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          THE SONG

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        It’s cold, and the snow has been falling all night, baby

        Covering the sidewalks in white shiny powder

        No, I don’t wanna go to work today

        We should stay in and snuggle all day

        It’s better to push everything else to later

        The best days are when we’re alone, just you and me

      

        

      
        [CHORUS]

      

        

      
        Wake up, baby, it’s snowing outside

        Let’s catch snowflakes with our tongues

        And dance like there is no tomorrow

        Being snowed in with you feels like

        We’re lost in our own little bubble

        Where nothing else but us exists

        Let’s play outside, then I’ll warm you up

        (Oh, yes, I’ll warm you up by the fireplace)

      

        

      
        It’s not a snowstorm, but I wish it could be, baby

        The town would close, and we’d stay here forever

        I don’t wanna do anything else today

        Let’s drink hot chocolate and watch movies all day

        The weather doesn’t bother me as long as we’re together

        There’s no rush, no place else I’d rather be

      

        

      
        [CHORUS]

        Loving you is the easiest thing I’ve ever done in my life

        There’s nothing like the feel of you nestled in my arms at night

        I wish we could be snowed in every day

        And stay in our little world for the rest of time

        Baby, I never thought I would love snow more than I do today

        And it made me realize I never wanna go away (no, I never wanna go away)

        Let’s pretend it’s snowing for eternity

        So we don’t have to ever leave this place (no, never leave this place)

      

        

      
        [CHORUS]

        The snow has stopped, we gotta wake up, baby

        There’s not a single trace outside of the white cover

        I wish we could still be snowed in today

        So I wouldn’t have to get on with my life all day

        It still feels like it was all a dream, that I made up the weather

        Can we go back to yesterday and have a do-over maybe?

      

        

      
        Let’s get back to bed and pretend we’re snowed in again

        For the rest of time, we’ll stay here and love each other

        Baby, don’t open your eyes

        Let’s get back to bed and pretend we’re snowed in again

        If only for one more day (One more day together)

      

        

      
        Music and lyrics by Anderson Ford
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      Once upon a time, long ago, in a land far away… Well, actually it wasn’t that far away, although Mistletoe Creek, Tennessee, often seems more off the beaten path where it lies nestled against the Smoky Mountain foothills. And it really wasn’t so long ago. A few short months ago, the following conversation was overheard between Fern Myers, Fawn Carter, and Merry Andrews during their monthly meeting. When later asked, all three women would deny the conversation ever occurred.

      “It’s your deal, Fern,” Merry says as she glances at the window when a colorful leaf drifts off the oak tree just outside.

      Fern scoffs and stretches her fingers before picking the well-worn deck up off the shiny table.

      “I always deal, Merry.”

      “More like always cheat,” Fawn mumbles.

      “Excuse me?” Fern adjusts her bifocals on the edge of her nose.

      “I find it highly suspect that every time you deal, you also seem to win.”

      “If you want to deal…”

      “I don’t. But I do want you to play fair.”

      “Play fair? Just because I’m lucky doesn’t mean I don’t⁠—”

      “Ladies!” Merry jumps in before their argument can escalate.

      It wouldn’t be the first time a confrontation between the two of them had been stopped before it went beyond just words.

      “I really don’t feel like getting kicked out of here again by Mayor Anderson. We just got invited back. And personally, I didn’t care for power walking all summer in the heat.”

      While the mansion of the original founder of Mistletoe Creek had been turned into a combination of public gathering spaces and city offices, the last time they’d flipped the table during a card game, Mayor Anderson had been left with no other option—he had banned all three septuagenarians for the entire summer.

      “I did offer for us to play Yahtzee instead,” Fawn says.

      “We could always actually learn bridge instead of just telling everyone that’s what we play,” Merry adds.

      “We’ve been playing Texas Hold ’Em for thirty years. Yahtzee is for when I babysit my grandkids. And if we told everyone we were playing poker instead of bridge, we’d have the entire town trying to join in our games.” Fern levels a look at both of the other women until they nod.

      The room is silent except for the crackle of cards as they swoosh across the table along with sighs and murmurs as each woman considers her cards.

      “It’s too quiet.” Merry drops her cards face down.

      “What do you mean?” Fern asks.

      “It’s been ages since we’ve had a wedding. Or any good gossip.”

      “We just went to Dawn and Jack Phillips’s wedding two weekends ago. Raise ten.” Fawn tosses a blue chip onto the small pile and the other two follow suit.

      “It was a beautiful wedding.” Merry sighs, a dreamy smile playing on her lips. “Even if Fawn fell asleep during the ceremony.”

      “You take that back, Merry Andrews! Or I’ll tell Dawn that you didn’t like the light pink of her wedding dress,” Fawn fires back.

      Merry’s eyes narrow across the table. “You wouldn’t.”

      Fawn crosses her arms. “Try me.”

      “Fine. You win. I take it back.” Merry’s voice is nothing more than a mumble.

      Fern sighs and glances between the two of them.

      “I can’t believe Dawn is all grown-up and married now,” Fern says, trying to redirect the conversation. “I still remember when I used to babysit her.”

      “Such a good girl.”

      “I’m just glad that she and Jack finally found each other.” Merry checks her bet and turns to Fawn.

      “They wouldn’t have if it wasn’t for us,” Fawn reminds the other two.

      Both other women nod in agreement.

      “I thought that was never going to happen no matter how many times we kept signing Dawn up to volunteer with Jack at Parks and Wildlife.” Merry rolls her eyes.

      Fawn shrugs. “They finally stopped fighting it.”

      “It was a beautiful wedding,” Fern says.

      “I already said that.” Merry stares at Fawn.

      “Who cares? It’s still true.”

      “We need more weddings.” Fawn checks her bet and Fern deals the last card.

      “No one is close to dating, let alone marriage.” Fern studies her cards in her hands before lifting her shrewd gaze to the five cards on the table.

      “Neither were Dawn and Jack last year and look at them now. On their honeymoon.” Merry clasps her hands together and the cards in her hand crinkle.

      It wouldn’t be the first deck to be lost to their lack of attention. And it definitely wouldn’t be the last.

      “So what are we going to do about it?” Fawn asks.

      “Same thing we always do,” Fern responds. “Let’s see, there’s Pierce and Hudson. Either of whom would be a catch.”

      “Don’t forget Robyn or Elle. But not for either of those boys.” Fawn taps her lip as she adds to the list.

      “No, all four of them are ready for something special. Something spectacular. It’s…” Fern’s voice fades as her attention shifts back to her cards.

      “It’s matchmaking time,” Merry says and gasps when Fawn pushes in all her chips.

      “All in, ladies. Who’s next?”
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            JOE

          

        

      

    

    
      With my elbows propped up on the cold surface of the worn walnut countertop, I people-watched the patrons surrounding me. Some were in this dive bar to get shit-faced. Others were here for a late-night drink with friends. I was part of the first group. My dad had requested I come home this weekend, and I felt no joy whatsoever meeting with him. Sure, I adored my dad. He was the coolest guy I knew, but I wasn’t pleased with the direction his new life was taking, and even though I had thrown every argument at him, he still remained blind to the truth. A part of me feared that he would announce the thing I dreaded the most this weekend. A little liquid courage and a night in a hotel would prevent me from facing the harsh reality tonight. Tomorrow could wait. For now.

      The air smelled of cigarettes and cheap beer, as if the smoke over the years had welded with the paint and furniture and never dissipated.

      Rock music from the seventies played in the background, just loud enough to fill the space but not so loud as to be distracting. More like a gentle hum in the background.

      I hadn’t visited Dick’s Hole often in my life. The name of the bar alone was the first telltale sign of how crappy it was. Everything around me looked dirty and old as fuck. As if it came from another era. If depression could be a place, no doubt it’d be Dick’s Hole on Fourth Avenue in a small Pennsylvania town, a thirty-mile drive from my hometown of Silverville.

      The place was filled with mismatched wooden chairs that looked as though they were on the brink of collapsing from exhaustion, weathered wooden tables, their surfaces so uneven that leaving a drink unattended seemed like a gamble, a dusty jukebox that had probably not seen a quarter in ages, and ripped black vinyl stools lining the bar. The majority of the crowd could’ve been my grandparents, save for a few missing teeth and the stories etched on their faces. I used to spend time at Dick’s Hole during my senior year of high school because they never checked IDs, and my friends and I could get drunk for cheap.

      A girl with long bleached blonde hair sat in a corner, three empty beer bottles aligned on the table before her. She looked as out of place here as I felt.

      She peeled the label of the bottle in her hand, seemingly lost in her thoughts, her eyes haunted.

      I took in the black lines around her eyes and the dark shadows coloring her eyelids. She was wearing a cut-off vintage band T-shirt that exposed her midriff, paired with a mini black faux-leather skirt and knee-high boots. She looked nothing like the girls I hooked up with, but there was just something about her that enticed me. An air of sadness clinging to her features—a distinctive vulnerability—that made me want to know more. To uncover her truths and her secrets.

      For some reason, I couldn’t seem to look away from her. In my head, I imagined what her story could be. Had she been dumped? Or had she just learned her dog ran away? Or maybe she lived with evil stepsisters and needed a night of reprieve?

      She turned my way, and I noticed how pretty she looked. High cheekbones, straight nose, pillowy lips. Too bad she felt like she had to hide under her black armor as if it protected her from the world.

      I savored the whiskey as it slid over my tongue while scrolling through my phone, lost in thought, until a low battery notification flashed on the screen. Fucking great.

      I got up, careful to not touch anything, and weaved around the tables toward the restroom. A man and a woman in their late fifties were making out—full tongue and groping hands—by the restroom door. In the point two seconds I looked their way, I swore I saw both their tonsils as they were about to eat each other out without an ounce of discretion.

      Glad they could get some.

      I’d been a monk lately. Since I’d started my new job in New York, I had the opportunity to fuck as much as I liked, yet I kept pushing away all the women showing an interest in me.

      Perhaps I needed that. A reprieve. After fucking my way through college, maybe my dick needed a more than deserved vacation.

      Behind me, people started cheering, and I turned around, wondering what the commotion was about.

      Hurrying back to my stool, I watched the girl, who had been nursing a drink alone, standing on the bar and guzzling vodka straight from the bottle. I noticed a butterfly tattoo peeking out from under the waistband of her skirt.

      “Chug. Chug. Chug,” everyone chanted as she wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. She threw both arms in the air and did a victory dance. Tipsy, she wobbled on her feet, while most patrons were either too oblivious or too drunk to notice.

      I hurried over and caught her, honeymoon style, before she hit the floor.

      “Myyy hero,” she singsonged, her voice low and intoxicated.

      “I’m nobody’s hero.”

      She looped her arms around my neck. “I…I beg to differ. Youuu’re mine.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “I-I think I am…huh…dead.” She stared into my eyes and nodded as if to convince herself.

      “You look pretty alive to me. Sloshed. But alive.”

      “Youuu look like an angel. A troublesome angel, but—” She studied my face, squinting. “A…a badass angel. One who can’t behave but lovvves every minute of it.” A hiccup. She placed a hand over her mouth, her cheeks turning an adorable shade of pink. “Sorrry. What was I saying...? Oh yesss, that youuu are beautiful.”

      I snorted. “Beautiful? Maybe you’re more drunk than I thought.”

      “Men are allowed to be…to be beautiful too, youuu know? We’re not in nineteen sixty anymore. Just say thaaank you.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Youuu’re sure I’m alive? I-I feel cold.”

      I looked at her, unsure how she had managed to fascinate me in just a minute. I couldn’t tear my eyes away from her figure. With her in my arms, I had an undeniable view of her cleavage, the band T-shirt she wore failing to conceal the swell of her breasts and the black lace of her bra.

      My body tensed in the best of ways, and I grinned. “To me, you feel hot.”

      “Oh, youuu are a smooth talker,” she gushed, batting her eyelashes, her gaze following my line of vision as I admired her voluptuous curves. “Are youuu… Are you ogling meee?”

      I shrugged. “Maybe.”

      “Youuu have no shame. That’s refreshing. I-I think I’m in lovvve,” she declared, slurring her words.

      “Good for you. I prefer love to war, don’t you?” I chuckled, not drunk enough to engage in her line of conversation. “Well, when tomorrow comes, you may change your mind.”

      She toyed with the locks of my hair, twisting them between her fingers, sending an electric jolt all the way down to my toes.

      Before I could reel it in, a growl escaped my lips, every inch of me relishing the attention a little too much.

      Her gaze traveled the length of my arms, and it felt like a burning caress. She eyed my white T-shirt as if staring at it long enough would dissolve the fabric.

      “Love what you see?” I grinned, unable to resist engaging with her.

      She pinched her lips together, her cheeks turning a shade darker. “Those pecs youuu have are hard. Veryyy hard. I lovvve hard body parts. It means… It means youuu work them out well.”

      I coughed in surprise. “You love hard body parts?”

      She bobbed her head. “Always. I-I’m telling youuu. Don’t you agree?”

      I gazed at the spot where her tits pressed against my chest. “Well, I love soft flesh better. And anything that’s moist.”

      “Ohhh.”

      I winked. “You started it.”

      “It…it takes two to play.” She raised two fingers and squinted at them as if to make sure she had the right count. “Doesn’t it?” She grinned at me.

      “Who said I wanted to play?”

      “No need, I-I can tell. Wanna know a secrrret?” she asked, lowering her voice and bringing her mouth closer to my ear as I leaned in. Her booze-filled breath tickled my cheek. “I…I think we’re getting along juuust fine. Do youuu think I-I’m pretty?”

      I swallowed. “Yeah, you are.”

      The air between us was charged with awareness.

      “Then youuu and I, we…huh…we should kiss,” the girl, still in my arms, announced, keeping her voice low. “I think it’s a greaaat idea.”

      “You do?” Why were her words sending surges of heat through me? If this girl thought I was a troublemaker, then she hadn’t looked at herself in the mirror in a long fucking-ass time. From the full juicy lips to the rack she sported and the way she batted her eyelashes like it was her full-time job, she had sex written all over her features. Wild nights and filthy dreams. There was no way I could ever stay indifferent to her. No matter how hard I tried.

      “Yesss.” She licked her lips, her eyes never faltering. “Don’t youuu?”

      I could imagine ten different things those lips could do right now, and none of them were G-rated.

      I did my best to stay still and not show how desperate I was for a taste of her. “I think you’re too drunk and need to switch to water.”

      “Well, youuu⁠—”

      “Joe.”

      “Well, Joe. I-I need a break from myyy life tonight. I…I got exiled from the only life I’d ever known against my will, and a…a booze-induced night is goood for me. It makes me happy…and relaxed. I wanna forget everythhhing for a few hours.”

      My senses were on high alert. “Have you been like kidnapped or something?” Geez, in what fucked-up situation had I landed in? Could she really be in danger, or was she joking? My brain was a mushy mess, and thinking clearly was harder than it should have been.

      “Meee? Nope.” She glided her jaw back and forth. “If youuu think about it, in-in some way…kidnapping sounds…huh…about right, though.”

      “Stop messing with me. Is someone hurting you? Or making you do stuff you’re not comfortable with? Be honest.”

      Something flashed in her gaze, but it vanished as quickly as it appeared. “I’mmm fine. Don’t worry about meee. It…it was just an expression. I am… I am in no physical danger.”

      Why did I sense a but? Perhaps I was too wasted right now to really analyze her facial features, and I read her wrong. “You would tell me if you were in trouble?”

      “Joe, youu are the sweetest guy I’ve ever met.” She kissed my cheek, her lips lingering on my flesh longer than needed. My body awoke at the contact. The girl never answered the question, and I decided to let it go. For now.

      “I’m not known for being sweet.”

      “Ohhh. And what are youuu known for?”

      “It’s a secret. And one for you to find out.”

      “Youuu’re funny. My mother has decided to packkk her stuff and move across the country in the name of true lovvve…or…huh, her definition of it. I came here with her. End. Of. Story.” She paused for a long moment, and something close to defeat shone in her eyes. “I-I didn’t really have a say in the matter.”

      “Your mother? How old are you?”

      “Old enough to drink in a place called Dickkk’s Hole.” She squinted. “Why do youuu think they named it that? I’m…I’m not sure it’s not creepy.”

      I shrugged. “Who knows? It’s been an establishment in this town forever. Nobody knows the real story behind its name.”

      “O-kay.” She paused, seemingly to think. “You-you live here?”

      “Used to. I live in New York now.”

      “Are youuu like famous or something?”

      “I wish, but no. I’m a musician. On Broadway. I play the piano in musicals.”

      Her eyes grew big like saucers. “Whoa. Youuu do?”

      “Yep.”

      Lowering her down, I gripped her arm, waiting for her to steady herself on her feet.

      “You good?” I asked.

      “Suuure.” She scrunched up her nose, studying me. “I-I think you’re really cuuute. For a pianist.”

      “What does that mean?”

      She rolled her eyes as if I were exasperating her. “I…I… What was I saying? Oh yesss. I told youuu already you’re beautiful. Would you prefer I tell youuu you’re hot?”

      “Yeah. Definitely.”

      She took one of my hands in hers, examining my digits. “Youuu have long pianist’s fingers. I…I bet you can do a lottt of things with those.”

      Was she serious right now? Never before had a girl compared my piano skills to sex. There was just something about this one that aroused every inch of my body. Her sultry voice, her confidence, her sex-appeal, her entire being. I couldn’t explain it or pinpoint where it came from, but somehow, she was seeping under my skin without my realizing it.

      “Too bad you’ll never know,” I teased.

      We fixated our gazes on each other, neither of us blinking. The tension swirling between us sparkled with heat. Why was I unable to let her walk away?

      “You sure you’re old enough to drink?” My voice sounded rough. I coughed, trying to get rid of the lust thickening my vocal cords.

      She cupped her mouth and leaned closer, her chest brushing against mine. In her two-inch high heels, she was only a couple of inches shorter than I. Her scent, fresh and herbal, teased my nose. “Good genes. One day, I’ll be grateful that I…that I look younger than myyy age. For the record, I-I’m not really twenty-one, but I’mmm an adult, so who cares, right?”

      “I won’t snitch on you.”

      She did some kind of military salute, two fingers pressed against her forehead. “Thank youuu, sir.”

      “I went from cute pianist to sir?”

      She giggled, the clear sound regaling my ears, and took my hand between hers. Her touch injected me with a sense of calm I’d never experienced before.

      “Why are youuu spending the night in a shittty bar, Joe? You looked lonely earlier. I-I’m sure there are muchhh more enjoyable places for youuu to be, no?”

      Why did it surprise me that she noticed me too? Since I’d arrived, I had barely been able to detach my gaze from her.

      “My dad. He’s the best man I know, but now he lives in a plastic world, and it saddens me. Not that he is a plastic guy, but soon he’ll turn into one. Anyway, he asked me to come home this weekend. I’m here only for him, but I needed to take the edge off first…and…huh…avoid getting home too soon.”

      “I get it. Myyy mom is a nutcase. I…I wish we were not related most of the time.”

      We sat at the bar, and I ordered two glasses of water.

      “Youuu don’t need to keep playing lifesaver,” the girl said. “I’m…I’m smart enough to stop drinking when I reachhh my limit.”

      “Which is?”

      “Jussst before I puke. I-I hate puking; it’s grosss. And it smells.”

      I couldn’t keep inside the laugh that bubbled out. This girl was a walking contradiction. Sexy and confident enough to get all the guys here to notice her, yet innocent enough to sound like she needed saving. Never before had a girl amused me the way she did. “Duly noted.”

      She raised a hand to wave the bartender over. “Two shotsss of tequila.”

      I frowned. “Tequila? You sure it’s a good idea?”

      Her smile reached both ears. “I-I’m having fun. Youuu chased away the dark clouds of myyy night. I wanna make the most of it.” She blinked, and when she stared back at me, lust flashed in her eyes. Something I bet my own eyes reflected. “Don’t you wannna just have fun and let loose?”

      She slid the straw between her candy-red painted lips, and I wondered how they would feel wrapped around me. Could this girl, with a wicked sense of humor and brutal honesty, cure me of my dry spell? My gaze traced the curve of her breasts once again, unable to resist the creamy flesh bulging right in front of me. Yup, I was cured. And I hoped it was a permanent fix.

      The bartender put the shot glasses in front of us.

      “To avoiding parents annnd living our best life,” the girl cheered.

      We both downed the liquor in one go and tapped our glasses against the bar.

      The sad girl with haunted eyes I spotted earlier had been pushed aside. Before me sat a girl with rosy cheeks and bright eyes in a drunken haze.

      “Thankkks for getting me out of whatever funk I-I was in earlier,” she told me, all traces of humor gone from her features. “And thank youuu for the company. I had a shitty day and an even shittier week. It-it’s fun to have someone to talk to. I feel…I feel mostly invisible, defective, or alone in this new house I live in. Other than to blame meee, my mother doesn’t care about what I do or where I go. As long as I look the parrrt.”

      I rested my hand over hers and gave it a squeeze. Heat pulsed between our connected skin. “You never told me your name?” I asked, trying to bring back the easy conversation we shared seconds ago.

      “Ooops.” She held out her hand. “Isla. Isla De la Durantaye. Nice to officially meet youuu, Joe.”

      I met her palm and shook her proffered hand, more heat creeping up my arm. “De la Durantaye. It sounds French. Are you from Europe?”

      “Caaanada. My grandparents. Lonnng story. What about youuu?”

      “My mom was from Maryland and my dad, from here. Nothing super exciting.” I moved to my feet. “Give me a sec? I gotta take a leak.”

      She flicked her wrist. “Yeah. Go ahead. I-I’ll get more booze.” She flashed me a smile, and I couldn’t find it in me to refuse.

      Perhaps a hangover would make whatever my dad wanted to talk about tomorrow easier.

      She pivoted on the stool, and all her attention shifted to the bartender as she animatedly placed the order using both hands.

      I gave a wry smile and walked toward the restroom, my heart thudding a little harder with excitement.

      With one last look in the mirror mounted above the restroom sink, I took in the exhaustion shadowing my eyes and tightening my features. Since I’d graduated from college, I had been working like crazy. And now I could see the signs. With rehearsals for the new show that would go live next spring and three performances a day, I rarely banked more than five hours of sleep at night these days. But I loved what I was doing, so I couldn’t complain. I just needed a few days to relax and a good fuck, and I’d be brand new. The recessed light in the ceiling strobe and the plumbing groaned with a noise straight out of a horror movie. Dick’s Hole hadn’t gotten better over the years; that was for sure.

      A knock on the door snapped me out of my thoughts.

      After drying my hands, I unlocked the door, only to be met by a pair of brown eyes twinkling in the dim light.

      “You?”

      Isla strode forward and pushed my chest back with her tiny hands, forcing me to retreat into the barely sanitary bathroom, stumbling on my own feet.

      My back collided with the wall, and she spun on herself, locking the door behind her.

      When she turned around, we fixated on each other, neither of us blinking. Her irises shone with lust. And desperation. A need to forget. For a minute…a night…or maybe longer.

      I sucked in a breath, waiting for her to say something, but she remained silent.

      “Care to explain?” I asked with a cocked brow after a moment, not drunk enough to do whatever she asked of me in here.

      She pursed her lips, that begged to be kissed, and stalked closer.

      My dick stirred in my pants.

      “I…I’ve had time to think about it. Annnd it is final. I want youuu to fuckkk me,” she said matter-of-factly as if she had just informed me about the weather.

      I lifted my hands in surprise. “I was gone for what? Two minutes? Weren’t you supposed to order drinks during that time? “

      “I-I was… But…huh…I changed myyy mind right before I did. Now I wannnt to get drunk on youuu instead of booze.”

      “Isn’t that a bit presumptuous? Cornering me in the men’s restroom and asking me to bang you?”

      She took a step back, hurt flashing in her eyes, and crossed her arms over her chest, pushing her tits almost out of her top. “Youuu look like a decent enough guy who’s…huh…not all about his own pleasure annnd can get the girl there too. Youuu cared about me earlier. Remember when I…when I said you were sweet? Annnd hot. Well, sweet guys are not egoistical jerrrks. And hot guys know how to bring a girrrl to orgasm. See? Perfect combination. We-we already proved there is chemistry between us. Whaaat more do you want? Are youuu in?”

      She studied my face, searching for the reaction I refused to give her, as I schooled my features—or I hoped I did. Sometimes, my drunken brain imagined things that hadn’t really happened.

      “You want me to fuck you?” I perused the space around me, disgusted by the lack of cleanliness surrounding us. “In here?” I had to make sure I heard her right and it wasn’t some kind of hallucination.

      “Yeah. Where else? Youuu know of a secret room in the bar I…I know nothing about? Don’t act all prissy and stuff. We-we don’t have to touch anything. Youuu can hold me in youuur arms. See? Anyway, I won’t let you push inside meee in the hallway like the lady just outside this door, so this is like…huh…this is the best option.”

      “Ugh. I can’t believe they’re still at it.”

      “Yeah. Annnd when I came over, he had her bent against the old payphone. Not a thing I…I want my brain to remember in the morning.” She took a step closer. “But youuu, I could do with remembering.” She combed a lock of my hair back with her hand, and once again, I shivered at the contact.

      “Seriously, how old are you?” I asked, not wanting to add “creep” to my long list of fuck-ups, as I doubted she was old enough to vote.

      She rolled her eyes. “Told youuu, good genes. Better to look young than old. If you must know, I-I’ll turn nineteen in December.” Moving into my space, she trailed kisses up my neck, stopping by my earlobe. My body stiffened with need under her delicate touch. “What do youuu say, Joe? Wanna make meee come tonight?”

      Desire washed through me at the way my name rolled off her tongue. Her voice sounded like dirty promises. My dick fucking loved it.

      If I agreed, it wouldn’t be the first time I hooked up with a stranger I had no intention of ever seeing again. Still, there was something about this girl that told me to be gentle.

      “College?” I asked to make sure I wasn’t doing anything illegal if I got her naked.

      She exhaled loudly. “Takkking some time off. To reassess what I wanna do with myyy life.”

      “O-okay.”

      “So, Joe, are youuu gonna take me? How long does a girrrl have to beg you for youuu to fuck her to oblivion?”

      She licked a line from my ear to my jaw, and when her mouth pushed against mine, I knew there would be no turning back. This girl had awoken something in me. Fireworks. And an ache I thought I’d never ever feel again.

      She screamed trouble, yet it lit me up from the inside out.

      I closed my hands around her rounded hips and pulled her toward me, letting her feel how hard I was just from our conversation.

      I ground my hips against hers, relishing the tingles the friction provided.

      Soft whimpers left Isla’s mouth, and they were my undoing.

      My lips captured hers. All the hair on my nape stood on end. Isla kissed me back, looping her arms around my neck. My toes curled when our tongues tangoed together—and it sealed the deal. It was one of those searing kisses that branded your soul and changed the rhythm of your heart. The ones you heard about but sounded like a myth since not a lot of people experienced them in their lifetime. I had no idea how to interpret it right now, but I knew for a fact I wouldn’t return to my hotel alone.

      I lifted my head, and I felt an acute sense of withdrawal as soon as our lips broke apart. “Fuck,” I muttered under my breath.

      Isla watched me with big eyes, her lipstick smudged around her mouth, and she looked like I’d just branded her as mine. It made no sense even though I liked the idea.

      Cupping her cheek with one hand, I traced her bottom lip with my thumb, relishing the shivers that worked through her. “If we’re doing this, we’re doing it right. I’m not always a gentleman, but I’m not a jerk either. I have a hotel room which is a two-minute walk from here. No way am I fucking you in this place. You deserve better.”

      I scanned the space around me once more, and no amount of alcohol could make me forget the filthiness of this place.

      Dick’s Hole.

      Yeah, the bar wore its name perfectly.

      She followed my line of vision. “Yeah, well… This place is terrible. I think a hotel is a much better idea.”

      I intertwined our fingers. “Then follow me.”
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        * * *

      

      Kicking the door shut, I pushed Isla against it, my lips hungry for hers. We kissed like we were at war. Mortal enemies trying to get the upper hand. My body pulsated. Two hands were not enough to touch her everywhere I yearned to. I had no idea what it was about this girl, but it’d been a long time since I felt alive kissing a stranger. In college, I usually went for the wealthy heiresses or the overconfident bimbos, who cared about nobody but themselves. Isla, though, looked like no one I’d ever been attracted to before. She had a Stay away, I could be lethal warning plastered all around her. At the same time, she was like a cute kitten who had claws but didn’t know how to use them.  At least, not yet. I had no idea if she could ruin me, but for once, I wanted to play with fire. To know how combusting in flames felt like.

      Lifting an arm, I fisted her hair, tilting her head back as I devoured her greedy mouth. She tasted like tequila and mint.

      I wrapped my other arm around her waist, keeping her as close to me as possible.

      Taking control of the situation, Isla unwound the arm holding her and guided it to her thighs. She shoved her skirt up, and with a firm grip on my hand, showed me the way to her wet heat.

      She cried as I shunted her panties and pushed a digit inside her tight channel.

      Her head jerked back.

      Time stopped.

      “Fuck, you’re soaked.”

      This girl was my kryptonite. And every whimper exiting her red lips sent a surge of desire through me.

      Enveloping my hand with hers, Isla guided my digit in and out of her at a quick pace, chasing her own pleasure. That was so hot. And yet I didn’t want to be done too early, the night still young.

      “More,” she said against my lips. Her low, pleasured voice sent discharges of electricity through me.

      Breaking away from the kiss, she bit my earlobe.

      “Ouch. Jesus, girl.” The sting of pain got me harder. Gone was her good-girl persona, and upfront was her temptress side.

      She rolled her hips, searching for friction by locking a foot around my ankle, grinding against me. “Don’t…don’t you dare go slow,” she urged between cries.

      Removing my other hand from her hair, I clamped it around her ass, keeping her as close to me as possible and enjoying the flesh filling my palm, as I fingered her with abandon.

      I accelerated the pace, my hand a drenched mess.

      Her fingernails dug into my shoulders. No doubt they would leave marks. The sadistic part of me relished the fact she was branding me. I loved the idea I was hers for the night.

      Isla ate my face, licking and biting. She sampled every inch of my flesh with her greedy tongue, moaning as she did. If kissing her felt this amazing, I had no doubt sex with her would be out of this world.

      I couldn’t wait to discover if she would consume my entire body with that much passion. Fuck.

      An animalistic growl broke free from my throat.

      She whimpered in pleasure, and my dick grew harder in my jeans. This had to be the rawest form of desire I’d ever experienced. A carnal hunger I wasn’t strong enough to resist.

      There was no slowing down or taking things easy.

      I had no memory of kissing a girl as if my life depended on it before.

      Her lips returned to mine, and my tongue pushed inside her mouth, taking and giving with the same hunger.

      Insatiable, I glided a second finger inside her and with my thumb, drew circles over her clit. Isla stiffened against me, and I used this moment to feed on her neck. I sucked the skin there, longing to mark her. I curved my fingers still buried deep inside her and hit her where I knew she wouldn’t be able to resist for long. I licked a trail from her collarbone to her jawline. A loud cry parted her lips, and she detonated in my arms, looking beautiful with her head tilted back, hooded eyelids over glazed brown irises.

      Unable to stay put any longer and wanting to be buried balls-deep inside her, I fetched a condom from my wallet and rolled it over my strained erection. When I stared at Isla, she was busy ditching all her clothes as if they burned her skin, leaving her in nothing but a set of black bra and panties.

      My jaw hung open. She was a sight for sore eyes.

      If I thought she looked sexy fully dressed, the half-naked version of her was enough to bring me to my knees.

      Lust dripped from her gaze.

      Her pupils were fully dilated now, her eyes appearing black.

      Her lips were swollen, and gone was her lipstick.

      Her tits were a handful, and her hips screamed for me to hold on to them, demanding I punish her for hours to come.

      My dick thickened inside my fist, leaking at the tip, and I kicked off my pants and removed my shirt in record time.

      “You’re a wet dream,” I said, stalking her like a hunter after his prey, my gaze focused on her and my mouth watering. “You’re gorgeous. And mine for the night.”

      Starving for her, we tumbled on the mattress in a jumble of limbs, our hands busy traveling all over each other’s bodies.

      I flipped us over until I could hover over her, staring into her eyes.

      Isla propped herself up on her elbows, her mouth desperate for mine. It wasn’t passion we shared, but a desperate need. Something to give us a break from the shit-show of our lives for a little time.

      In one slow stroke, I lodged myself between her thighs, relishing the moist heat coating my cock.

      I crashed my lips down on hers, bruising them, making her whimper.

      Meeting me thrust for thrust, I lost myself inside her, forgetting about the rest of the world.

      “Harder,” she purred, and I delivered, ramming into her with everything I had. Until we both climbed over the edge and fell on the other side, spent and satisfied.

      With a sheet covering her naked body, she moved to her feet once we both came down the rush. “Mind if I shower before I go? It’s a thirty-minute drive to get home, and I wanna feel fresh when I see my mother. She tends to be judgmental. If she thinks I’ve been out, she’ll go batshit crazy. I would prefer to avoid poking the bear.”

      I shook my head. “Go ahead. I get it. I got into an argument with my dad earlier. That’s what put me in a sour mood. He’s being an idiot, and he refuses to see it. Sometimes, I feel like I’m the only adult in this relationship.”

      She stood by the bed, nodding. “What does your mom say?”

      I clamped my nape. “She died. A few years back. My dad is now dipping his dick where he shouldn’t. I’m tired of saving him from himself.”

      “That sucks. My parents are divorced. I don’t remember my dad.” She rocked on her heels. “My mother is a lot… I can’t wait to be out of there and spread my own wings. I’m tired of her belittling everything I do. My body, my clothes, my choices, my life.” She flicked her wrist. “Anyway, I’ll shower and get out of your way.”

      Without another word, she entered the bathroom and clicked the door shut after her.

      I was right earlier. This girl hid between dark clothes and makeup. It was a shield, an armor. She was protecting herself until she was ready to be her own person.

      Jumping to my feet, I knocked on the bathroom door. “Hey Isla, wanna spend the night?”

      I blinked. What was I doing? I was so out of my element here. I never invited girls over if I didn’t have to. And yet something about her, call it vulnerability, made me want to hold on to her for a little longer. I was certain she needed the affection just as much as I did.

      Dressed in one of my T-shirts minutes later, she slipped under the covers and nestled against my side. I wrapped my arm around her, and before I could think about what I was doing, I kissed the side of her head.

      I had no idea what it was about Isla that called to every part of me, but I recognized a loneliness in her that matched mine. As we lay together, a new sense of calm invaded me. I felt better than I had in a long time. Thinking about it, I couldn’t pinpoint the last time I’d been at peace.

      Soon my body grew heavy, and I drifted to sleep, holding the girl dozing in my arms a little tighter, not ready to let go of her.

      When I woke up the next morning, ready to face my father, Isla’s perfume still lingered on the sheets, but she was gone. And for a short moment, after what she told me about her mother, I was worried about the girl I knew nothing about.
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