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INTRODUCTION: HOT STRANGERS, HOT TIMES


There’s nothing like the thrill of encountering a stranger and feeling that initial spark, that intuition that even though you don’t know this person, they could be someone you want to get naked with. That’s the premise of  Sexy Strangers, where encounters between neighbors, dates, rivals, and others who appear in the lives of the protagonists turn thrillingly sensual.


In these stories, lovers meet in all sorts of ways, from roller skating to beaches to sex clubs to libraries. Wherever they find each other, there’s a moment when they know: This is someone I want to get naked with. There’s a lot more to these sexy stories than casual sex, though. Whether or not these encounters extend beyond their initial sizzling start or are whole in and of themselves, these passionate stories bring all the heat of that initial discovery.


The lovers you’ll read about get to know each other in the most intimate of ways, fueled by various desires—for hot sex, for someone to offer them lust and longing and attention that they aren’t getting elsewhere. In many of these stories, a stranger helps unlock an aspect of a character’s sexuality which has been hidden away, or which they haven’t been able to fully access on their own. These strangers exchange kisses and touches and orgasms as well as deeper gifts, in many cases, as they encourage their new lovers to try something new, whether it’s exhibitionism, voyeurism, sex toys, BDSM, role-playing, or particular locations, positions, or sensations.


Every character you’ll read about in  Sexy Strangers is changed in a powerful way by what happens when they strip naked before a new lover, when they communicate in a very particular way about who they are and what they want. They offer the permission these sexual seekers have been looking for to embrace their most uninhibited selves and have the kind of sex they’ve either dreamed about or couldn’t have imagined themselves actually doing.


In “Life’s Too Short” by Sienna Merit, the protagonist succumbs to the sexual charms of the bartender she’s had her eye on, making the most of the title saying. “She was a hungry, merciless wildfire when she got going. I was breathless looking at her.” That same energy is present throughout these stories, a rush to say yes, to explore, to go to those places, literal and figurative, that are a little (or a lot) edgy, daring, and often combine a mix of nerves and arousal. That balancing act of trusting someone new to learn how to read their body’s roadmaps, of going with the unexpected without knowing what will happen beyond the immediate moment, that drives the erotic tension in these stories. I hope they whisk you away with their sexual frenzy and leave you breathless as well.


Rachel Kramer Bussel


Atlantic City




SKATE DATE


Annita Tercio


Please, please, please let no one else be here, Darby thought to herself as she parked her car.


She checked her phone: 7:30 a.m. She glanced at her stuffed tote bag on the passenger seat. She reviewed her mental checklist one more time. Water: check. Elbow, wrist, and knee pads: check, check, check. Cute stripy socks: snug around her calves. Stretchy retro shorts that skirted the edge of being cheeky: settled into the crease of her thighs. Brand new roller skates: teasing her from the top of the bag. Daring her not to fall on her ass.


“Am I really going to do this?” she said aloud to herself. She peered out the car window at the smooth concrete surface of the reservoir. Morning sun filtered through the tall trees and bird-song emanated from the branches. Otherwise, the street was quiet. She studied the slice of pavement visible from the gate. No one glided past. Later in the day it would be hopping, with everyone from parents chasing toddlers on tricycles to the local derby team practicing drills. The reservoir was the place to go if you wanted to be on wheels. Smooth, flat, big, completely fenced in, and free.


Which is why Darby was there. Just hopefully early enough to spare herself the embarrassment of others witnessing a six-foot-tall, forty-seven-year-old woman attempting to roller skate again after last attaching eight wheels to her feet decades ago.


“This is ridiculous,” she said aloud. She looked at the skates. Bright green suede. Sparkly laces. Matching suede toe caps. She’d really gone for it. She’d been wanting to try skating again for over two years, ever since she’d walked past a man sitting on the floor of his garage, clearly mid clean-out, strapping on a pair of skates he’d just unearthed from some dusty box in a corner. He looked giddy. Something about the look on his face, of rediscovering something that must have once given him pleasure, had struck her. She hadn’t felt joy for quite some time, and now, in her post-divorce-fuck-it-I’m-going-to-reclaim-myself-and-have-some-goddamn-fun phase of life, she’d decided to stop withholding from herself. Seek freedom. Seek joy. Play.


So when her chosen skates came back in stock she hit “complete purchase” before she could even talk herself out of it. Three days later, they were at her doorstep.


She touched the silky suede of the skates. Damn they were pretty. And expensive. Darby exhaled, grabbed the tote, and got out of the car.


Nerves tingled in her fingers as she laced the skates tightly around her ankles. Once on, she looked down at her long thighs, a little more muscled of late due to her newfound love of squats. She adjusted her pink-striped tube socks as the metallic threads of her laces caught the sunlight. Unconsciously, she grinned. Double checking the Velcro of her pads, Darby flipped herself over onto her knees and stood up, lunging on one leg, then the other. She wobbled a moment but then remembered all the tutorials she’d watched online. Keep your knees bent. Core tight. Shoulders straight. Look ahead. Breathe. Relax.


She flashed to herself as a kid. She used to skate up and down the driveway, on the back patio, weaving and turning for hours. The only reason she’d stopped was because she’d hit a growth spurt in her early teens and her brother’s friend, staring up at her from his sneakers, had looked at her yellow overalls and immediately nicknamed her Big Bird.


A breeze rustled across her neck and bare arms. The sun washed over the bare pavement, empty except for her.


“Fuck it,” she said and pushed off.


Just like that, Darby was skating. At first her strides were tentative. Then she adjusted her balance from her heels to the balls of her feet, the skates’ leather snug against her shins. The wheels rolling over the pavement thrummed under her feet and with each passing minute, her movements grew more fluid.


She picked up more speed and leaned into a turn, relishing the momentum pushing her into a gentle arc.


She giggled aloud. “I’m doing it!” she said to herself. She rolled back to the spot where she’d dropped her bag. She found her earbuds, popped them in, cued up her favorite 90s playlist, tucked her phone into the top of her sports bra, and before she even had a chance to think, turned around on one foot and propelled herself forward with her toe stop. She giggled once more.  Fuck age, fuck self-doubt, she thought.


Gliding across the smooth concrete, music thumping in her ears, sun kissing the tops of her shoulders, Darby skated. Back and forth. Round and round. With each revolution across the expanse of the reservoir, the muscle memory returned. She swung her hips from side to side, her feet swiveling in response. She pushed with her left foot, then drew a C with her right, zooming into a quick turn and stop. “What?!” she shouted, laughing out loud. Yes! This is why she wanted to do this again.


Remind herself that life was more than work, paying a mortgage, wasting time on dating sites with men who told her they thought she seemed great but they preferred—in the words of one man a whopping one inch shorter—to be the taller one “because it just felt more natural.” All her life she’d never understood how on one hand, long legs were desirable, but then, when she showed up sporting her thirty-three-inch inseam, or even worse, wearing heels, men balked, afraid that somehow her natural genetics threatened their masculinity.


When she’d first tried on her skates, daring only to stand on her bedroom carpet in front of her full-length mirror, she couldn’t help but think:  I look like a giraffe. Standing that close, she couldn’t even see the top of her head in the reflection. But now, skating, gliding, turning, bouncing to the music, she didn’t feel like a giraffe. She felt graceful. She felt strong. She felt . . . hot.


Pushing harder, she lifted her arms above her head. She snapped her fingers in tune to the music. Janet Jackson’s “That’s the Way Love Goes” came on and something about the slow beat, the clench of her ass and thigh muscles, the growing summer heat, all of it, made her rake her hands down the front of her body like she was in a music video. Her nipples puckered at the feel of her fingertips. The tip of her clit pulsed.


She giggled. Darby was literally and figuratively feeling herself.


Why had she waited so long to get back on skates? She turned again and—


Shit.


Someone else was there.


In a shady corner a man was sitting on a cheap fold-up camping chair. He was bent over, furiously lacing inlines to his feet.


How long had he been there? Had he seen her?


He sat up and looked straight at Darby before she could look away. If she hadn’t panicked, she could’ve kept skating with her hands away from her fun zones while looking right past him in an attempt to signal she had no idea he was there. Then she could nonchalantly skate back to her bag, plop down as if she hadn’t just gotten there ten minutes before, take off her skates, and go home for a vibrator session and a second cup of tea.


He lifted a hand and waved. A gesture to say,  Hey. Since it’s just us here it would be weird if we didn’t acknowledge each other. Darby waved back weakly as the man slowly stood up.


Well, fine. She wasn’t alone anymore. He probably didn’t see her shaking her ass and pinching her own nipples, right? He’d probably just arrived. Next time she’d get here even earlier, maybe before—


“MERDE!”


Somehow, in the two seconds since they’d exchanged waves, the man had managed to fall. Had he even . . . skated? Darby wondered. But there he was, legs waving in the air and the camping chair resting on his back.


Instinctively she skated toward him, taking her earbuds out. “Are you okay?” she called out.


As she neared, he pushed the chair off himself, yelling out, “  Merde!” once more but less forcefully. He pushed his legs out in front of him as he struggled to set the chair upright.


“Are you—” she started to ask again but cut herself off. She was going way too fast. She jammed a toe stop down but it bounced and skidded behind her. She grabbed the fence to break her momentum, wheels clattering and sliding from underneath her. “EEEEEE!” she squealed as she somehow managed to get her feet back under her.


“I’m okay. You?” the man said with an accent.


Darby looked down at him. What were the chances? He was adorable. Dark salt-and-pepper hair curled out from under a hat. Even under the brim she could see that his eyes leaned toward green. He was dressed simply, in gray shorts and a light T-shirt that somehow showed a trim body without actually being tight. His tan calves curved gracefully into new black inlines.


Darby wanted to climb right up and over the fence and disappear.


She also wanted to climb right on top of him.


“I’m still standing,” she said, pushing the thought away and attempting to smile. She realized she was clinging to the fence. Finger by finger she let go, trying to look casual. “Looks like you took a nasty fall.”


He nodded, smiling at her. He made no attempt to get up. “Yes,” he said. It sounded like “Yusss.” He looked both friendly and confused. In a handsome way.


“Well,” Darby said. Wow. His smile was . . . something. “Good luck!” she called out as she carefully turned, suddenly stricken that she was on roller skates. In tube socks. Wearing tiny 70s retro-style shorts she’d bought for $17 off Amazon. And that she was eight hundred feet tall looming over a charmingly sexy man sitting on the ground. Who, she noticed, was trying not to look at her legs.


She smiled again as she pushed off, fumbling as she attempted to put her earbuds back in.


“AHHH!” she heard from behind her. “Merde, merde, merde!”


Without thinking, she whipped around. Her speed spun her into a three-sixty and her arms flew up as she rocked back, but just as quickly she bent her knees and flung her arms forward, reestablishing her balance. The man, on the other hand, was on all fours, trying desperately to catch purchase with his skates but instead his feet rolled helplessly behind him. He managed to grab hold of the fence with one hand and through force of will and a comically wide stance, got up in a crouch. He glanced at Darby and, laughing, gave her a meek thumbs up.


She couldn’t help herself. Darby skated back, going slower this time and managing to drag her toe stop without it stuttering over the pavement.


“Grab the fence with your other hand,” she said. “Step your feet closer. Then you can pull yourself up.”


He glanced at her again. His cheeks were red. Fuck he was cute. “Sorry,” he said. It sounded like, “sa-REE?” Darby put it all together. Not only was this man completely inept on skates, he was French and barely spoke English. And then, in a nanosecond, right back on his ass.


What the hell was happening this morning?


Darby laughed. She’d been worried that she looked like a giraffe and yet this man might actually be one, albeit reincarnated in a taut French man’s body.


Holding up his index finger, he reached into his pocket and pulled out his phone. With a few taps he spoke into the microphone and then held it out to her. She leaned down and saw that he had translated himself. “I’m sorry, my English is bad and so is my skating. I’m here visiting family.”


He took the phone back, tapped again, then held it for her, waiting for her to speak.


“My skating is not so good either,” she said after a pause, defaulting to self-effacement. He read her words and then looked at her in shock. He muttered some words into the phone. Darby couldn’t understand a single one of them, but the way his words slid around in the back of his throat made her want to bend down and watch his tongue.


He held the phone out. “You are joking. Your skating is beautiful! You are a graceful gazelle.” Just as she took her eyes off the screen, she noticed his eyes traveling up her legs. He quickly averted his gaze. Darby watched his face flush deeper.


He mumbled into the phone. “Apologies, I am just embarrassed to be trying this around such a beautiful woman.” Normally she’d roll her eyes at a line like that, but then he covered his face with his hands, letting out a soft laugh that ended in a sigh. His hands were gorgeous. Thick veins carved into the backs of them, indicating an easy strength. He spoke again into the phone. “It is impossible to stand in these things!”


She laughed. Hm.  Maybe you don’t need to stand, she thought.


He dictated into the phone once more, his voice lower this time: “You looked like you were having a nice time by yourself before I interrupted.”


She stared at him. This time, he didn’t glance away as he gazed up at her. A soft grin pulled at his mouth. So he  had seen her feeling herself. Figuratively and literally.


Grabbing the fence for stability, she motioned for the phone.


“Did you have a nice time watching?” she asked. Heat flooded her cheeks, but she didn’t break her stare.


His eyes flickered wide for a moment as he read her translated words.


 “Oui,” he said. He put the phone down.


She pushed on her toe stop, inching closer. Her shadow covered his face. He licked his lips. On her skates she towered above him. Her hand sweat as she clung to the fence. Darby! What are you doing?


He reached a hand toward her. Before he touched her, he caught her eyes, waiting. “Please,” she whispered, nodding.


He traced a finger across the top of her sock. His touch was warm and his fingers firm. His hand curved around her calf before he slid his hand up, middle finger pressing up the back of her knee. Instantly chills traveled up her hamstring, her ass, her spine. Her skin puckered and she watched his mouth edge open.


She dug her right toe stop into the pavement and swung her left leg to the other side, balancing atop her other toe stop and grasping the fence with both hands. Her legs formed a triangle over his head. She looked down at his face. He looked incredulous, like he couldn’t believe what was happening.


Neither could she. But that didn’t stop her. She came here for fun, right? She bit her bottom lip as she let go with one hand, shifting the soft terry cloth of the shorts over to expose her pussy.


“Do you want—” she started to ask.


“Oui,” he sighed. She bent her knees, lowering down, jamming her skates into the fence to hold herself. She started to think of how awkward she must look, femurs jutting out to each side, but then her thoughts stopped as she felt his hands slowly, reverently, travel up and down the backs of her legs and then his mouth as he gently kissed the insides of both her thighs, his green eyes looking up at her the whole time. He took over pulling the fabric away to display her folds, and she held the fence with both hands and spread her legs even more as his mouth moved over her clit.


At the moment he first tasted her, they both groaned. He used just the tip of his tongue and the edges of his lips, barely circling her, alternating licks with soft kisses. She started to pump into his mouth, meeting every restrained lick. Darby did not know this man but she knew he was teasing her, so she teased back, feeding him her pussy and then pulling away. The warm pressure of his tongue against her clit felt so good, and he ran his other hand under the back of her shorts, cupping her ass and pulling her closer. She pushed into his mouth even more, wanting to feel his entire tongue flat against her clit and lips. His tongue pressed and circled and then dipped lower between her slit.


She started to buck against his mouth, grinding her clit against him as he lapped at her. He was moaning just as much as she was, and she watched as his mouth dove deep inside her thick, wet lips. She ground against him, simultaneously wanting his tongue deep inside her walls and yet pressing around her clit. Her head fell back as she spread for him even more. The hand on her ass slid forward and she felt him press a finger at the edge of her opening. “Oh, fuck, yes,” she moaned, and slowly he slid it inside her.


As he filled her with one finger, then two, all she wanted to do was fuck this man’s mouth and hands. As his fingers curled deep within her and his tongue and lips licked and pressed and sucked all over her hard, pulsing clit, that’s exactly what she did. She circled her pussy all over his mouth, the pressure building inside her into a pulsing heat. Clutching the fence with one hand, she let go with the other to grab the back of his head as she bucked into him until her thighs shook and the waves of her orgasm overtook her. She rocked her pussy against his face, coming and coming against his tongue until finally the waves subsided.


“Oh, my God,” she whispered. His hands squeezed both her asscheeks, pulling her down. She edged her hands down the fence and somehow maneuvered her legs and skates under her so she was sitting next to him, her legs stretched out, muscles quivering.


She picked up his phone. He tapped on it a few times and held it to her. “I thought by getting here early I’d have this place to myself,” she teased.


As soon as he read her words he smiled. His mouth was wet with her. He dictated back. “I wanted to learn how to skate before a birthday party later today. I didn’t plan on making a fool of myself before a stunning woman skating on the most gorgeously long legs I’ve ever seen.”


Reading that, she actually blushed.  Darby! You just came on this stranger’s mouth! “I’m sorry you didn’t learn how to skate,” she replied.


He looked straight at her as he dictated. She didn’t need to see the phone to know what he said: “I am definitely not sorry.”


Thinking about her knee pads, she was about to offer something more to him when the reservoir gate clanged. They both looked and saw a young woman cautiously step forward, skates slung over her shoulder, scanning the perimeter and then, when she saw them, try not to look disappointed when she realized she wasn’t alone.


“Tomorrow?” she said into his phone.


He nodded enthusiastically.


“Good,” she said, not so nonchalantly standing up. “It’s a date.” She laughed. “A skate date.”




A BODY IN MOTION


Suleikha Snyder


The woman who’d just paid a premium for twenty minutes of his time looked like a teacher at a private school. Or a movie librarian. The stereotype of a prim and bookish girl with her glasses and her button-down blouse and what were probably orthopedic shoes. They were black and thick-heeled and looked really comfortable—which was something Luke really appreciated, given how much time he spent on his feet on any given day. She’d introduced herself as Meena, and he had no doubt it was her actual name. She didn’t seem to be afraid of being seen here. No, her fear was something else. Her hands were knotted together on her pressed-together knees . . . but only for as long as it took her to realize that. She swiftly placed her palms flat on the seat on either side of her. The knees, encased in faded brown corduroys that were almost trendy, stayed closed. Just as the drink on the table to her left stayed untouched.


It was the second of her two-drink minimum, according to Tracy, who’d served her out on the floor. Meena had done what was required but knew her limits. A fact she didn’t hesitate to make clear. “I don’t want a lap dance,” she said in a quiet but clear voice. “Can you just be sexy?”


He fought back the laugh the earnest question brought out of him and toed off his shoes by the door. The last thing he wanted to do was embarrass her. That wasn’t the job. That wasn’t what she’d paid for. That wasn’t what she deserved. “Yeah,” he said softly. “I think I can be sexy for you.” What’s more, he  wanted to.


He’d worked the private room dozens of times. Danced for plenty of customers. Sometimes, he just let the music guide his motions, his body literally a well-oiled machine. They were usually too lubricated themselves—on too many cock-tails—to notice. But this time, as the familiar strains of Usher’s “U Got It Bad” came over the speakers, he took his cues from her.


Meena tilted her chin up as he began to roll his hips, her knuckles white as she clutched the edges of the leather banquette. So brave. Like she was readying for a fight and not a dance. She had something to prove by being here, whether it was to herself or someone else, he couldn’t guess.


Luke made no move toward her. He stayed where he was, just toying with the buttons of his shirt. Most of his one-on-one sessions started the same way. With one question. “What turns you on?” he murmured. “What’s going to make you feel good?”


“I have no idea anymore,” she blurted out, with the same huff of surprised amusement he’d held back. “Not being here. Being at home. Watching you on TV instead.”


She preferred distance. Her sex objects removed and untouchable. Safe. He got that. Sometimes, after all of the groping and grabbing he endured in this club, he’d go home not wanting to be touched at all. Even an accidental brush from people on the train felt like sensory overload. Or, worse, a violation. And the last thing he needed was for her to feel that way.


“Pretend I’m on TV then,” he suggested with a smile. A genuine one. “Just a really good flat-screen.”


She laughed again, loosening her death grip on the seat.  That’s my girl. “Please. The only thing flat about you is your abs,” she said with the moxie that probably got her in the door of Cloud9 in the first place.


He looked down at the abs in question, still covered by his white shirt. “Are you sure about that? Maybe we should find out. You know, for science.”


Her battle-ready posture curled as she smothered a giggle against her palm. And the apprehension in her eyes turned into a sparkle. Humor got her going. It engaged her brain. Revved her engine. Good. He could happily work with that.


“Alexa, play ‘Pony’ by Ginuwine,” he said, glancing up at one of the ceiling speakers for effect.


Meena’s brown eyes widened behind her glasses. “You do  not have an Alexa in here.” Her voice rose in disbelief.


“No, we do not,” he confirmed with a grin as he went to the tablet on the wall and manually skipped through the private room’s playlist. Most women were happy with the basic  Magic Mike experience—though they’d long since retired the Ginuwine song because all the dancers were sick of it. The routine was to woo them and whisper to them and make them a part of the performance. Make them feel like a partner and a sex object at the same time. Touch and tease and tantalize. That wouldn’t work for this prim and private person.


 No. Not so prim. She wasn’t as fragile and fearful as he’d assumed. “Beatles or Stones?” he asked over his shoulder.


Her volume went up another notch. “You cannot possibly strip to The Beatles,” she declared, so confident in her claim that she forgot to be anxious.


“Watch me,” he challenged as the first notes of “Oh! Darling” filled the circular lounge.


And she did. Meena followed his hips and his shoulders  as he came back to center and started to dance. Those intense eyes taking everything in.  It’s a dare, he thought as her lips parted and her cheeks flushed. She lost a bet. And she wasn’t the kind of woman who reneged on a deal. Not with those buttons marching in a uniform line to her high collar. Her hands were fisted again. But not from nerves this time.  No. As Luke pulled his white oxford from the waistband of his jeans and slowly went for his own buttons, he wondered if she might just be tempted to do it for him. Maybe she was itching to run her palms down his chest as he swiveled his hips to the perfect burlesque beat. If not now, then soon.


 That’s right, he urged her silently as he tossed the shirt onto the banquette next to her.  Be here with me. Because if Meena wasn’t there, wasn’t  present, then she was wasting her money and her time. That was one of the first things he’d learned when he started dancing at clubs like this to help pay his way through college. To connect. And the connection here was growing stronger by the second.


He held her gaze even as it roamed across his body. She was fascinated by his arms. And his shoulders. Both emphasized by his tight and sleeveless white T-shirt. His feet were bare, because it was easier to dance that way, and he felt her eyes there, too. Taking everything in. If she’d been laughing at the music pick initially, it was all gone now. Her pulse was probably beating wildly, because she loosened that stifling shirt collar, exposing the delicate brown skin of her throat. That smooth silk might be the only part of her he ever saw. And there was something magical about that. Something intimate in a way that wasn’t about fucking her.


This was a trade, what he did in the private rooms. He stripped off almost everything, just so people could share a secret part of themselves. Their wants, their needs, sometimes their hopes and their sorrows. Even their anxieties and their doubts. “Can I come closer?” he asked quietly.


She just nodded, as if speaking might release the word “no.” And that would defeat the purpose of her being here, wouldn’t it? Whatever had made her walk in . . . now, it was making her stay. And so was he.


Luke reached behind his neck and grabbed his T-shirt, pulling it up and over his head. Always a crowd-pleaser. Not the only thing he was good at doing one-handed. And then he was just in front of her knees. They’d fallen open, but he knew better than to nudge between them. That was too much. Beyond the limits she’d established earlier.


Maybe it was research. Like she was a writer or a social scientist or a reporter. A private detective working for a suspicious husband. Luke had nothing to worry about on that score. He’d never taken liberties with a customer. Some of the other guys? Sure. They kissed and touched and made women come. They accepted phone numbers and offers of well-compensated dates. He didn’t judge and he didn’t tattle to management. It was their prerogative. But it’d never really been his.


Not even when someone was focusing on him the way Meena was now . . . or so he was telling himself.  Don’t ruin it. Don’t break. Don’t cross the line. The temptation to ask questions, to learn more, was strong, but he could resist it. He had to keep his mind on the work. No matter how curious he was about what had brought her here. Or how she looked as her walls came down.


She’d been pretty before, if a little too serious and severe and ready to jump out of her skin. But now, canting forward, close enough to reach for him, dark hair escaping her bun, she was bordering on fucking incandescent. The tension had drained out of her. Whatever hesitation she’d had, it didn’t matter now.


He mouthed the song lyrics as he took off his belt and worked open his fly. And when his zipper came down, as far as they were both concerned, she  was his darling. That was the job.  Don’t forget that. That was what she’d paid for.  And nothing else. That was what she deserved.  More than this. And this was why he worked at Cloud9 three nights a week and did two shows with the rest of the guys on Saturdays. Right?


Because everybody was a little bit beautiful during a dance.


She knew what the dancer saw when he looked at her. What she showed the world. Someone uptight and buttoned down. The bouncer at the door had almost refused to let her in. Same for the house manager and the pretty cocktail waitress who eventually told her how to book a private experience. For years, she’d been told where she didn’t belong. Not at school amidst all those white faces. Not at college, in her STEM classes. Not in the research lab. Not in her marriage. She was so tired of it. Of being the odd one out, the nerdy one, the quiet one, the one who wasn’t exciting enough.


It was time to remember who she was  inside. The person with passion and ambition and the sheer will to accomplish anything she put her mind to. So here Meena was, at an all-male revue, thanks to a Groupon and alimony payments. Inches from a nearly naked man who was slated to lead a burlesque show at ten.  Luke, her waitress had said, and he’d repeated it as he joined Meena in what they called “The Starlight Lounge.” Now Luke was lowering his zipper as The Beatles trailed off into the opening strains of something by Otis Redding. He liked the classics, this guy. Or maybe he thought  she liked the classics, which wasn’t entirely wrong. But she found herself wryly asking, “Is the median age of your clients sixty-five?” before she could censor herself.


 “You’re still here, aren’t you?” He didn’t miss a beat as he peeled down his jeans . . . a move that shouldn’t have been sexy, but somehow he made it so. He was handsome in that way that models were. Dirty blond hair and a shadow of pale stubble hugging his jaw. Suntanned and sleek with an eight-pack—confirmed for science. And if they weren’t supposed to talk during one of these dances, he wasn’t saying so. He seemed to be watching her as closely as she’d paid to watch him. His dark blue eyes, flecked with a gold that matched his five o’clock shadow, had barely broken contact.


Was that the gimmick here? At these Magic Mike-inspired clubs that had popped up all over the country in the last decade? To make people feel like they were someone’s sole focus? It was effective. Too effective. Sometime in the last few minutes, she’d started to feel less uncomfortable and more at ease. And then she’d started to feel hot and sweaty. Her throat was tight. Undoing her collar hadn’t helped. She’d worn her work clothes on purpose. Like that might be some sort of shield. A barrier between her and all the things she wasn’t supposed to want . . . and the things she was afraid to reclaim.


She’d failed to account for one thing. For someone who’d only ever felt invisible, there was nothing headier than being seen. And nothing hotter than being heard. Luke had respected her request for no lap dance . . . and the one to  just be sexy. What could be sexier than a man with rhythm and a sense of humor who actually listened to her? She knew now. A man with all of that who was almost brushing up against her bent legs.


 “Can I come closer?” He’d asked so kindly, so politely, before taking off his T-shirt. When was the last time someone had asked before invading her space? She couldn’t remember. But this beautiful man, this sexy stranger kicking off his jeans and standing before her in nothing but clingy black boxer-briefs, had shown her that respect. It left her breathless. Was that how starved she was for basic courtesy? Was that why she was leaning forward, near enough to reach out and run her fingertips along the grooves of his hip cuts?


Meena tried to keep her focus above his neck. She really did. But Luke’s eyes were too insightful and his body was too tempting. So, when he sank to his knees and did some sort of sinuous arch, her gaze instinctively followed the curve down his shoulders and the taut stretch of his back. The globes of his butt in those snug shorts. She’d asked him not to dance up on her. She hadn’t said anything about not fucking the floor.


Some sort of noise escaped her throat. A strangled squeak. He looked up at her, a smile pulling at his lips and a pleased glint in his eyes. As if they weren’t blue and sparkling enough already. “You doing okay, darlin’?” The drawl of the last word was as strange on his un-Southern tongue as it was coming from a guy from Liverpool.


He was teasing her. And she was enjoying it. She was enjoying all of this. She couldn’t have imagined that ten minutes ago. Or even before she’d made it through the front door. Dr. Meena Reddy—Dr. EverReddy or Dr. NeverReddy, depending on how the postdocs were feeling about her that week—was actually in a strip club by herself and having a good time. “I’m doing great,” she said, still surprised that she meant it. She’d picked the most antithetical to her reputation excursion . . . but this was the most like herself she’d felt in a very long time.


“Good,” murmured Luke as he stayed kneeling before her and rocked back on his bare heels. “What you need from me now?”


She had him for ten more minutes. It wasn’t nearly enough time to encompass what she needed. From him or from anyone else. So all she said was, “Come closer.” Come closer, I want more.
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