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For Lauren, who laughs at all the jokes

Playlist and Book BINGO
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THE MAIN CHARACTER, Audrey Freemont, experiences life through a living connection to music. Celebrate her radio in a box mindset by listening to her playlist on Spotify. You can scan, click here, or find the list on my website: mjladow.com
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MY BOOK CLUB ADORES Book BINGO, and we have two ways of playing it. Sometimes, we play it for fun during happy hour or other occasions after we've finished the book. But more frequently, we play it concurrently while reading, jotting down page numbers in the boxes as we read. Talking about it afterward is always fun. 

Below are two boards for your enjoyment. You can also grab them on my website: mjladow.com

Educational Bingo
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Pop Culture BINGO
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Chapter 1: Audrey
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​​Brass Monkey

“How did you ever convince me to come tonight?” I shouted. Travis Tritt pumped through the speakers and offered me a quarter to call someone who cared. I debated taking him up on it and calling an Uber.

Normally, I would have taken my bestie Val’s shrug and grin as a challenge and plunged into a debate on the misnomer of happy hour. But my mind was on overdrive, bouncing between ideas so much that logic was impossible. I was wearing myself out pinging from one thought to another.

Panic rose up from the pit of my stomach. School started for teachers tomorrow, and I swallowed down the growing sense of doom. Summer’s end heralded the start of the annual pressure and stress that turned free time into parent phone calls, meetings, detentions, afterschool activities, and hours of preparation for every class.

I’d pushed away the dread all day, but I couldn’t avoid it. Even here in Sharky’s Pub, with dozens of teachers, custodians, and office assistants all celebrating one last night of freedom, I stared at my undeniable failure of a summer more morose than previous years. 

Back in June, I felt like the world was my oyster! School’s Out for Summer by Alice Cooper filled my head, drowning out Travis Tritt and the bar noise.

I had big goals.

I might even call them HUGE goals.

It would be my summer of indulgence. After nine years of teaching summer school to twelve and thirteen-year-olds, I promised myself I’d set aside three months to work on myself.

My entire life to this point revolved around school - going to school, graduating, and then teaching. Don’t get me wrong; I love teaching kids, but was it wrong to want more? Devoting myself to education day in and out was exhausting. 

Does it pay well? Nope. Does society at large respect me? Not really. I’m lucky to have a two-bedroom apartment with enough left over to feed my cat.

For eight years, it had been enough. But last year, I started wanting more. 

Loud laughter nearby made me jolt. Val passed me a cold beer. “It’s called networking. You gotta put yourself out there more.”

Her so brown it was almost black hair was piled on top of her head, and her green glasses glinted under the bar’s lights. Val knew damn well that I’d tried to break out of my shell all summer and failed miserably. If you Googled couch potato, my name would be the first result.

She patted my back. "Loosen up. Unwind. Have fun. Otherwise, you’ll become a Pauli Nelson.” 

Pauli taught algebra at our school for four years, but she’d cracked last March and cried every day until June. She quit on the last day of school, moved back home to her parents, and got a job managing a Waffle House, making more money than I do.

“It didn’t turn out too badly for her,” I grumbled. “She’s marrying her high school sweetheart in May."

Val nodded. "We’re gonna dance barefoot at her reception, drink free booze, and party all night.”

I shrugged. “I’ll probably skip it.” Going would feel like rubbing wedding cake into the wound during open heart surgery. 

“Girl, you have to go.” 

“Going will only remind me of the mess I’ve made of my life.” Or my lack of life. I couldn’t even find a summer fling.

She tossed her long, dark hair over her shoulder. “You just need to find a man and get laid. Pauli has more brothers than toenails. Pick one and let the guy drive his hot dog truck into your Taco Town all night long until he runs out of hot sauce.”

“It’s just a dry spell.” In reality, I hadn’t been on a real date in the eight years since college, and my last long-term boyfriend, Jonathan, broke up with me during my senior year of high school. The well was bone dry. 

Val shook her head. “It’s more like the Sahara Desert!” Val has a mean streak. I love that about her, but right now, I considered punching her.

“Why is it so hard to find a clean, reasonably handsome man to have some no-strings-attached fun with?” Just saying it made me feel old. I didn’t need to look in the mirror to know I was starting to resemble one of those old-fashioned spinsters with the bun and the reading glasses.

“You could be a cougar. Fierce, powerful, and strong. Pauli’s little brothers...”

“My spicy salsa is too hot for them.”

She laughed, “Then find someone who can. You’re only thirty-two. Stop acting eighty.”

If only it were that easy. I couldn’t even find a single acceptable guy interested in having sex with me. Did I need to wear a sign?  

A saccharine sweet voice interrupted. "Audrey, I’m so happy you’re here. It’s so rare to see you at a faculty function.” 

I tried not to grind my teeth together. My eyes met Val’s. Why hadn’t she warned me Pricilla Henesey circled me like a shark dressed in summer linen? I carefully wiped the irritated expression off my face and turned, attempting a smile.

“Hey, Pree, did you have a good summer?” I forced a smile, hoping Priscilla would answer in one word. 

We’d started teaching the same year at Marchfield Middle. It only took me a few months to discover Pree has a competitive streak which turned her into a pit viper. If I were named the Spotlight Teacher of the Week, she had to be nominated the next week. When I was given two advanced classes in eighth-grade, she had to have two in sixth. Honestly, I could ignore all of that, but the fake, sickly sweet Southern charm she always spat in my direction annoyed me.

Pree laughed. Her perfectly cut and styled platinum blonde hair barely moved as her words gushed out. “Oh my gosh, it was a whirlwind! I traveled to Africa and joined an eco-safari. We were only supposed to go for two weeks, but Ned wanted to photograph the big five, you know – lions, leopards, elephants, rhinoceroses, both black and white, and African buffalos, so we stayed an extra two weeks to check it all off his bucket list."

“Ned?” Val asked, “Is he your boyf–”

“Fiancé!” Priscilla shrieked. Her smile was full of impossibly white teeth as she flashed her manicured left hand, wiggling her fingers to make the light bounce off her large diamond.

“Wow!” I said searching for words. “That’s gotta be...”

“Five carats!” Pricilla cut me off with a girlish giggle. I looked away, trying not to laugh.

“I would have said heavy. But, wow, five carats! Cool! When did you meet Ned?”

“Oh! He goes to my gym. We trained together for the Shamrock Marathon in March. He’s a sustainability architect and rich, rich, rich.” She fanned herself with her hand as if the thought of his money made her hot.

I struggled to find words and ended up blurting out, “Is that diamond sustainably sourced?”

Priscilla narrowed her eyes and huffed, “Maybe? Who cares? I’m engaged!”

Val’s left eye twitched. Her face turned red from holding back her laughter. 

My eyes clashed with Val’s, trying to communicate my desire to cut this conversation short, but she just smiled wickedly. “When’s the wedding?” 

Priscilla gushed. “Oh, we were thinking about spring break, but Ned reminded me the Rock-n-Roll marathon is the same weekend, so you know, we can’t miss that. Have you ever run a marathon, Audrey? The endorphins! Oh, my God! They are amazing! Better than sex.” Priscilla fanned herself, her sparkling diamond mocking me.

My first thought was Ned needed to work on his game.

My second... No way in hell could Pree ever convince me that running was better than sex. Some people ran for enjoyment, and I watched Chariots of Fire on Netflix.

I rubbed the piercing ache developing above my left eye, searching for any excuse to get out of this conversation. If Priscilla gushed her happiness over me for one more minute, I’d vomit or cry. My hand tightened on the beer in my hand, and I did something I hadn’t done since college. I drained it in one swallow.

“I’m going to go get another drink,” I lied, trying not to burp. "I’ll catch you later, Pree." I turned my back on Val, leaving her there as retribution for her poor performance as my emotional support person.

I steered through the happy crowd, waving to co-workers and colleagues on my way to the bar. Marchfield Middle had a staff of about seventy-five, and it looked like almost everyone had turned out for Happy Hour. Once again, I debated calling an Uber and getting the hell out of there, but I’d stupidly bet Val I would stay for at least two hours. I couldn’t throw in the towel and lose the bet.

Spying a group of eighth-grade teachers sitting together at a table, I sidled up and grabbed a seat.

“Yo, Audrey.” Keith Payt, a special education teacher, welcomed me with a grin and slapped an arm around my shoulder in a loose headlock. “How was your summer?”

“Short.” I glanced over my shoulder, hoping Val had shaken loose of Pree and followed me. She knew random social chit-chat was not my forte. Introverts of the World Unite Online. I bought the T-shirt and wore it proudly.

“Ain’t they all?” Keith commiserated. “I taught summer school, so it flew by.” 

“I took the summer off, but I wasted it all.”

“That sounds like a story I’d like to hear. Let me buy you a drink, and you can tell it.”

I tried to tell him not to bother because my misery didn’t need company, but he disappeared into the crowd of teachers. 

Science teacher, Dee O'Malley, smiled and patted Keith’s empty chair. “Good to see you, Audrey,” she said as I slid over. 

“How is the baby?” I asked. Other people’s babies were one of my weaknesses. I loved buying tiny clothes, socks, and hats, and don’t get me started on those sweet-smelling snuggles.

“Oh! Wanna see some pictures?” Dee pulled out her phone and began scrolling through candid photos of dogs, children, and her husband splashing in the pool, building sandcastles, and playing at the park.

“Conner’s getting so big! How old is he now?” The pictures, an endless supply of frozen moments of joy, created an emptiness inside me. My phone was full of cat photos.

“He’s two. And the terrible cliché is spot on.” Dee grimaced.

“I’ve heard that two-year-olds are remarkably similar to 8th graders."

“Pretty much,” Dee chuckled and put her phone down on the table. "What did you do this summer?”

"I watched Game of Thrones."

“Oh, I’ve only seen bits and pieces. Hard to watch with little ones in the house.” Dee shrugged.

“I watched the whole thing. All eight seasons, on the big screen, full volume. And then I re-watched it three more times."

“Impressive.” Dee gave me a weird expression.

I glanced around. No sign of Val. Scanning the crowd for Keith and my beer, I spotted him giving my drink to a cute, new teacher. He caught my eye and shrugged. Keith was a huge flirt and would date any breathing woman. He and Val had dated a few times, so he and I steered clear of one another.

“I need a drink. Want anything, Dee?” I asked.

“No thanks.” Dee blushed a pretty pink. “I’m preggers again. Due in April."

I gaped at her. How did people do it? I mean, I know how they do that, but come on! I couldn’t find a man to save my life. Dee was pregnant, and Keith probably had a date for later. I wanted to scream.

Dee didn’t seem to notice. “I’m hoping for a girl this time, but I’ll be happy if it’s another boy."

I smiled dumbly while Dee glowed in that pregnant way women do. My uterus clenched with envy, but I ignored it. I was just horny, for God’s sake!

“I need a shot.” I stood and took a few steps toward the long wooden bar. I could see the bottles of whisky on the shelves behind the bartender.

Maybe?

I considered him for a few seconds and then dismissed him. I imagined I was old, but he was definitely in his upper sixties. But maybe I’d brush my hand against his just to see if there were any sparks.

Everyone around me laughed, having a great time. My mind jumped from one thought to the next but finally settled on getting drunk. 

I knew I’d regret it tomorrow. Being hungover would be a terrible idea as I sat in a faculty meeting watching summer become a memory. The principal would introduce this year’s many mandatory initiatives, and the weight of them lands on every teacher’s shoulders. 

The stress and the worry came flooding back, but I refused to acknowledge it. I marched over to the bar and ordered.

The bartender’s scarred hands produced no spark as he passed me my drink. I spun to observe the crowd and spotted Val across the room talking to some sixth-grade teachers.  Lifting my glass, I toasted her, tossing back the amber liquor. It burned its way down my throat, but blessed, warm numbness spread through my body. I ordered two more.

“Mixing whisky and beer is a surefire way to make terrible decisions before tomorrow’s teacher workday.” But Val picked up the second shot.

“Good decisions are overrated." I raised my glass. “To May weddings, new babies, and sustainably-sourced fiancés.”

Val clinked her glass to mine. “And to of all the sweet, innocent new teachers everywhere.”

I drank my shot and slammed the glass down on the bar.

Val observed me closely. “Are you okay?”

“Fine, fine. Want another drink?”

The D.J. amped up Garth Brooks’ I’ve Got Friends in Low Places and the whole crowd cheered. 

Val squealed! She sang along, shimmying her hips to the beat. “Dance with me.”

“No.” I gestured to the bartender who poured me another shot.

“If you won’t dance to Garth, I’m not sure we can be friends.” 

I shrugged, and she ran to the dance floor, joining the mosh pit of twerking teachers singing the chorus.

I motioned for another drink but sat holding it for a minute. My head felt swimmy with the effects of my drinks. When had I last eaten? Breakfast? 

I smiled, lifting the glass up to my lips. Mission accomplished. I was drunk. I’d just finish this one, call that Uber, and go home.

Pat and Danny, two P.E. teachers, who were both married with grandkids, walked up to the bar shooting the breeze about baseball. Enter Sandman by Metallica, one of the best sports intro songs of all time, played loudly in my mind. 

My dad always said I was a walking radio station. One of my favorite memories is singing Michael Jackson’s Beat It with him in the car. Similar to a photographic memory, once I hear a song, it gets filed away until something triggers a connection.

Danny smiled at me. “You’re really tossing them back tonight, Audrey.”

“I’m celebrating.” The words came out a little slurred—Shellibrating.

Pat nodded. “You sure can’t drive. Can I call you an Uber?”

I nodded. Here was the perfect opportunity to leave being handed to me. 

He unlocked his phone and opened the app just as the door to the bar opened and I glanced over.

The sun was hanging low in the sky, and light poured in, temporarily blinding me. A tall figure filled the door frame. He stepped into the bar, and it was like a ray of sunlight lit up his features. 

And time stopped. 

I watched as the stranger scowled, looking around the room. His hunky solidness sent shivers of awareness down my spine. His wide, mouth-watering shoulders made me want to climb him like a leopard. I hummed low in the back of my throat. His red T-shirt stretched tight across his chest, showcasing his yummy strong chest. How often did he work out? Errmmmagoddd!

My mouth dropped open, and drool pooled at the corner of my mouth. This Adonis ticked every one of my boxes. He was the filling to my Reese’s Cup, the Han Solo to my Princess Leia. I wanted to take Def Leppard’s advice and pour some sugar on him. I blinked. Was he a mirage in my sexual desert?

Heat swept over me. Some women are into a man’s eyes or their hands, but hard, muscled shoulders are my kryptonite. Add to that his short, wavy blond hair and chiseled chin, this guy might as well have been wearing a gift tag saying for Audrey.

My alcohol-soaked brain cells caught up with my body and began clamoring for action. Tossing back the last shot, I stood. 

“Thanks, Pat. I think I’ll stay a little longer.” If he responded, I didn’t hear him.

Mostly steady on my feet, I sent a silent thanks to my two older brothers, Kyle and Jack, for teaching me how to hold my liquor even on an empty stomach every crazy holiday since I turned seventeen. I paid my tab and scanned the bar.

Priscilla Henesey stood only a few feet away, looking at me with disapproval. I smiled and waved, turning away before she could react.

He was still there, just inside the door. It was a sign. I focused hard on The Shoulders of My Dreams and started across the room. I felt drawn to him as if pulled by a tractor beam. A few feet from him, I paused. Nice chin and enough stubble to give a girl a good scratch. 

I stepped closer. My body almost brushed his.

He smelled of the ocean, and my tongue itched to taste the saltiness of his skin. I squinted at him, trying to pick the right color to describe his eyes. Were they gray or hazel?

And that’s when I noticed. He was staring at me as if he’d been struck by lightning.
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​​​Chapter 2: Oz
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​Perfect Strangers

My buddy, Bobby, had texted me non-stop most of the day about showing up at the school happy hour.

5:00 PM Bobby: We’re at Barrel. Come down and meet everyone.

5:23 PM Bobby: Sarge, come on. You’re late. Happy hour is at Barrel on 15th Street.

6:03 PM Bobby: Dude, you promised me. I’ll cover all your drinks.

6:46 PM Bobby: Oz, seriously. Where are you? Don’t leave me hanging.

I knew I should text her back, but it had been a hell of a long day. Why did I ever think I could move from New York to Virginia in one weekend? Sure, spending the extra time with Mom and my little sister on vacation in Delaware had been worth it, but hauling furniture and boxes had destroyed all my desire to socialize.

I’d been to enough awkward office happy hours to know it was the worst way to meet your future colleagues. A bunch of teachers cutting loose at a bar is remarkably similar to a cluster fuck of platoon soldiers on leave. I’ve been there and done that.

After leaving the Army, I still wanted to serve my country, so I chose middle school math. Eighth-graders are still young enough to be goofy and funny but not so young that I have to take them to the bathroom or hug them if they cry. I taught for two years in New York, but I wanted to work in a smaller school. When Bobby told me about the job opening at Marchfield Middle, she didn’t have to nag me too much before I applied.

I’ve known Bobby forever, but I met her in Afghanistan. I’d been sweating it out in the moon dust for a month when she got stationed at the combat outpost near Kandahar. She had a lot of piss and vinegar, and even though she was a Southern girl, she swore like a New Yorker. Fighting back-to-back in the disgusting heat of the god-forsaken desert had built a strong bond between us.

So yeah, I’m late to the party, but I’m here. You show up for friends.

I parked my truck next to a neon green Fiat. What possessed people to paint cars to resemble slime or vomit? I glanced around the lot, not seeing Bobby’s red Mitsubishi. She’d probably taken an Uber. Steeling myself for the worst, I marched to the door.

Stepping inside, my eyes took a second to adjust from the evening sun to the darkness of the bar. I stopped inside the threshold, letting the door close behind me. Out of habit, I scanned the crowd and located the exits. Once a G.I. Joe, always a Joe. Looking for Bobby’s short black hair, my eyes skidded to a screeching halt on the redhead at the bar.

She tossed back a shot, not the first from the looks of the scattered glasses in front of her. She slouched on the stool, and I could almost visualize them skimming over her tight butt. I wished she would stand so I could see if reality equaled my imagination. I caught a glance at her profile as she pushed the mass of red hair to the side.

She looked lost in unhappy thoughts. Normally, I’d move on. I don’t need to borrow any more problems because I have enough of my own. But there was something about her. I’m not sure why she kept my attention, but I learned long ago to listen to my instincts. They’d kept me alive for six brutal years in the military.

My blood started moving south before she even turned. And when she looked right at me? Damn, I felt my knees go weak. Sparks jumped across the room, hitting me like a concussion blast. I couldn’t tear my gaze away.

She spoke to the bartender, paid her tab, and climbed off the stool. God bless those skinny jeans hugging her legs. I got a brief glance at her butt; the fabric skimmed tight over those perfect cheeks. Her pink top dipped in the front, showing a hint of cleavage I wanted to explore. She floated over to me, her body small and curvy. Her red hair floated around her shoulders, and a misty sunrise set against her creamy skin. Damn, she was hot.

She stopped in front of me, so close I could feel the heat of her body and smell the sweet, flowery perfume on her skin. The top of her head reached my shoulder, and she craned her neck up, a long, kissable column of soft, pale skin. Her gaze scalded, hot across my neck and face. When her green eyes finally met mine, I felt unsteady.

Her full pink lips curved and then parted in a naughty angel’s smile. She put her hands on my shoulders to steady herself. Maybe she felt the ground shake, too?

“Are you married?”

I cocked my head at the sound of her husky voice. “No, ma’am.”

“Dating anyone seriously?”

I smiled, looking down at her as she slid her hands across my shoulders, giving me a peek down into her shirt. “No, Darlin’. I’m new in town.”

Her lips spread wide in a sloppy smile. “Can I kiss you?” She stretched up on her toes, her breasts brushing across my chest, and kissed me, playing with the collar of my Yankee’s shirt. 

“Well, now,” I hedged even though I wanted to taste those pink lips.

She leaned in. The warm scent of vanilla and flowers teased my senses, and then her lips moved across mine. Her tongue tasted of whiskey and cinnamon.

The shock of being kissed by a stranger lasted about five seconds, and I kissed her back. My hands found her hips. I lifted her up, holding her against me, making it easier to explore her mouth. It was hard to say how long the kiss went on because I sure as hell didn’t check the clock. Red’s hot body clung to mine, demanding all of my attention.

Loud laughter nearby brought reality crashing in. She pulled back. I hooked my finger in her belt loop, keeping her close. A man at a nearby table balanced a full pint on his forehead to the amusement of about ten women. The pint teetered; somebody was about to get doused.

“Come with me.” The red-headed siren tugged my hand.

And I followed. The sun had set, painting the clouds the same red as her hair. Enough blood returned to my brain as she tugged me toward the ugly green Fiat next to my truck. I cleared my throat. "I’m Oz."

She stopped, looking over her shoulder at me. The fading light made her eyes big and her hair dark as midnight. "Can you drive?”

"That thing?” I gestured to the green slime. "Well, yeah, but...”

My words stopped as she slid her hand into her jeans pocket. My eyes were glued to those fingers digging deep into the tight denim.

She held her keys out to me. "I’m Audrey. Wanna take me home?”

Audrey. It was an old-fashioned name. Her actions were bold, but her voice held a touch of uncertainty. I was ninety-five percent sure she didn’t bring strangers home often.

She jingled the keys, the question echoing in her eyes. I closed the distance between us and kissed her, backing her up against the ridiculous neon side of her car while I drank from her lips.

My mouth crushed hers. Whatever blood had made it to my brain plunged south again. My hands slid from her waist and moved higher. Audrey moaned low in her throat, moving closer. I brushed the side of her breasts with my thumbs, and her moan turned into a groan.

A horn honked nearby. Instinctively, I shielded her body with mine as a boy’s voice called out, “Hey, is that Miss Freemont?”

The horn honked again, and she buried her head into my shoulder at the sound of laughing boys. A second later, the light changed, and the car sped away.

Audrey jerked away from me and made her way unsteadily around the side of the car to slide into the passenger seat. I opened the driver’s side door, pushing the seat as far back as possible to squeeze my legs under the steering wheel.

She gave me a sidelong look as I adjusted the mirrors. "What’d you say your name was?”

I laughed, turning toward her in the tiny car, and held out my hand. “I’m Oz."

Her warm hand clasped mine, and I sucked in a breath. I wanted this woman with a passion that surprised me.

“Will you take me home, Oz?”

Smiling, I turned the key and started her pitiful excuse of a car. “Anything for you, Darlin’.”
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​Chapter 3: Audrey
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​Girls Just Wanna Have Fun

Darlin’. He’d called me Darlin’. I pressed my hand against my belly. The Southern charm and the intimacy of it made me want him even more.

Oz drove my car toward my apartment as Born to Run came on the radio. The lyrics resonated. Who was I to argue with The Boss? I wanted to wrap my legs around something for sure.

I tried to talk myself out of the ludicrous idea. Taking a stranger home because I was horny could end badly. He could be a sociopath or a murderer. But then I’d peer over and melt a little.

His big, tan hands on the steering wheel... melt.

His shoulders, way too large for my car... melt, melt.

His short, messy blonde hair pressed against the ceiling... melt, melt, melt.

And when he looked at me, acknowledging my directions with a slow smile... I turned into Olaf on a summer day.

A tiny moan escaped my mouth, and he glanced over at me, his eyebrow quirking up.

I love that. Every sexy movie hero in the world can quirk an eyebrow. Chris Hemsworth, Will Smith, Ryan Gosling—all of them can quirk. It’s probably in the screen test. 1, 2, 3! Quirk! You’re hired!

The silence felt heavy between us. I squirmed in my seat, needing to say something. I twisted my hands together. “Are you a serial killer?”

His eyes cut to me for a second before returning to the road. “Are you?”

“No, nope, not me,” I babbled. Did he really wonder if I was a murderer?

“Me either.” He smiled. “Of course, that’s what a serial killer would say.”

“Probably,” I laughed weakly. “It seems counterintuitive to admit it straight off.”

He smiled. “Want me to give you some references? Yelp reviews? Maybe look at my resume?”

I giggled helplessly. “Will they testify to the fact that you’re not a psychotic murderer?”

“Only the ones I didn’t murder.” Oz had one relaxed hand on the wheel while the other tapped a beat on his thigh. “Seriously though, my best friend would love it if you asked her.”

He stopped at a red light and reached for my hand. His thumb rubbed across my knuckles, sending sparks trailing across my skin. I sucked in a breath and asked, "Do you have any pet peeves?”

“About sex?” He flashed me a grin. “Not really. Am I gonna need a safe word?”

I opened my mouth to respond but my witty repartee was drowned in whiskey. Only one word popped into my mind, “Asparagus?”

He must have seen the blush which started on my cheeks and took over my whole face.

"Relax, Red. There’s no pressure."

Red. Obvious yet accurate. A secret part of me loved it. Tonight, I was a rebel. 

I smiled at him. “Are you this nice to all women?”

He flashed a smile back. “Only the cute ones who kiss me in bars.”

I struggled to find a response. Flirting required a clear mind and less alcohol. Retreating back to safe conversational topics, I directed Oz to pull into my apartment complex and park in my spot. He killed the ignition, gave me the keys, and returned his hands to the steering wheel.

“If you’ve changed your mind, I’ll walk back to the bar after I’ve seen you to the door.” His eyes met mine, eyebrows quirking.

Oh, Hell. No.

He thought I wasn’t interested anymore! I turned in my seat to meet his gaze. Lifting my eyebrow, I put the question back in his corner. “Do you want to go?”

His mouth split with a grin. He popped open the car door and awkwardly edged himself out from behind the Fiat's steering wheel. His tall frame spilled out as his arm accidentally hit the horn.

His scowl of disgust was priceless. Even I'll admit my baby’s horn sounded like a squeak toy crossed with a sick cat’s sneeze. I nearly fell out of the car, laughing.

“Don’t frown at my baby! Green Lightning is sensitive.” I scolded him, wiping tears from my eyes.

His burly, muscular arms crossed over his chest. The fabric of his T-shirt clung to his biceps, outlining every yummy detail, and I tried hard not to drool. “That is a poor excuse for a car, and that horn isn’t fit for a bicycle.”

His wide, innocent eyes and mischievous grin made my belly flutter. “All your middle school teachers must have hated you. Acting all cute and innocent while getting into trouble."

He shrugged. “All the kids loved me."

“Yeah, I’m sure they did."

Using my best sassy, butt-swinging walk, I led him to my apartment door. The heat of his body radiated against my back as I unlocked the door. Leaning back against him, I wiggled my hips. He moved so fast that I barely blinked before Oz swung me around and had my back up against the closed door.

Marvin Gaye crooned Let’s Get It On in my head, and my hips began to sway to my internal playlist. I shivered as Oz’s calloused hands ran up my arms. His mouth trailed down my neck, setting fire to my blood.

“Red, something’s rubbing around my legs. You double-jointed or something?"

I laughed, "Oz, meet Stevie, my cat. Go away, Stevie."

Reaching up, I pulled his mouth back to mine, drinking in his masculine taste. Mint with a hint of dark chocolate became my new favorite flavor. I was addicted. Craving his touch, I arched into his hands. “More, harder.”

Oz leaned back and looked into my eyes for a moment. He must have seen the want, no, the need in mine because he kissed me hard. I reveled in the roughness of his whiskers against my skin. When he brushed my nipples with his thumbs, I cried out, groaning and crushing my fingers into his hair.

I broke away from him, out of breath. “I should probably tell you. It’s been a long time for me."

Oz grinned as his fingers continued to make sweeping circles across my breasts. "Do you need a refresher course?"

“Are you offering?”

He picked me up like a swoony romance novel hero. I wrapped my legs around his waist so my body aligned with his. I rubbed my clit against his thick cock, my pussy memorizing him, welcoming him. My breath hitched. I felt out of control, and when Oz groaned into my mouth, I felt powerful.

I wildly gestured toward the bedroom and kissed him again. I tugged his hair, then raked my nails down his back, feeling the strong muscles of those never-ending shoulders tighten in response to my touch.

His mouth broke away from mine, breathing harsh and out of control. “We need to slow down.”

His words, his voice rumbled through me. I paused. We were eye to eye as he held me as easily as a doll.

“No.”

“No?” Oz repeated. I felt him pulling back, easing away from me. I clutched at him, refusing to let him go.

“I don’t want to slow down. I want you, Oz. Now.”

I watched the hazel of his eyes darken and his pupils dilate. He took a deep breath, nostrils flaring, and started down the dark hall past the kitchen with me clinging to him like Jane in a Tarzan movie.

I pulled Oz’s Yankee’s t-shirt over his head just as Stevie set a feline roadblock in the hallway.   

“Wait! Stop!” I cried.

Partially blinded, Oz grunted, struggling for balance. He braced his hand against the wall. I wrapped my legs tighter around his waist, holding on.

Beneath us, Stevie wound through Oz’s legs, heading back toward the kitchen. He looked back with large, yellow eyes in the dim light and meowed innocently.

“We’re a little busy, Stevie. Go take a nap,” I suggested and pulled Oz’s shirt over his head. Circling my hands over his hard shoulders, his skin felt as hot as a furnace.

“How much do you work out?” I muttered against his neck while breathing in the salty scent of him.

His wry laugh vibrated through his chest. "I had a lot of free time this summer."

When we reached my bedroom, he lowered me until my feet skimmed to the floor. Glancing around, I prayed I hadn’t left anything embarrassing out. I loved my Muffin Mixer but didn’t want him to see the big pink vibrator.

Oz reached down to lift the hem of my pink shirt, and a new worry took its place. Closing my eyes, I said a little drunken prayer. Please, let me be wearing my matching navy lace underwear and not mismatched granny panties and a sports bra.

His eyes were hot as fire as they fixed on my breasts, wrapped in satin and lace. His mouth fell open, and that powerful feeling rose up in me again. I lifted my arms over my head. His fingers dragged across my skin, following the straps of satin from my shoulder down, down, down to the tiny white bow between my breasts. I lowered my arms, squeezing my breasts together, lifting them, and accentuating my cleavage.

Oz stepped closer, his chest brushing against me. My nipples hardened at the contact. He unhooked my bra, lowering the straps and peeling the fabric away from my skin. He wrapped one arm around me and guided me to the edge of the bed.

He sank onto his knees. His hands were on me in an instant, thumbs brushing against the peaks of my nipples. Taking one and then the other into his mouth, he adored them with his tongue and teeth, mixing pleasure and pain until I knew only him.

His thumbs hooked in the edge of my jeans, peeling them down my thighs until they pooled around my ankles and fell to the floor. He traced the lace across the top of my navy panties. I shivered as he tugged them over my warm skin. The soft mattress dipped as I sank down into the softness of my bed; his fingers trailed through the red curls between my legs, found me, and slipped inside.

My back arched, and I groaned, grinding my hips against Oz’s fingers. “I need...”

He growled, low and husky, “What, Red?”

I almost didn’t recognize my voice when I panted, “I need more.”

“Tell me.” His thumb rubbed softly across my clit.

Unable to find the words, I pounded my fist against his shoulder, but he effortlessly held me still. For a moment, I wondered if I should be scared.

“Do you want me to stop?” His hooded eyes searched mine, and I shook my head. “Then tell me what you need.”

I pouted a little. Why couldn’t he read my mind? “I need you inside me. I want to come with you inside me.”

He yanked a condom out of his wallet and unfastened his pants, letting them tangle with mine on the floor. “You’re so beautiful, Red. I want to be in your wet pussy.”

My body felt hot and tingly at the sight of him naked. Before he could move, I sat on the edge of the bed, taking his length in my hand. The heat of his body drew me to him, tempting me. I kissed his hard belly and then lower, inching my way down, my hand moving over him.

“Red, stop. You’re killing me,” Oz panted. He jerked away before I reached my target. His fingers left a trail of sparks across my body, and I wondered if we would set the mattress on fire.

Burning Down the House clicked into my mind until his fingers danced across my core, and I forgot all about the Talking Heads, thinking more about giving head at this point. I fell back onto the pillows. The fire in my blood grew white hot.

I reached for him, and he rolled on the condom.

His hands and mouth roamed over my breasts and down my body. My heart pounded in my ears. It was time to take what I wanted. Sitting up, I pushed him down onto the pillows. In an instant, I straddled him, squeezing his hip bones with my thighs. His cock rubbed against my center as I lowered myself eagerly onto him.

His hard body flexed beneath me as he pushed deeper, stretching muscles I’d neglected for so long. I gasped. Tiny spasms shivered through me as sensations swept over me like a whirlwind. The force of it drove me beyond thought until there was nothing left but his body inside of mine.

The orgasm washed over me like a tidal wave. Oz’s hands and mouth were my anchor as my body arched tight. Lightning bolts surged through me in a never-ending wave. I moaned, shuddering, never wanting it to end.

He groaned as my pleasure triggered his. He bucked his hips, the muscles of his neck tight. His teeth clenched, and he came.

I collapsed on top of him. My head nestled into his shoulder. I panted as if I’d run a marathon. Marvin Gaye crooned about sexual healing in my head. I sang along, feeling Oz’s rumbly laugh in response.

He squeezed me tightly and brushed his lips on the top of my head. "Red, that was amazing."

I felt a rush of awkwardness. 

My mind felt fuzzy, the ideas tangling together. What should I say? Thanks felt too polite, and Yes, it was seemed redundant. I could barely remember words 

“I’ve never come like that.”

“Yeah?” He kissed my neck, nuzzling me with his stubble. It tickled and made me laugh. 

“The teen inside me wants to give you a high five.”

Really? Did I actually say that?

He smiled, and his eyes fluttered closed. I felt him relax. His hands slowed, then stopped stroking, resting heavily on my back. His mouth opened slightly, and a soft snore escaped.

I lay on top of him, savoring the warm hardness of his skin. My inner teen did a few cartwheels. I had a sexy man in my bed. But as the minutes stretched, I wondered about the etiquette of these situations. Should I wake him?

Wake Me Up Before You Go-Go popped into my mind. I stared at him, squinting a little. Did he resemble a short-haired George Michael? Teen me squealed. George Michael had been my first celebrity crush. My heart swelled a little.

I shook my head, admonishing myself, and rolled off of him. The last bit of my buzz slipped away, leaving me chilly. I pulled the sheet up while scolding myself.  It was way, way too early for heart swelling. Catching feelings for him would be a mistake. I didn’t even know him. He could be a
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