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Hunter has a secret message for you, Kitten. 

Watch out for the underlined letters to find out what he has to say.
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1
Welcome to The Perky Pecker

Abby



It was hard and smooth as I ran my hands over it. My fingers traced every delicate line as they moved up and down. The tip glistened when it caught a sunbeam. I licked my dry lips. It was so long and thick. My hands barely wrapped around it.
“Daydreaming again?” My best friend’s voice made me jump. I nearly dropped the marble statue I had been dusting. Returning it to the shelf, I then turned to greet her. 
“I thought you were working? You mentioned a big meeting today. WHat are you doing here?” I replied, taking in her elegant navy pin-striped business suit and tan pumps. Bianca was always so put-together. Sometimes I envied how easy fashion and style came to her. But I wouldn’t give up my little book cafè for the world. 
“Mmm-hmm,” she tossed her mahogany curls over her shoulder and plopped herself in one of the wingback chairs I kept next to the order counter.  I washed my hands and made us a couple of chai lattes before joining her. 
“My meeting ended early,” she replied. “Which is fabulous because I heard an interesting tidbit this morning, and I have been dying to share it with you. What were you thinking about just now, anyway?” 
“Oh, nothing,” I waved her off. “You know me. Always dreaming about some character in my latest book.”
“Do you know what your problem is?” She asked as she raised her cup to her lips and took a sip. I groaned and rolled my eyes. Here we go again. The same speech I have heard for years. 
“You need to stop pining for Mr. Perfect and find a guy. It doesn’t need to be long-term or anything. Just a good dicking down, my friend. You’re horny as shit, and book boyfriends are safer than real ones. No messy emotions. But definitely no action there either,” she pointed out. 
“You talk as if I’m some kind of celibate Nun,” I replied. “When I haven’t found anyone I have been remotely interested in since that night in Toronto.”
“That was three years ago,” she said and gestured at me with a wave of her hand. “And one dick in ten years is not enough to settle these raging hormones you’ve got going on.”
“It hasn’t been—,” Bianca’s look stopped my denials mid sentence. “Ok, fine. So it’s been a while since I’ve gotten laid.”
“Oh, honey,” Dimitri chimed in from behind the counter. As if this conversation couldn’t get any stranger, my friend and only employee had to chime in, too. “This entire store is practically a dedication to your hormones.”
“It is not!” I gasped. 
“Have you forgotten what you were dusting?” Dimitri pointed out. “Or what about the new mugs that came in this week’s shipment?”
I flushed.
“So I have a themed book café,” I steadfastly refused to acknowledge that maybe they had a point. “It’s pretty popular around here. Especially with cottage season opening up again.”
“Dicks,” Dimitri exclaimed. “It’s a shop dedicated to dicks. Crystal penis’s, cock straws, you name it. Tell me that’s not a sign.”
“It’s not a sign,” I argued. “It’s a profitable business that pays your wages every week. And I sell other things too.”
The bell over the door chimed, cutting off his sarcastic retort. A customer glanced at the crystals and giggled before proceeding to the coffee counter. Dimitri greeted her with a smile and took her order. I breathed a sigh of relief and took the opportunity to change the subject. 
“What was this big news you had to share in the middle of the workday?” I asked Bianca. A smug grin was pasted on her face. She knew exactly what I was trying to do, and that look told me she wasn’t about to let me out of this conversation so easily. I sighed. 
“And what does this have to do with my sex life? Or lack thereof?” I asked and slumped in my chair. 
“A little birdie told me a certain hockey player was traded to The Stags,” she replied and wiggled her eyebrows. I groaned. As if I didn’t already know Hunter had been traded from Vancouver to Toronto. It was all anyone was talking about this morning. 
“What does that have to do with me?” I asked. Toronto was three hours away. And it’s the biggest city in Canada. Literally millions of people live there. And my ex-boyfriend’s career moves have nothing to do with me. It’s been years since I last saw him. Why is it suddenly the biggest news in town? There’s no reason to believe he would ever come here, and even if I did go to Toronto, there’s no way we would run into each other.
“Never say never,” her grin grew. She reminded me of a Cheshire Cat. Or, more accurately, the cat who got into the cream. 
“What are you talking about, Bianca? I don’t have time for games,” I replied and finished off my latte. 
“A little birdie told me that a certain hockey player made an offer on his grandparents' old cottage,” she said and sat back with a satisfied look on her face. I froze in my seat. My heart started racing. 
“That doesn’t mean anything,” I replied, trying to maintain some semblance of normalcy. “He’s probably just nostalgic. I doubt he will spend much time there.”
“What did I miss?” Dimitri asked as he rounded the counter and pulled up a chair. 
“Our little nun thinks Hunter Holt bought back his family’s old place for nostalgia,” Bianca replied. 
“Hunter Holt?” Dimitri’s head tilted, his silver septum piercing glinting as it caught the light. He eyed me with curiosity. 
“The hockey player?” He asked with undisguised interest.
“The one and only,” Bianca said. “He’s also the man Abby Sackrider has been pining over for the last twelve years.”
“He left and never looked back,” I exclaimed. “So what if he bought his grandparents’ old house? He’s never coming back. I made my peace with that a long time ago. Please don’t make me regret telling you about him.”
“Prove it,” Bianca leaned forward, and Dimitri joined her. He never could resist an opportunity to be in the middle of drama. I silently groaned. “Randy from the hardware store down the street has been asking you out every week for a month. Next time, you should say yes.”
“What? Why? He isn’t serious about going out with me,” I protested. “He’s rebounding after his divorce and flirting with everyone. Randy is a friend.”
“The trouble with small towns,” Dimitri drawled with a smirk. “Is that eventually everyone becomes a friend or ends up in the friend zone. Randy Randal is hot as hell and flirting with no one else in town. What’s the harm in saying yes the next time he asks you out?”
“Unless, of course, you’re still nursing old flames?” Bianca added. 
“Ugh,” I groaned and stood. “Fine. I’ll go on a date with Randy if that will shut you both up about Hunter.”
“What about Hunter?” A familiar voice I hadn’t heard in years washed over me. Bianca and Dimitri both stilled and stared at something behind me. I ignored the little skip in my heartbeat as I spun on my heel. 
It was nearly impossible not to melt under his warm, amber gaze. It was as if I were a flower doused with sunshine, after a millennium trapped beneath an icy glacier. Time stilled. Twelve years had passed since he left, yet he looked almost the same. He’d grown out his hair and beard, and sported a sleeve of tattoos down one arm that disappeared beneath the sleeve of his navy blue shirt. 
“Hey, Abby,” he said in that deep voice that made my insides melt like I was a bowl of ice cream abandoned in the hot summer sun. Forgotten. That word washed over me like a bucket of ice had been dumped on my head. That’s all I was to him. All I had been for twelve long years. Forgotten. Despite all his promises. 
“I’m sorry, do I know you?” I replied coolly. His eyebrow arched as if he didn’t believe me for a moment. But instead of calling me out, he held his hand out, which surprised me. 
“Hunter Holt,” he introduced himself. “I just moved back to Cedar Bay.”
I stared at the hand he offered, my heart beating faster. Harder. Thump. Thump. Thump. 
“Welcome back, then,” I replied with a brittle smile. Why was he back after all of these years? Why here? Now? He couldn’t waltz into my store and smile at me as if nothing had changed. Everything was different now. I was different. And he was never the man I thought he was.
“Come on, Abby,” he called out when I brushed past him on my way to the storage room in the back of the shop. “Can we talk? I know you remember me.” 
The bells over the door chimed. I was saved from replying—a welcome moment of relief. 
“Randy!” I greeted the owner of the hardware store with a smile. “I was just about to clock out for the day. You’re late.” 
Randy chuckled. 
“Miss me, Sweetheart?” He asked, his gaze raking over me in an overly familiar way that gave me the ick when he did it in front of Hunter. He was a nice, handsome guy, despite his over-the-top flirtatious nature. I really should give him a chance, as Bianca suggested. But I couldn’t get over the uneasiness coiling in my belly when he flirted with me. It was all wrong. 
“Always,” I lied with a laugh. Did it sound as fake as it felt? Oh god, what was I doing? Flirting with a guy I had no interest in dating, in front of the only man I ever… well fuck. 
“Hey, Abby,” Bianca came to my rescue as always. Her arm slung across my shoulders was a grounding force that brought me back to the present before I completely spiralled into an anxious pit. I gasped as I sucked in the air I had completely forgotten to breathe. My chest ached. “Weren’t you going to show me that new piece that arrived for the shop this morning?”
“What?” I asked. She glared at me with a silent message that I instantly understood. My bestie was rescuing me from myself. Again. “Oh, right, sorry. It’s in the backroom. Hey Dimitri, I’m clocking out for the afternoon. See you in the morning.”
“See you in the morning, boss lady,” he smirked. “Now, fellas, what can I get for you?” 
I glanced over my shoulder as Dimitri returned to his position behind the counter and started taking Randy’s coffee order. Despite trying not to look three inches to the left, I couldn’t resist the urge. Hunter was watching me, his head tilted slightly as if he didn’t know what to make of our awkward exchange. Our eyes met for a brief moment before Bianca grabbed my arm and pulled me into the back room. The door slammed closed behind us. She whirled on me, her face lined with concern.
“What was that?” She asked, pointing to the closed door. “Are you ok?”
“I-I’m fine. I think,” I squeezed my eyes closed and forced air into my lungs. In through the nose, out through the mouth. Over and over again until my pulse slowed to a normal pace. 
“Here, take a seat,” she grabbed my arm and helped me sit at my desk. She propped herself on the corner of my desk and waited patiently until I could speak. 
“I thought I was over it,” I whispered and squeezed my eyes closed. “I panicked seeing him in my store after all these years.”
“Over what?” Bianca asked. “Hunter? Because anyone with eyes could see you have never been able to let go of that man.”
“High school was a long time ago,” I replied bitterly. “He was nothing but a summer fling. We had our fun, and then he left to play hockey. That was it.”
“If that’s what you insist on telling yourself, fine. But that reaction back there tells a whole other story, my friend. And I’ll be here with a bottle of wine and a tub of rocky road when you’re ready to share it.”
“Maybe I will someday,” I replied as the alarm on my phone chimed. “But right now I have a date with my favourite lady in the whole world. I’ll see you later, B.”
“Say hi to Grams for me,” Bianca said as she grabbed my purse off my desk and tossed it to me. I caught it easily and promised her I would before I fled out the back door to the safety of my car. 
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2
Home is where the heart is

Hunter



A door with a sign reading “Staff Only” swung closed behind Abby and her friend. I stared at it for far too long, hoping she would turn around and storm back out. Instead, I was left wondering about what just happened. 
“Hey, aren't you Hunter Holt? The new Left-wing forward for the Toronto Stags? I heard you were from around here, never thought I’d live to see the day when you came back though,” the guy, Randy, I think Abby called him, said. I eyed him warily. He was a little too familiar with my girl for my liking. But the best way to approach any competition was to learn everything I could about my opponents. In hockey, it’s studying game tapes until my eyes burned with exhaustion. When it comes to Abby? 
I’m going to buy the guy a coffee.
“Yeah, I spent my summers here with my grandparents growing up. I recently bought their old place. Don’t think I recognize you, though,” I pointed out. 
“Oh, right,” Randy offered his hand, and I took it. “Where are my manners? I’m Randy. I own the hardware store. Moved to Cedar Bay about six years ago after my divorce. I’m a big fan. Couldn’t believe my luck when I heard you were traded to Toronto. Can I buy you a coffee?”
“Coffee’s on me, my friend,” I slapped him on the shoulder and led the way to the counter, where the barista was giving me a once-over. Given the scowl on his face, I had a sense he was as protective of Abby as I felt. She had that effect on people. He was professional enough not to say anything as he took our orders. His eyes spoke volumes, though, when he handed over two steaming cups of coffee. 
“How well do you know Abby?” I asked, turning to Randy and leading him over to a table in the corner. 
“We go way back,” Randy smirked. I wanted to punch him in the face. My hand clenched and unclenched under the table. “She was very friendly since I moved to town. We’ve been flirting for a while. I think I’m finally starting to wear her down. She’s a tough cookie to crack, but all that pent-up frustration makes for the hottest—.”
My fist flew into his face as if it had a mind of its own. His nose crunched beneath my knuckles. Blood spewed down his face and drenched the front of his shirt. How dare he talk about my girl like that? 
“What the fuck?!” Randy screeched. He grabbed handfuls of napkins and shoved them into his face as he tried to staunch the crimson flow. I stood slowly, barely containing the urge to smash his face in again. 
“What happened?” The barista came running with wads of napkins.
“He sucker punched me for no reason,” Randy whined.
“Stay away from her,” I growled.
“Is that a threat?” Randy’s nasally voice demanded. His eyes widened with terror. 
“Nope,” I replied and turned to leave. 
“It’s a promise,” I said under my breath.
“It’s true what they say. Hockey players are all barbarians. I should call the cops on you!” Randy shouted at my back. I glanced over my shoulder in time to see Abby’s blonde friend come running back into the shop. I hesitated for a moment, hoping Abby might be behind her. But there was no trace of her auburn locks and hazel eyes. 
“Go ahead,” I waved him off and paused at the door. “But the whole town will find out what a scumbag you are. Do you talk about all the women like that? Or just mine?”
“What is going on out here?” Abby’s friend demanded as she rushed to Randy the Dick’s side. 
“Go ahead and tell them what you told me, Dick,” I stared at the bloody mess of a worm in front of me. “Tell them what you said about my girl!”
“Abby isn’t yours anymore,” the barista’s voice rang out. “Maybe you’ll understand it in hockey terms. She’s a free agent. You can’t go around assaulting people because they said something you don’t like about a woman who wants nothing to do with you anymore! Unlike you, we’re civilized around here.”
“We’ll see about that,” I said and walked out of The Perky Pecker. Perhaps this wouldn't be as easy I thought. Slamming the jeep door as I climbed in, I decided to make a visit to the Cedar Bay Retirement Home soon. I was going to need some help from the Grams' department if I wanted to win back my girl.
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3
Adventures with Grams

Abby



The drive to the retirement home was short, but it gave me time to collect myself before my daily visit with Grandma Opal. I forgot all about Hunter as I walked through the sliding front glass doors and into a cloud of cheap patchouli perfume that made my eyes water. 
“Wow, Edna,” I called out to the receptionist behind the counter. She barely glanced at me as she continued filing her nails and popping her bubble gum. “Your perfume is very… powerful today.”
“Gotta hot date later,” she replied with a smile that suggested her “date” was code for getting laid. I barely suppressed an eyeroll. Edna had a new date every week. In a town this size, it was surprising she managed to find so many men. I guess it helped that the cottage season brought in so many new tourists every summer. It widened the dating pool if you weren’t looking for something serious. 
“Opal’s waitin’ for ya in the garden,” Edna nodded towards the doors on the other side of the lobby, her attention returning to her nails. Dismissed, I gladly held my breath until I reached fresh air again. 
“Someone really needs to say something about all that perfume Edna wears,” I complained when I reached Grams. She was sitting by the fountain, sipping a glass of lemonade, surrounded by a bounty of pink and cream hydrangeas. The gardeners worked hard to create this oasis. An English country garden that was full of butterflies and hummingbirds in the spring and summer. Roses climbed structures that arched over the sidewalk. I imagine the stone paths weren’t feasible for seniors pushing their walkers. It lost some of its charm without the paths, but the gardens had their own charm with various flowers and shrubs. There was even a small herb and vegetable plot near the back for the residents to work in if they wanted to. It was mostly tomatoes, but the gardeners helped tend the plot for the residents. There were even secluded areas with benches for resting at various points along the path. It was truly an amazing and elaborate garden. 
“That stubborn chit never listens to anything I tell her. Why, last night I told her the way to a man’s heart is through his stomach, not his nose, and if she wants to catch one for longer than a night, she needs to change her game plan. Instead of taking my advice, she took a bath in cheap perfume and came in here smelling like a whore house,” Grams griped. She took a swig of her lemonade like it was whiskey and slammed the empty glass down on the small wrought iron table in front of her. 
“Grams!” I gasped in mock outrage. “How dare she ignore your sage advice. Doesn’t she know you were happily married for sixty years?”
“And George would still be alive if his poor heart hadn’t given out in the middle of a rigorous night of sex! The poor dear never had the chance to finish,” she shook her head mournfully. I struggled not to gag at the image of my ancient grandparents going at it in all their wrinkled glory, now permanently burned into my growing list of issues to talk to a therapist about. 
“The poor dear was cremated with a riger-boner!” She continued and dabbed at the corner of her eye with a tissue. I swear, Grams should have stayed in acting. Her talent was lost in a small town like Cedar Bay.  
“In other news,” I hastily added in desperation before Grams went into greater detail. “Hunter Holt moved back to town. He bought his family's old cottage down by the lake. It probably won't last long. Hockey season will be here before you know it.”
“Hunter?” She spun in her seat, a giant, toothy smile spreading across her face. “Such a sweet young man! Nothing like his wretched parents. I knew he would keep his promise!”
“Grams, it’s been twelve years. I doubt he even remembers his promise. Why would he? Besides, it doesn’t matter anyway. We’re not the same people anymore. I’ve moved on,” I replied, brushing away an imaginary speck of dust on my jeans. Grams snorted. I could almost hear her eyes roll.
“Deny it all you like, Abby. But I’m telling you that man loved you too much to walk away forever. He swore to your father he would be back before your thirtieth birthday and marry you, whether your father liked it or not.” Grams’ words had me flashing back to the night Hunter left town. We were planning to get married, and when my dad found out, he lost his mind. I’ve never seen him so furious before. Hunter finally agreed to leave without me, but not before he made that vow. 
“Oh, goody! I’m finally going to be a grandma!” She squealed with delight and rubbed her hands together. 
“You are a grandma,” I pointed out, and forced that memory back into its locked box. “Wouldn’t you be a great-grandmother when my sister and I have kids someday?”
“I’d be the best grandma! No need to call me great,” she waved me off and winked. “I’m not that old, you know.”
I laughed and threw my arms around her shoulders for a hug. 
“You already are the best grandma,” I said with a chuckle. “So what excitement have you been up to, besides giving Edna some sage dating advice? Have you been behaving?”
“I resent that question,” Grams glared at me with mock indignation. “When have I ever behaved? Last night, Hazel and I got into quite a pickle. We borrowed a couple of wheelchairs. It was all rather innocent at first. No one was supposed to get hurt. We only wanted to test how fast the chairs could go. I was winning too. Then a nurse came around the corner and surprised us. Hazel hit that wheelchair ramp at top speed. You should have seen it. That nurse went flying down the hall. Her wig was flapping in the wind as Hazel zipped past her. I was laughing so hard I tipped that wheelchair over and crashed into a potted plant. Who puts a potted plant in a hallway?”
“Someone who clearly doesn’t know you and Hazel,” I laughed at the image she described. Grams and Hazel were as thick as thieves. They have been best friends since Grams was adopted and moved to Cedar Bay when she was eleven. When Grampa passed two years ago, they decided to move into the retirement home together. Not that either of them needed to be there. But Uncle Bob, Hazel’s husband, had dementia, and she refused to let him live in a retirement home alone. It was very sweet. And a little tragic. Bob rarely remembers anyone anymore. He forgets how to eat sometimes, and Hazel spends her days helping him. It’s good that Grams is here with her. The two women were nothing but trouble together, but they held each other up during the toughest times. Hazel helped Grams settle Grampa’s estate and organize his funeral. Grams said it was only right that she be here for Hazel when she made this tough move, after I tried to talk her out of it. I knew it was a lost cause after that, and helped her pack. I’m positive the retirement home directors regretted accepting them together, even if no one ever said it. 
“Which reminds me, you and I have to go shopping this week,” Grams said. “I have to buy a planter with a flower arrangement.”
“You broke the planter?” I raised an eyebrow. 
“Not me,” Grams protested. “But the wheelchair—.”
I groaned. 
“How badly was the wheelchair damaged?” I asked, slouching in my chair, my head in my hands. Grams waved off my concerns. 
“Gina had an old one she uses when her scooter is in the shop. I’ll have it fixed up good as new before she needs it again. Your friend Sully was good enough to swing by this morning and take it down to his shop. Does he know Hunter is back in town? Those two were best friends, if I recall. He was nearly as hurt as you were when Hunter left.”
“Sully was here?” I repeated dumbly. I didn’t miss the side-eye Grams gave me when she thought I wasn’t looking, but I chose to ignore it. 
“He mentioned going to Riviera’s on Friday night. If you’re not interested in Hunter, maybe you should join him,” she suggested slyly. “I’m not going to be a great anything if you don’t spread those legs once in a while.”
“You’re feeling spicy today,” I replied, surprised by her suggestion. Sully and I had a history, but we both decided we were better as friends. How Grams knew anything about it was beyond me. No one else did. But it didn’t surprise me either. I swear she had spies everywhere. 
“It’s the truth, and we both know it,” Grams pointed out. Clearly, she didn’t regret a single word. I rolled my eyes. She might have a point, but I refused to admit it. 
“Riviera’s on Friday?” I asked instead. Grams nodded with a knowing smile. “After this conversation, I could definitely use a stiff drink.”
Grams let out a bark of laughter and slapped my knee. I made a mental note to call Bianca later and drag her down to the local bar with me. I was going to need all the support I could get if I was going to make a fool of myself in front of the entire town. 
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Lawn Signs

Abby


I stretched and yawned as I moved through my kitchen, automatically spooning coffee grounds into the French press. The kettle whistled on the stove. I rubbed my eyes and turned off the burner. The water bubbled and steam billowed from the spout as I poured it over the coffee grounds and set it to brew while I started on breakfast. It wasn’t until I glanced out the window that I noticed it
“Oh no!” I gasped. “No no no no no! This can’t be happening!” 
The spoon I was holding clattered to the floor. I raced around the counter and out into the yard, my robe billowing out behind me as the breeze caught it. Normally, I would have pulled it tightly closed so the neighbours didn’t get a glance at me dressed in my nightgown. Of course, if anything were normal, I wouldn’t be racing out of my house in such a disarray. 
I froze when I saw the full extent of the unexpected decorations. The town’s so-called “Love Bandit” had struck again, and this time they pulled out all the stops. For years, someone in town would sneak around and decorate people’s front lawns, cars, work lockers, whatever they could get their hands on, whenever they suspected someone had recently fallen in love. 
Janna Carver, down the street, had her lawn decorated twice. Once, when she met her first husband, and then later, after he passed away from cancer, she began secretly dating a bartender from Oshawa. She left town with her new beau shortly after. No one had known she was dating again until the Love Bandit struck.
Then there was Pedro Domínguez. The love bandit covered his car in Cupids and red and gold hearts. The words “te amo” were scrawled across his windshield when he fell in love with his wife, Melody Parker, while she was visiting town with her friends on their annual road trip. 
No one knew who the love bandit was, or how they knew about the contents of people's hearts, but they were always right. And usually tasteful with their decorations. 
“Why me?” I cried in disbelief and hurriedly began yanking lawn ornaments out of my grass before too many people noticed it. I was known for the dick cafe. People had come to accept it for the most part, and most thought it was hilarious. Even tourists were coming into the cafe in larger numbers than ever. The hockey cock was especially popular during playoff season. But this? This was too far. 
“I am not in love with anyone,” I shouted to the dick-shaped disco balls hanging from the eavestroughs. Warm, male laughter rang out from the street behind me. I spun around and tripped on a rooster. A shriek echoed down the nearly empty street as I landed on an inflatable penis tree. A lock of hair danced across my eyes, hiding my burning cheeks. Of course, he would choose now to
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