they lived in, so if the excess
of vehicles were under cover, no inspectors could come sniffing
around.

Inside the barn were the
ones Jack had kept when the property finally became his. A VW
Beetle from the sixties—butter yellow with a nice case of rust
leprosy. An old Chevy van with porthole windows in a shade of
shocking cobalt blue. It had no seats in the back. Just two
captain’s chairs up front. There was a ’66 Mustang Coupe—dirty
white—that was more rust than car. And those were just his
favorites.

He wondered which one his
new neighbor would go for when he set her loose in here and maybe
locked her in. Which one would she hide inside?

Jack smiled. It was
decided. He would visit her. He would woo her. If it all went to plan, he’d
wine and dine her, then he’d hunt her. And if he won the hunt, he’d
kill her.

The dog turned and ran
from the barn.


CHAPTER FOUR

 


MEG

 


IT DIDN’T TAKE LONG
FOR her phone to ding.

“Hi, M, I’m
Chris.”

She nearly rolled her
eyes. Yeah, no shit, Sherlock. Your profile says that.

She didn’t say that,
though.

She typed:
Hi!!!

Exclamation points were
important. Especially for a woman who “liked to please her
man.”

“I see you’re interested ;)
Maybe we should get a drink and see if we’re a match? Would you
like that?”

Meg glanced around the
shambles of a house. Nothing was ready yet, but why not check it
out? What could it hurt?

“Sure!! When did you want
to meet?”

She hit send on the app
and waited. A little swirling icon let her know Chris was, in fact,
messaging her back.

“He’s going to say
tonight,” she muttered.

“How about
tonight?”

She smiled. Now she’d see
just how big of a prick pretty boy Chris was.

“Oh, I can’t tonight. I
could tomorrow. How about that?”

She put the phone in her
pocket and began to unpack. She put all the stuff from the
utilities box in the cabinets under the kitchen sink. The place had
come fully furnished, which she liked.

The kitchen table was old,
heavy, solid wood, and long. The chairs were equally substantial
and made of weathered but good wood. She scrubbed the floor on
hands and knees, all the while working in silence.

No ding from her phone,
just the sound of her breathing and working.

She found herself humming
as she cleaned the table and the chairs with sanitizing wipes. No
reason she couldn’t be clean in her work space. She wiped down the
sink and the countertops. She looked in the fridge, which was
running, and found it clean and bare.

She wiped it down anyway.
Best to know it
was clean and not just assume.

She vacuumed out the
dresser drawers, also made of nice sturdy wood. A darker wood.
Chestnut maybe?

Once she knew they were
clean, she put her clothes away. She stripped the bed of linens,
vacuumed the mattress, and put her own sheets on.

All told, she worked for
an hour and a half in silence, getting her home ready for future
company.

She found herself hot and
sweaty but pleased.

Her phone finally
dinged.

“I guess that’s okay.
You’re near Baltimore it says? How about Miss Vick’s?
Seven?”

She was not near Baltimore
anymore. She was out in the sticks, just as she wanted. But he
didn’t need to know that.

“Sure. That’s great. See
you then.”

She rolled her eyes and
tossed her phone on the bed as she stripped off her dirty, sweaty
clothes. When he hadn’t gotten his way, he’d pouted and punished
her, making her wait a long time for a response. Then he made it
feel like he was doing her a favor by answering.

She grinned at herself in
the bathroom mirror as she turned the water as close to scalding as
she could without hurting herself.

Oh, she liked him. He was
going to be fun.


CHAPTER FIVE

 


JACK

 


THE DOORBELL RANG,
STARTLING HIM. He wasn’t expecting anyone.
People rarely came here. Usually only when he found a new friend.
It had been a while. His last friend had occupied the
cage.

Jack hurried to the door.
He moved the ancient curtain covering the heavy, leaded glass of
the front door. Callie smiled, gave him a peppy wave.

He gave her a smile back.
It took him a split second to craft one, not that she’d have
noticed. He let the curtain drop and unlocked the door.

What the hell was she
doing here?

“Hey, Jack!” she said. “I
was driving up to Sam Merkin’s place and I figured I’d stop by. We
got that food you wanted for Casey. No grains. So . . .”
She shrugged and held it out.

He knew he should be
neighborly. So, he smiled at her, took the bag, and stepped
back.

“Come on in,” he said.
Though her being in the house was the last thing he wanted. He did
a cursory glance around and found everything fine for her to come
inside.

He moved toward the
kitchen and felt her following. Casey, hearing a new voice, came
trotting out. That was Callie’s cue to get down on one knee and rub
his big head vigorously, all the while accepting sloppy wet
kisses.

“Such a good boy,” she kept
saying as Jack watched.

Casey had shown up as a
stray. He thought having a dog would be a good idea for when he
brought friends home. He thought it made him look complete. So, he
kept Casey. Casey loved Jack as much as anyone could, Jack
thought.

He was not easy to
love.

“What do I owe you,
Callie?” The prompt was to get her out.

He had cleaning and
planning and thinking to do now the woman had moved in across the
road. If he was going to make a move on her, it should be before
anyone even realized she was there. Less suspicion.

Callie looked up and
shrugged. It made her loose crop top slide down off her shoulder.
He saw clearly she wasn’t wearing a bra. The soft fabric of her top
caressed her small tea cup-sized breasts. Her full nipples were
clearly outlined.

He looked away. He didn’t
want to see that. He could hear his mother in his head,
She’s probably unclean, Jack, don’t mess with her
. . .

“Nothing. You can pay next
time you come in. I was out here anyway and I figured I’d pop in so
he could have his food as soon as possible. Because it’s good for
him, yes, it is,” she said, the final sentence coming out as one
long string of cooing baby talk.

“Well, thanks. That sure
was kind.”

She stood and gave him an
awkward little bow. Callie was on the shy side. Her showing up like
this was entirely unexpected and that threw him off. Jack didn’t
like to be surprised. He liked to be the one doing the
surprising.

“How’s the writing life
going? Any new technical manuals lately?” She leaned against the
door jamb.

Jack told different people
different things. All of them boring. He’d learned the lesson from
reading an article many years ago. A former CIA agent said that,
when people asked, he told people he worked in a toll booth.
Because no one ever asked any questions beyond that. It was too
boring to care about.

Jack’s go-to
occupations—that could all be done simultaneously should people
compare notes—were technical manual writer, proofreader, website
developer, and reselling online. All of these things were
believable, things he’d actually done at some point, and could do
if anyone were to put him on the spot.

In reality, his mom had
left him a sizeable estate, his grandfather had left him the farm,
and he kept whatever happened to be on his guests at any given
time.

It was a
living.

“Fine. I had one for a
blender.”

“Oh, a big
company?”

She was flirting with him.
It hit him like a cotton wrapped fist. She was batting her lashes,
shifting her stance, lowering her gaze in a coy way.

Jesus. This was
uncomfortable.

“No. Some knock-off. No big
deal. Listen, I have a lot of cleaning to get done.”

“Company coming?” She
looked a bit upset.

“No. Just OCD.” He didn’t
smile when he said it. It wasn’t entirely untrue. And maybe Callie
would be turned off by such a thing.

No such luck.

She reached out and
touched his arm gently. Jack had to focus on not
flinching.

“I understand. I’ll get
going.” She bent to give Casey one last pat, thus allowing Jack one
last gaze down into the gaping maw of her loose top. Her small pink
nipples were hard.

He looked away.

“I’ll see you in town,” she
said.

He nodded and ushered her
to the door. He didn’t want to prolong the encounter but had to act
like a normal person. “Sure, I can’t pay you now for the
chow?”

She turned and flashed her
toothpaste ad smile at him. “I’m sure. I’ll see you at the
store.”

He realized it was all
designed to see him again. He’d have to make sure and call Bruce,
the owner, and pay him via phone.
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